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Zhaoning Wang is right to try, through this book, to broaden international
understanding of a distinctly American institution: the liberal arts college, a model
of education growing in global significance.

Colleges like Williams believe that many post-secondary students are best
served not by training in a particular field but by an experience of the liberal arts.

At their essence, the liberal arts help develop the whole student through broad
experiences in the arts, math, sciences, and social sciences, through which the
student develops the capacities to read carefully, think critically, write and speak
effectively, and solve problems creatively by making connections among facts,
ideas, people, and even cultures.

The 11" President of Williams, John Sawyer, said at his induction in 1961
that, “No one can pretend to more than guess at what [current students] will

[eventually] be called upon to comprehend.” He added:

This much we do know: that no training in fixed techniques, no finite
knowledge now at hand, no rigid formula they might be given can solve
problems whose shape we cannot yet define. The most versatile, the most
durable, in an ultimate sense the most practical knowledge and intellectual
resources which they can now be offered are those impractical arts and

sciences around which the liberal arts education has long centered.

This is even more true in the 21* century, as the pace of change accelerates at
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a dizzying rate.

Societies are better served by this model as well since they will advance to
the degree that their leaders, at all levels, have had the kinds of broad experiences
that enable them to anticipate challenges and devise creative solutions.

Many U.S. universities teach the liberal arts as part of their operations but
fewer than 150 U.S. colleges focus on them exclusively. These colleges’ smaller
size and lack of graduate and professional programs encourages faculty to focus
on their undergraduates the kinds of teaching and learning that cross traditional
academic disciplines. Since virtually all students live on campus, much learning
also takes place outside the classroom, in student activities, cultural events,
religious exercises, and conversations in student residences and dining halls.

Williams is a good example for Zhaoning to focus on. Since 1793, Williams
has remained focused on immersing undergraduates in the liberal arts and is now
considered one of the preeminent such colleges in the world.

More students from China and elsewhere are now eager to study at Williams
and colleges like it and more universities in China and elsewhere are interested in
adopting Williams as a model for liberal arts components of their own operations.

Both developments are welcome. Chinese students bring to campuses
like Williams their tremendous skills and study habits and their different life
experiences, all of which enrich the education of all our students. And while
Williams has much to learn from Chinese students and from China’s great
universities, I consider it a welcome trend that so many universities around the
world, including in China, are looking at the best aspects of Williams and of
similar colleges and thinking of how best to adapt them to their own situations.

I hope this book can help further those important conversations.

Morton Owen Schapiro

Professor of Economics and President
Williams College

May 2009
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