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Preface

This is a small book about a large vision.

It is a vision of American education and how the educational
system can serve and create a healthier and more democratic
society.

It is a vision of the potential relationship between educational
institutions and citizens, as well as that between American institu-
tions of all kinds and citizens of all interests and beliefs.

Former President Jimmy Carter, now a professor at Emory Uni-
versity in Atlanta, recently wondered aloud when university social
science departments would draw on the communities surrounding
them, study those communities, and contribute to solving their
pressing social and economic problems.

Whereas a former president wondered, another president has
started to act. In one of his first acts of office, President Bill Clinton
created the Corporation for National and Community Service to
challenge colleges and universities to renew their commitment to
service.

These efforts may seem like small seedlings sprouting out from
America’s ivory towers—foreboding institutions under assault in
an era of dwindling finances and diminishing public trust. But they
represent part of a continuing recognition that changes are needed
in this country’s universities if the United States is to remain a
vital and dynamic society and if other countries—many of them
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XV PREFACE

following America’s lead in education—will invigorate their own
commitments to community, democracy, and development.

The vision this book shows is how to bring about these changes
within the constraints of existing resources. It is a vision of unleash-
ing the energies of students, teachers, and society to make learning
an adventure and to set the groundwork for healthy societies of the
future.

Escape from the Ivory Tower is part story, part philosophy, part
illustration, and part how-to.

It has implications for American high schools and colleges,
postgraduate education, adult education, and even primary school-
ing. It is for educators and administrators—university trustees,
school board officials, principals, professors sitting on endowed
chairs, and even elementary school teachers—and parents, as well
as for community members who ask what their universities can do
for them to meet their concerns and improve their lives. It is for
educators and students not only here in the United States but also
in other nations, as this country continues to be an international
leader in higher education, exporting models of training and cur-
ricula through government and private programs worldwide.

In Escape from the Ivory Tower, we make our first report of a new
and tested form of education that we call “democratic” and “expe-
riential”: a form of education that combines the best features of dis-
cussion and interaction, laboratory work and field learning,
community involvement and service, democratic citizenship and
skills training, and student-initiated participatory learning into
courses, projects, and clinical work that goes well beyond tradi-
tional classroom education. In an environment in which there is
growing recognition of the value of nonclassroom learning, the suc-
cessful models that we report on here incorporate the most effective
attributes of—and go beyond— internships, service learning, inde-
pendent study, and seminars.

In this book, we describe a model of education that starts with
the intrinsic desires of students themselves—to learn, develop
skills, and contribute to society—and with the needs of the com-
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munities surrounding our universities for new ideas and tools to
address real needs. It is our attention to student and community
needs and participation that makes our view of education a demo-
cratic one. We have designed an educational model in which citi-
zens are active participants and interact, with each other to best
negotiate their individual needs and use of their talents. In this
model, educational institutions are community partners in creating
a healthy and adaptive society, rather than isolated enclaves con-
suming hard-earned resources with little contribution in return.

For the past decade, we have taken the best features of what we
found to be the most creative and inspired educational theories
and have combined them with ideas of our own, of our professors,
and of our students and classmates. We have applied and evaluated
them in a number of different universities, in different disciplines,
with students of varying interests and backgrounds.

What makes this book unique is that it offers pragmatic solu-
tions and presents them from the perspective of perhaps the most
important group in the debate on higher education and the future
of American society: university and graduate students who are now
becoming the next generation of scholars, citizens, and teachers.

Where other authors writing on higher education have pointed
out its many flaws and have ended their arguments with exhorta-
tions to action, we take the debate one step beyond. This book goes
beyond proposing a novel theory of what is wrong with higher edu-
cation and how it can be improved: it presents tested solutions that
have had unusual success and describes in detail how they can be
adopted elsewhere as a part or full model of new curricula at the
undergraduate, graduate, and professional school levels.

We have taken it upon ourselves to cut through the hyperbole
and, too often, the animosity of current debates over higher educa-
tion. Some of us have risked the early stages of our careers in an
effort to cut to the real issues in educational reform and to develop
genuine alternatives that work. We have done so with the under-
standing that progress might be slow and rewards might take time
but that the effort would make it worthwhile and that we would see
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success down the road, as we do. The different efforts that this book
represents are not those of scholars who started out with the inten-
tion of putting books on dusty shelves. We intended to make a dif-
ference.

This book came to be because of our efforts as students (and
those of our students) at America’s top universities in several dif-
ferent fields. We took action despite our entrance into privilege at
several of the premier universities in the United States (and the
world). As we and our students now rise in the ranks of the educa-
tional community as professors, consultants, and scholars at the
forefront of a new generation of faculty members, many of us have
continued to be fed up with the quality of education at those insti-
tutions and with the focus of current debates on educational
“reform.” We believe that it is time for action and not just words.

As individuals differing in our specific goals but with a common
purpose, we have been concerned less with turf battles and ideo-
logical warfare than with improving learning for ourselves and oth-
ers and with integrating the university with the community. In
doing so, we sought to create a model for American education in
general.

With no resources but time, energy, and a sense of commitment
and idealism—and with help from our students and many faculty
members who were inspired by our energies and who inspired us—
we began to design an alternative to what appears, to put it bluntly,
as a growing intellectual and spiritual wasteland inside this coun-
try’s universities. It was time for a new vision.

Audience

We present our findings here in a way that makes them immediately
useful and understandable for a variety of audiences in the acade-
mic community.

e For university faculty and administrators, in particular, this book
provides a vision of how education can be more effective in
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imparting skills, how it can be less expensive, how it can
inspire students to greater achievement, and how it can
receive greater community support. Beyond general ideas,
this book offers blueprints that can make even the besieged
bureaucrat a community hero.

For universities whose reputations are based on research, the
models we present are a means of increasing and enriching
research opportunities and of training future researchers. For
social scientists, this book is an effort to clear away much of
the rubble and ideology of Cold War social science; to pro-
duce theories that are grounded in social reality and empirical
testing and that neither idealize nor mythologize because of
short-term political needs. For those who seek to bridge the
gaps between disciplines in universities, we present proven
models for developing new interdisciplinary thinking and
approaches.

For administrators and university trustees who believe that uni-
versities must vigorously commit themselves to transmitting
basic American values, teach basic skills necessary for citizens
in a democracy, and improve American competitiveness, we
present models of educational programs for communicating
those values and concepts directly to communities and for
teaching students the skills needed in a vital and dynamic
economy and an international marketplace.

For students in colleges as well as in graduate and professional schools
(where some of the approaches we describe may be needed
most), this book presents a how-to guide to starting exciting
versions of learning within existing university programs.

For public servants, professionals, and ordinary citizens—ranging
from members of Congress, judges, and White House officials
to business executives, union leaders, city planners, publishers,
writers, entertainers, lawyers, and doctors—we extend our
welcome to join in similar educational adventures and to
make the most of this new form of learning. Already, there are
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special university seminars for executives, summer programs
for adults of all interests, and government fact-finding tours.
Student adventures are both a kind of “reality tour” and a
means of gaining a fresh perspective and a new empathy—
one that is critical and informed.

e For ordinary citizens who ask American universities to open their
doors to studies of ethnic diversity and the variety of American and
world cultures, this book does not just open doors— it welcomes
those outside in and beckons those inside to step out. It is part
of a vision inherent in democratic ideals and values, put into
practice in small ways and in sometimes unexpected places.

With our ideas for education, we seek to expand the concepts
of what students and universities can achieve; we reach out to
everyone and include the best that everyone can offer within our
model of education. We demonstrate what today’s students can give
to their communities and how they can take part in a dialogue
while enhancing learning. We show how to return to a sense of
morality, of sharedness and connectedness between students and
the community. And we point out new ways to build skills in the
type of consensus and personal responsibility that is an essential
part of a working democracy.

We envision and have tested a kind of university education that
can be adapted not only for university students but for all of those
who retain a spark of curiosity and desire to learn and benefit their
communities, whether at the local, national, or international level.
We invite and encourage everyone to share in the educational
courses and projects that we have developed, to participate in an
educational adventure, and to experience the “unseen.”

A Special Message to Students

For undergraduates and graduate students, like those who created
the programs on which this book is based, Escape from the lvory
Tower carries a special message: you can share in the excitement of
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a new form of education that starts with your needs and interests,
allows you to learn by doing, and enables you to make a real con-
tribution to your community and the world in a way in which you
are at the frontier of knowledge and the forefront of research. This
is not another program that provides you with make-work assign-
ments, turns you into a “gofer” or underemployed employee for
credit, replaces education with work, or tries to convince you to fol-
low a contrived and bureaucratic program.

One of the goals of this book is to take you along to share in the
excitement of student adventures that we have proven to be suc-
cessful at several of America’s top universities and that we envision
in model curricula elsewhere. To help you get started, this book pro-
vides some of the basics for setting out on your own.

Faculty members and administrators may push for projects like
these and expand the boundaries of the possible, if they choose.
Foundations and community organizations may help fund them.
But since there are structural reasons why they may not do so with-
out prodding from students, enlightened donors, and community
groups, we advocate that you, students, follow our example and take
greater responsibility in your own education in designing courses
and projects that test book learning in useful projects outside the
classroom. We appeal to you (and young professors who are our
contemporaries as leaders and designers of the projects in this book)
to take courage and to make your own experiential democratic con-
tributions to your college curricula.

As leaders and students, you have a unique advantage over the
authors of this book, the student-entrepreneurs who designed these
projects and sacrificed to implement them. You have precedents
and successful models to draw from.

Within this book are examples of approved syllabi, application
questions for detailed projects, statements of the philosophy of
democratic experiential education, sample student “contracts,” and
answers to the most commonly asked questions about innovative
courses and projects. We present a few tips, along with a few warn-
ings about problems to avoid.
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The message of this book is simple.

Like all of the best ideas, those we present here with our practi-
cal suggestions and sample materials are “self-activating.” If you fol-
low the instructions, you will essentially be teaching yourselves
everything that you can learn in current university classes—and
much more—with more fun, more confidence, and a greater sense
of accomplishment.

Read the warning labels. Make a commitment. Be prepared for
frustration and setbacks, hard work, and maybe some heartache.
Then go for it. You can experience the intellectual excitement and
rewards of student adventures in democratic experiential education
on your own!

Overview of the Contents

This book is divided into two parts.

Part One (Chapters One through Three) concerns creating
a new educational vision. It redirects the debate over American
education—a debate that has lost sight of fundamental goals and
has lost touch with the real problems that stand in the way of
improving American education.

Here, we present a perspective that is unusual to find in print
but that will resonate with most readers: an overview of how Amer-
ican universities appear from the point of view of students and com-
munities. It is a much-needed reality check on politicized debates
fueled by national media and by academic infighting— debates that
touch on flash points in the society but are out of touch with the
questions that those most affected by this paralyzing debate are ask-
ing about education.

We follow with a description of a democratic experiential phi-
losophy of education, one that comes out of strong traditions in
American culture but represents a distinct intellectual tradition
from the prevailing view inside the bureaucracies of modern uni-
versities. We show how our philosophy is linked with a concept of
rebuilding and revitalizing communities and of greater citizen par-
ticipation, fulfillment, independence, and self-esteem.
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[t is not essential to start here. The reader who wishes to jump
right to solutions and to avoid picking apart the debate can move
to the second half of the book, in which we present our philosophy
with real and practical solutions.

Part Two (Chapters Four through Ten) describes ideas for revi-
talizing American higher education through what we call student
adventures. These ideas include models that have already been put
into practice and can be tried elsewhere, and the ideas that follow
from them, as part of an ideal model curriculum.

These ideas not only reflect a set of principles that can restore
important values in higher education—a sense of community and
moral values, consensus-building and democratic skills, and high
standards of scholarship—but they are also easy to implement.
They are even less costly than many current educational approaches
that have sacrificed educational quality under the justification of
cutting costs.

We include detailed descriptions and how-to materials for sev-
eral different university courses that have already been tested suc-
cessfully and for an international policy project (which took a group
of students to Ecuador in its initial trial), and other detailed ideas
for experiential courses at all levels of the university curriculum,
including graduate and professional schools and complementing
courses in several disciplines.

We also provide useful tips on setting up university projects, in
the form of courses and of innovations that supplement the cur-
riculum but are extracurricular, along with suggestions for coordi-
nating them within existing universities.

Finally, we carry the ideas of earlier chapters even further,
pointing the direction to go from here in order to remake the
structure of higher education—its funding, its links to the com-
munity, and its view of its role and of the roles of faculty and stu-
dents. It is here that we propose a fundamental change that we
hope will start at the university level and permeate the educa-
tional system in the United States as well as in other countries
seeking successful educational models for healthy and productive
societies.
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To make this book even easier to use, readers are welcome to
copy parts of our syllabi without obtaining our written permission,
since we are placing the syllabi in the public domain. Feel free to
call us for any additional help you need in getting started.

Overall, the aim of this book is to share ideas for rekindling the
spirit of America’s young people for productive and fulfilling lives.
It is a quest to reopen the American mind in every sense of the
word.
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