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First there was the news that students in American

universities study a lot less than they used to. Now we hear, in a
recent book titled Academically Adrift, that 45 percent of the

nation’s undergraduates learn very little in the1r ﬁrst two years of

college.

: The study, by two sociologists, Richard Arum of New York
University and Josipa Roksa of the University of Virginia, also

found that half of the students surveyed did not take any classes

requiring 20 pages of writing in their prior semester, and one-

~ third did not take any courses requiring 40 pages of reading a

~ week.

: The research has come in for some criticism. But a larger
in their efforts to keep graduanon
L’ rates high and students happy , dumbed down their curricula? If

- question is; Have collegcs

¥ they have, who is to blame? What should parents and federal i

~ taxpayers do?

Reading 1
~, A Different Type of Student
by C. Kent McGuire

We should be careful about reaching definitive conclusions on
the quality of undergraduate education from a study that uses a single
Our

diverse higher education marketplace claims to produce a wide range

outcome measure, the Collegiate Learning Assessment.
of outcomes which in fairness, require multiple forms of assessment.
That said, Academically Adrift is in fact a story about the slow pace
of curricular change, a story about the status of teaching in higher
education and ultimately a story about today’s college students and
there is a lot to this story.

On the curriculum front, there has been a good deal of change

in general education, the term for a university’s core curriculum,

Academically Adrift; (% K
L ED)

dumb down: i fk
curriculum; [ ka'rikjolom ]
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curricula ¥, curriculums)

definitive ; [ di'finativ | adj.
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especially over the last decade. But this work is painfully slow,

conceived with little engagement of the public and complicated by

competing demands from the disciplines, each wanting more and |

more space in a fixed pie (roughly 120 credit hours). As a result,

curriculum reform, often means adding new information and topics,
but subtracting little. Over time, it is difficult for faculty or students
to agree about what is important. It is even harder to make
connections across the curriculum and, therefore, difficult to see
themes that cut across the disciplines in ways that line up with what
students see and experience day-to-day. So there is a relevance
problem as well as a priority problem.

A bigger challenge is the nature of teaching in the academy.
Today’s students live in a world of hyper-connectivity and information
exchange. They receive their information in five-minute episodes and
it comes in many modalities—sound, text, video. The typical college
classroom is a “stand and deliver” environment that does not foster
engagement, interaction or exchange.

We might wish today’s student could tolerate this dated
approach to instruction. But even if they could, the lives many lead
do not conform to our conception of the traditional student. Setting
aside the most selective schools and colleges, much fewer students
are full-time. Many more are financially independent, work while
attending school and have competing responsibilities at home. This is
just to suggest that we are working increasingly with students who
face competing demands for their time and attention.

I am actually encouraged by the growing attention by the higher
education community to persistence and on-time graduation in
undergraduate education. There is no way to meet new policy goals
for college attainment if we don’t. Giving students more advice and
support and actually explaining to them what we expect them to do
would go a long way toward improving student learning outcomes.

But unless or until we warm up to the possibility that curriculum
and instruction in higher education need to adapt to a changing
world, to new frontiers of content and especially to what we now
know about how people learn, I doubt we will see big changes in
engagement or learning. I am expecting the higher education
community to take these findings and run with them, recognizing
that public and private support for a system that has been the envy of

the world depends on taking student learning more seriously.
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Reading 2

~,  Will I Be Able to Get a Job?
by Gaye Tuchman

I once thought my task was to increase the critical ability and

intellectual imagination of my undergraduates. I piled on books and

papers in small classes; my students handed in their work; I graded
it. ;
Two decades ago, I discovered that I had erred: my job is to |
stoke the coal that propels my state’s train. Echoing his predecessors |
and politicians around the country, last month Governor-elect
Daniel Malloy told a crowd that this “university is a critical engine
for the state’s economy and our workforce. An invigorated UConn
goes a long way to creating a more economically healthy
Connecticut.”

The 325 students who now populate my classroom have told me

essentially the same thing. “Why are you here?” I ask them. “To

get a better job,” they tell me. It’s a reasonable answer from in-state |

undergraduates paying as much as $ 25 000. ( The out-of-state cost

is almost $42 000, a “best value” according to Kiplinger’s.)

I treat this large class differently. I assign a textbook, keep
written assignments to a minimum, and hope my teaching assistants
mark the papers quickly. The conditions of my work have changed.

Once the most respected professors on campus were the best

teachers; now they are the most productive researchers and high-

flying grant-getters. Some colleges use teaching as punishment and

assign extra courses to faculty who don’t publish enough.

The students have changed, too. National statistics announce |
that they are from less wealthy backgrounds and borrow to pay
tuition that ( at public colleges) was once free; more of them
graduate with a larger debt than the undergraduates of previous years.
First-generation college students have long had a vocational
orientation; but facing an uncertain economic future, today’s
students are more likely to ask, “What do I need to study for the

exam?” What they really want to know is, “What do intellectual

matters have to do with my life? Will I be able to get a job?” 1

stoke: [ stouk | ve. & HE kK
governor-elect : n. #7 *4 ¥ (1)
RS

invigorated; [ m'vigarertid |
adj. K5 1 38 ()5 A2 S Eh
i}

UConn ; FETRAKHS K2
in-state ; adj. [ & [HJ1H ] A
JH Y

out-of-state : adj. [ 3¢ [ 3
1 ] AWM, HAR Y A
SRk

Kiplinger: %% #hA%, — %K
HE R DX R R

high-flying : adj. .22 i)
grant-getter . n. W1 H £ 55 A,
AR

have a vocational orientation ;

PAERAY SR 5 i)




4

Theme 1 university Life

Reading 3

/ Products of Rote Learning
by Leon Botstein

Why is anyone surprised to find that standards and expectations
in our colleges are too low? High school graduates—a rapidly
dwindling elite—come to college entirely unaccustomed to close
reading, habits of disciplined analysis, skills in writing reasoned
arguments and a basic grasp of the conduct, methods and purposes
of science.

All many of them know is rote learning, and fear of mediocre
standardized tests and grades. No vital connection between learning
and life has been forged in our schools, much less any affection for
voluntarily using one’s mind in the rigorous, sustained and
frequently counterintuitive way that leads to innovation and the
advancement of knowledge.

But our colleges and universities do pitifully little about
combating students’ passivity and absence of curiosity. Some

institutions are too proud to develop serious programs of
remediation. The prestige of undergraduate teaching is at an all-
time low. First- and second-year students are subjected to bland
introductory courses taught primarily by graduate students. Or they
choose electives from a random array of courses designed by
faculty for their own convenience that mirror their own concerns,
not a considered diagnosis of the needs and interests of students.
Research and graduate education dominate American higher
education, placing undergraduate education at the margins. Since
the specialized and competing interests of faculty from disparate
fields seem hard to reconcile, all but a handful of institutions fail to

have significant programs in undergraduate general education

designed to equip students with serious skills, inspire them to raise |

their sights and help them discover what they might be interested in.
Even colleges dedicated just to undergraduates routinely imitate the
balkanized curricular structure of the graduate university.

America may still have the world’s finest university system. But
it is in danger. It is unreasonable to expect high standards and

educational idealism to thrive on a shaky and crumbling foundation
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of elementary and secondary schooling. Yet it is wrong just to blame

students and high schools. Higher education must set the standards

for schooling below college.
Colleges and universities that

responsibility. They have responded pusillanimously to the trend to

have walked away from

rank institutions not by criteria of academic rigor but by graduation
rates, encouraging institutions to hold on to students at all costs lest
there be the specter of attrition. The irony is that by making it
easier to graduate, the rates of completion still continue to fall both

at four- and two-year colleges. The low level of political discourse

in the country today, in an era when more Americans than ever

before have finished high school and college, should be enough of a

reminder that just giving out diplomas, the way the Wizard of Oz

did to the Scarecrow, is not good enough.

But before we enter another cycle of that convenient game of
blaming teachers and educators, let us remember that the culture in
which colleges operate hardly inspires love and respect for the life of
the mind. Quick fame and easy wealth trump the disciplined and
sustained pursuit of knowledge. But that reality should define the task
and not let colleges and universities off the hook. Colleges and
universities should help raise standards in high schools, concentrate
on fashioning distinct, rigorous and engaging undergraduate
programs of study, and reward teaching.

We must set the bar of achievement higher without fear of
criticism. Despite some appearances to the contrary students who
now go to college and incur the expense of time and money do want
to excel. We just need to pay serious attention to them and deepen

their motivation and resolve.

o,

«

1)

/
hé Winner: A Liberal Education

by Sean Decatur

Academically Adrift, the new book by Richard Arum and Josipa
Roska, has ignited a much-needed debate about the college or
university as learning environment.

Yet two interesting and significant findings from this study lie

just below the results that have garnered sensational headlines:

pusillanimously :
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students who take traditional liberal arts and science courses fare |

better in terms of the increase in skills measured by the Collegiate
Learning Assessment than students who take undergraduate courses
in more pre-professional fields; and courses demanding more work
from students ( for example, courses with larger quantities of reading
or writing required ) tend to raise learning more.

These two findings are not surprising. Colleges and universities
embracing the core values and methods of liberal education,
successfully tested and sharpened for centuries, challenge students to
understand and examine the world around them from a range of
different perspectives and methodologies, and to master at least one
core disciplinary area in detail.

Faculty challenge students to address big ideas and questions in
courses that involve substantial engagement with critical analyses of
canonical texts from diverse traditions. with creative expression in
the fine arts, and with the construction of explanations for natural
and social phenomena through the natural and social sciences.

Strikingly, liberal education is not only effective at enhancing
students’ learning, but also in producing college graduates well-
equipped for the challenges of the economy in the 21st century.
Studies in the Liberal Education and America’s Promise initiative
of the Association of American Colleges and Universities have
shown that the essential learning outcomes of a liberal education are
aligned with the skills most desired in prospective workers by private
sector employers.

As policymakers continue to search for means to make higher

education a drive for entrepreneurial innovation and economic

transformation, they should not lose sight of the central value of the

traditional liberal arts and sciences—topics all too often overlooked

in favor of applied or pre-professional fields—in the development of

the students’ mind.

Reading 5
No Work, All Play, No Job
by George Leef

The new book Academically Adrift has recently caused a

national sensation over a serious problem that has actually been
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brewing for several decades: for many young Americans, college is
not about learning.

Owing to the generally weak state of K-12 schooling, most high
school graduates are not accustomed to serious academic work. They
enroll in college with the expectation that it will be a continuation of
K-12, that is, undemanding. What most of them want is just a
credential attesting to their employability, accompanied by as
much fun as possible. At many colleges and universities, students
who are academically weak and disengaged constitute the bulk of the

student body, enjoying themselves at the expense of their families | Sl
| attest to; iF B} ; IESE

and taxpayers.

Wishing to keep such “students” happy and enrolled, many
schools have acquiesced in or even encouraged the faculty to lower
academic standards. High grades are encouraged lest students get
angry and drop out when graded on their true performance.
Intellectually vapid courses and programs that will attract customers
have proliferated. Professors who would rather devote their time to
their own career-advancing research projects often strike an implicit
deal with their students: don’t expect much of my time and I'll keep
the course easy and the grades high. Of course, administrators still
pay lip service to academic excellence, but most would rather let it
slide than wave good-bye to some money.

Thus, what passes for “higher education” is often just a costly

experience that adds nothing to the individual’s knowledge and skills.

Large numbers of young people who have college degrees wind up
doing jobs that high school students could easily learn and because
we have such a glut of graduates in the labor force, many employers
now demand that applicants have degrees even for mundane jobs.
And in the mistaken notion that the country needs to have far more
people going through college, the federal government is making it
easier for students to borrow the money for it. Consequently, we will
lure more marginal students into college, further increasing the
pressure to lower standards.

It has been accurately said that college is the new high school;

the way we are going, soon it will be the new middle school.
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