On liberal education

Remarks by Dr Donald Markwell

(Warden of Rhodes House, Oxford, and

Fellow of Trinity College, Oxford),
for a forum on ‘The end of liberal education’,

Otonabee College, Trent University, Ontario,

Tuesday 9 February 2010

The deliberately provocative title of tonight’s discussion – ‘the end of liberal education’ – cannot go without challenge. While some in this university may believe that you have been witnessing ‘the end of liberal education’ here or elsewhere, in the world beyond there are signs in many places of a resurgence of interest in liberal education arising from fresh thinking about the changing world in which we live.

Far from being the end of liberal education, there is widespread interest in it internationally and, though they may be changing, the arguments for it are stronger than ever. Most significantly, there is a stronger emphasis evolving within it on the importance of including studies in science and technology, to which study of mathematics is often the necessary gateway.
First, what is liberal education? 

The expression 'liberal education' has various meanings, but at the core would normally be such elements as:
· an emphasis on intellectual and personal breadth, including learning through wide reading and debate about a diverse range of human experience, the clash of great ideas, and the science and technology that help to shape our world
· the encouragement, through such learning, of key intellectual skills such as a capacity to think for oneself, to express oneself clearly, and to interpret the nuances of words and context,
· encouragement to be an active citizen in society, who has thought carefully about her or his values and beliefs, and who has wide and humane international and inter-cultural awareness and understanding, and
· a belief that such education should come before, or at very least accompany, purely vocational (career-specific) education.

Contrary to some stereotypes, liberal education is not only or primarily about courses on great books, or only classics and history and other humanities. Modern liberal education at its fullest typically includes courses in the life and physical science, social sciences, history or other humanities, some study that relates to values and moral reasoning, some language, and so on. It will also typically include a strong emphasis on communication, most especially writing. 

Liberal education will often be accompanied by focus on extra-curricular engagement as part of a student’s all-round education. It is no accident that liberal education is often associated with – and in my view is most likely to be best accomplished in – residential colleges, in which students of diverse backgrounds are immersed together in an environment that brings together learning and living, provides rich extra-curricular opportunities, and formally or informally encourages sharing of insights from diverse disciplines.
Above all, the greatest purpose of a liberal education is to equip individuals for the wise and well-informed exercise of freedom. The phrase which I gave to the title of my book of papers on higher education, A large and liberal education, was actually a phrase quite widely used in 19th century discussions of education: broad education that enlarges the individual. 
The breadth of a liberal education will also usually be combined with a requirement that students do study at least one major or concentration in detail, alongside the range of other studies. It should also be stressed that liberal education does not mean that one does not get a specialised or vocational education at some point. Clearly very many people need that. But the argument for liberal education is that it should precede or at least accompany more specialised or vocational education, so that our graduates have breadth as well as whatever depth they get. It is important, I think, that the arguments for liberal education be made cogently to students who may be seeking what they think is the best  (and quickest) way to prepare themselves for a job, and seek this through what is often misguided or premature specialisation.
In the United States, of course, there has long been a strong emphasis on liberal education at the undergraduate level often leading into professional postgraduate education. Recent years have seen, in many US colleges and universities, a review and refreshing of liberal education for the new century. Let me give just two examples.
At Harvard, a long curriculum review has resulted in the current Harvard first-year class being the first class to undertake a new Program in General Education, which replaces a set of core courses that had been in place for more than three decades.
 ‘Gen Ed’ requires students to take one course in each of eight broad categories of learning:  Aesthetic and interpretive understanding; Culture and belief; Empirical and mathematical reasoning; Ethical reasoning; Science of living systems; Science of the physical universe; Societies of the world; and the United States in the world. At least one course must involve a substantial study of the past.

By contrast, at Brown University, a major review of the curriculum led to a restatement of Brown’s liberal education goals, in which students are not required to undertake a particular core curriculum but are challenged to build their own, bearing in mind various goals.
 These goals are worth quoting, as they reflect the goals of liberal education: Work on your speaking and writing; Understand differences among cultures; Evaluate human behaviour; Learn what it means to study the past; Experience scientific inquiry; Develop a facility with symbolic language; Expand your reading skills; Enhance your aesthetic sensibility; Embrace Diversity; Collaborate fully; Apply what you have learned.
The refreshing of liberal education in many US institutions has been matched by a surge of interest in it in many other countries.

In Australia, the most conspicuous but not the only examples are the decisions by the University of Melbourne and the University of Western Australia to move most of their professional courses from undergraduate entry to graduate-only entry, and to introduce requirements that undergraduates undertake some proportion of their studies outside their area of concentration. At the University of Melbourne, this is known as ‘the Melbourne Model’, and a similar (but in important respects different) approach is known at the University of Western Australia, with equal alliteration, as ‘the Future Framework’. At the University of Western Australia, I was responsible for leading the consultative and research-based process by which over two years that University, starting with the question ‘what is the best education we can offer our students for the 21st century?’, came to embrace this broad approach, with requirements of undergraduate degrees that, as well as breadth, include  

· work focussed on communication skills

· work that will develop research skills, and

· engagement in community service.

Although the results may be less obvious, there has also been growing interest in such curriculum reform in the direction of liberal education in some British universities. When he commissioned a full review of teaching, learning, and the student experience at the University of Manchester, Vice-Chancellor Alan Gilbert asked the relevant review committee to ‘consider and make recommendations in relation to the objective of ensuring that the University provides all its graduates, irrespective of particular programme of professional orientation, with a broad and liberal education providing opportunities for personal, moral, social and cultural development’.
 ‘The University of Aberdeen has already detailed a new curriculum that offers undergraduates the opportunity to study a wider range of disciplines, while the vice-chancellor of the University of Warwick is taking soundings on a new general education programme.’

But such interest is not confined to western universities. Last week, the president of Yale, Richard Levin, gave a major address in London on ‘The rise of Asia’s universities’, with particular focus on China and India. It is worth quoting him at some length:
Asian leaders are increasingly attracted to the American model of undergraduate curriculum, which typically provides students with two years to explore a variety of subjects before choosing a single subject on which to concentrate during their final two years. There are two principal rationales for this approach. First, significant exposure to multiple disciplines gives students alternative perspectives on the world, which both allows them to function more effectively in their chosen field and better prepares them to encounter new and unexpected problems. The second rationale is that students are in a better position to choose a specialization at age twenty than at age eighteen. … At its best, [the American model] produces strong results by effectively broadening the perspective of graduates.

… In today’s knowledge economy, no less than in the nineteenth century when the philosophy of liberal education was articulated by Cardinal Newman, it is not subject-specific knowledge, but the ability to assimilate new information and solve problems [that] is the most important characteristic of a well-educated person. The Yale Report of 1828, a document with enormous influence on American undergraduate education, distinguished between the “discipline” and the “furniture” of the mind. Mastering a specific body of knowledge – acquiring the “furniture” – is of little permanent value in a rapidly changing world. Students who aspire to be leaders in business, or medicine, or law, or government, or in the academy need the “discipline” of mind – the ability to adapt to constantly changing circumstances, confront new facts, and find creative ways to solve problems.

Professor Levin continued:
In Asia’s quest to build world-class universities, there has already been dramatic movement in the direction of developing an American-style curriculum. Peking University introduced Yuanpei Honors College in 2001, a pilot program that immerses a select group of the most gifted Chinese students in a liberal arts environment. These students live together and sample a wide variety of subjects for two years before choosing a major field of study. Yonsei University in South Korea has opened a liberal arts college with a similar curriculum on its campus, and the National University of Singapore has created a University Scholars program in which students do extensive work outside their disciplinary or professional specialization.

For the past six years, the presidents, vice presidents, and [Communist] party secretaries of China’s top universities, those singled out for special support by the government, have met annually with Yale faculty and administrators in a weeklong workshop to learn about the practices of American institutions and share their own experiences with the reform of curriculum, faculty recruitment, and pedagogy. Although I do not claim a direct causal linkage, their progress toward curricular reform has been astonishing. At Fudan University, all students now take a common, multidisciplinary curriculum during their first year before proceeding with the study of their chosen discipline or profession. At Nanjing University, students are no longer required to choose a subject when they apply for admission; they may instead choose among more than 60 general education courses in their first year before deciding on a specialization.

To the Asian examples which Richard Levin mentioned, I would add these:
· In Singapore, in addition to the University Scholars program he mentioned, a new American-style liberal arts college affiliated with the National University of Singapore is being developed, and NUS itself has course requirements ‘designed to foster breadth of learning’ so that, in its words, NUS ‘undergraduate programmes strive for a healthy balance that would satisfy both the specialisation needed for a subject major and the broader expectations of University education’.

· Major curriculum reform is underway at the University of Hong Kong, including a common core curriculum. ‘By 2012, when the new curriculum comes into force, all students will be expected to take six general education modules in their first two years. These modules will reflect and explore "common human experiences". Students may select from a range of modules, but they must take at least one on each of the following topics: scientific and technological literacy, the humanities, China, and global issues.’

· Likewise, for example, the University of Brunei Darussalam is undertaking significant curriculum reform in the direction of liberal education. 

It is often said that employers want graduates who have undertaken vocational rather than liberal education. This, of course, is sometimes true, and it depends on the employer and the type of work. But many employers, it seems to me increasing numbers of employers, are actually interested in graduates who have been more broadly as well as deeply educated; who can see their speciality in its context; who have the skills, perhaps most especially the skills of analysis and communication, which are needed in their work and which a liberal education is most likely to help develop; who can adapt to change; who can work in teams as well as individually; and who have integrity. These themes came through the consultations we undertook as part of the review of course structures at the University of Western Australia,
 and are reflected in surveys of employers and other studies.

If they employ graduates who have the capacity to think for themselves, to master new bodies of knowledge, and to be flexible in their thinking and their working with others, then the employer can help them get whatever vocationally-specific training or education they need.

Robert Hagstrom is a close associate of Charlie Munger, the close colleague of ‘the oracle of Omaha’, one of the world’s greatest investors, Warren Buffett. Hagstrom has written a book expounding a key aspect of their investment philosophy. It is called Investing: The last liberal art.
 It argues that investors can and should draw and apply insights from a wide range of disciplines – from physics, biology, the social sciences, psychology, philosophy and literature. This is a powerful argument for liberal education.
One could make a comparable argument for management education – for example, that outstanding managers can or should learn about leadership from the study of history and of psychology, about ethics from the study of moral reasoning, about the context of what they are managing and the forces that might change it from a diversity of disciplines, and so on. Similarly, a greater shared intellectual understanding between research scientists and venture capitalists – who very often do not understand each other, I suspect, coming as they tend to do from two very different cultures – should considerably increase the likelihood of successful commercial development and application of research, for example in such fields as biotechnology.

As I have suggested, liberal education has at its heart the goals of encouraging skills of critical and creative thinking, and of communication. These skills are clearly highly valued by employers, and much sought after today. The need to improve them is clearly a powerful reason for the increased focus in East Asia on liberal education as an antidote to overly specialised and formulaic and narrow technical education.

There are further reasons why I believe that liberal education is even more relevant today than it has ever been. We live in an age of global forces and of rapid change, including change driven by scientific and technological development. To be able to understand our global world and to engage effectively with it requires wide international knowledge and, ideally, experience. This is, of course , why in many places there have been efforts at ‘internationalisation’ of the curriculum and student experience, including in some places efforts to fight a drift away from language study, and in many institutions much increased emphasis on study abroad or student exchange.
To be able to engage effectively with rapid change requires understanding more than simply one area of specialisation: as I have suggested, it requires understanding the broad context within which that specialisation is situated, and the areas not within your specialisation that might well lead to change within it. To understand and engage with change driven by science and technology requires some understanding of that science and technology as well as other – social, human, economic, or other – factors. It is for this reason that many advocates of liberal education place increasing emphasis on including the study of various sciences and technology within it, and why it makes so much sense, as advocated by Edward Nell and others, that mathematics education be given strong emphasis within liberal curriculum.
It is increasingly commonplace to say that in a world marked by rapid change of many sorts - scientific, technological, economic, legal, social, and other - knowledge changes so quickly that, while students must acquire a great deal of knowledge as undergraduates and in other education and training, what they need more than specific knowledge - which will soon be out-dated - are the intellectual and personal skills which enable them to come to a fresh body of knowledge and master it for themselves - identify its essence and key issues, think it through for themselves, and apply it to the often-novel problems with which they have to deal.
We live in an age when many issues can only be understood and solved by bringing together the perspectives of various disciplines. From stem cell research to neuroscience to the study of global poverty to non-traditional security and beyond, expertise is needed from across a range of sciences, and social sciences and humanities, including ethics. 

Moreover, various events of the last decade have highlighted to many people the need for areas of study previously neglected, and thus for a broader education if one is to be able to engage fully in the world as it is becoming. For example:

· The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 and subsequent events have highlighted the importance of understanding world religions and cultural diversity if current international conflicts are to be understood.

· Some of the corporate collapses of the last decade, such as Enron, have highlighted the importance of education in ethics or values.

· The global financial crisis has highlighted the need for a greater understanding of economic history, and of broader understanding of economic theory and policy.

This leads me to two aspects of this world of change to which I would especially like to draw attention. The first is that our current lifestyle often, perhaps overwhelmingly, involves pressures for instant action rather than sustained reflection. A liberal undergraduate education should provide graduates with some period of reflection in their lives that will equip them with values and orientations that are helpful under such pressures later, and also with a capacity for reflection that they are not likely otherwise to develop.

Secondly, we live in an age of division in which we witness, both domestically and internationally, polarisation of opinion and inadequate tolerance and humility. Perhaps this is true of all ages, but it is certainly, in my view, true of today. Liberal education, which exposes students to contrasting ideas and debates in their historical or social context, should develop greater capacity for reasoning, tolerance of opposing views, humility about one’s own, and a greater sense of nuance rather than dogma. More liberal education would make extremism less likely both domestically and internationally.
One, perhaps unexpected, advocate of this view died in the last few weeks. He was Abdurrahman Wahid, the Islamic scholar who was for a time president of the world’s largest Muslim country, Indonesia. It was my great privilege to host President Wahid for a discussion of education and inter-faith understanding in Melbourne when I was head of a college there.
 His argument, made just over six months after the 9/11 attacks, is worth quoting at length:

Most Muslims are strongly opposed to acts of violence in any form, undertaken in the name of religion. Consequently, it hurts us to constantly see the name of Islam, "the religion of peace", linked with international terrorism. ...

We face a dangerously schizophrenic approach to educating our young people. At present, tens of thousands of Muslim students, mostly from impoverished developing nations that comprise the bulk of the Islamic world, are sent abroad to study in technologically more advanced societies in order that they may bring back home and apply to their own societies an understanding of modern science and technology.

And so it is that every year thousands of young Muslims from developing nations such as Indonesia come of age while studying as strangers in foreign lands. Their education provides for them an understanding of modern technology and science but it is, of course, left to them to reconcile this newly gained knowledge with the faith that, as foreign students in the West, they increasingly come to feel to be at the core of their identity.

Because they have not been trained in the rich disciplines of Islamic scholarship, they tend to bring to their reflection on their faith the same sort of modelling and formulistic thinking that they learnt as students of engineering or other applied sciences. Students studying liberal arts are rather better served when it comes to reflect on the place of Islam in the modern world. But precious few young Muslims from developing nations have the privilege of undertaking liberal arts courses in Western universities.

This might seem but a small matter, but the ramifications are far reaching. Left to themselves, these future leaders of Muslim societies apply the same intellectual principles they have learned in the classrooms to understanding the place of Islam in the modern society.

Many end up going down a familiar path, taking a more or less literalistic approach to the textual sources of Islam: The Koran and the traditions of the Prophet… Grabbing a few verses out of context, they seek to find answers to the challenges facing Muslim society today. The result is that they use these texts in literalistic and reductionistic fashion without being able to undertake, or even appreciate, the subtly nuanced task of interpretation required of them if they are to understand how documents from the 7th and 8th centuries, from the alien world of tribal Arab society among the desert sands, are to be correctly applied to the very different world that we live in today.

Analysing problems in a reductionistic fashion and rigorously applying simple formulas may be an appropriate approach to building a bridge, or even erecting a skyscraper, but it is grossly inappropriate and inadequate to the task of building modern Muslim society.

Sadly, without at all intending it to be so, we take the best of our young people and school them in such a way that, in the face of alienation, loneliness and the search for identity, they are unable to approach their faith with the intellectual sophistication that the demands of the modern world require of them.

Until we begin to value a broad education for our young and face up to the nature of the intellectual challenges that face them, we are unwittingly condemning ourselves to forever struggle with the very forces of violent radicalism that we regard as being anathema to our faith.

What a powerful statement for liberal education that is. I think President Wahid’s argument for liberal education as a protection against extremism applies to liberal education as protection against extremism of all kinds, not simply the Islamic extremism which he mentioned and so strongly opposed.
President Wahid’s argument about liberal education helping us to understand religious texts aright perhaps reminds us that, as people with a capacity for religious, political, and other beliefs, we need an education that prepares us for our lives simply as human beings, and our lives as citizens. The world needs people of humanity and it needs active citizens as much today as it ever did, and this will, I think, forever remain a powerful argument for liberal education.
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