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Misperception No. 1: A liberai-arts degree is a Juxury thai moe

families can no longer afford. “Career education” is whar we
" now must focus on. Many families are indead struggling, in the

depths of the recession, to pay for their children’s collage edu-
cation. Yet one could argue thar the traditional, well-rounded
preparation that the liberal arts offer is a better nvvestment than
ever—that the futu

demands of civizenship wili tequire not

narrow technical or joh-focused training, but rather a subtle
understanding of the complex influences that shepe the world
we live in.

No one could be against equipping onesel! for a career. Put
the “career education” handwagon seewms t suggest that shore-
cuts are available to students that lead direcly to high-paying
jobs

leaving out “frills” like learning how to write and spea

well, how to understind the nuances of literary texts and sci-
entific concepts, how to collaborate with orhers on rescarch.

Many states and localities have officials or wask forzes in
charge of “work-force development,” implying that business and
industry will communicate their needs and educarional instiru-
tions will dutifully tum out students who can head straight to
the factory floor or the office cubicle to fulfill them. But history
is filled with examples of failed social experiments that treared
people as work units rather than individuals capable of inspi-
ration and ingenuity. It s far wiser for students to prepare for
change—and the multiple careers they are likzly to have-—than
to search for a single job track that might one day become a
dead end.

[ recently heard Geoffrey Garin, president of Hart Research
Associates, suggest that the responsibilicy of higher education
today is to prepare people “for jobs that do not yet exist.” It
may be that studying the liberal arts is actually the best form
of career education.
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SANFORD J. UNGAR

Misperception No. 2: College graduates are finding it rmﬁmn
to get good jobs with liberal-arts degrees. Who wants to r:m
somebody with an irrelevant major like philosophy or French?
Yes, recent graduates have had difficulty in the job market, but

The New Liberal Arts

that the rich folks will do the important thinking, and the lower
classes will simply carry out their ideas. That is just a form of
prejudice and cannot be supported intellectually.

Perhaps students who come with prior acquaintance - h

the recession has not differentiated among major fields certain fields and a reservoir of experience have an advantage at
See Chapter 4

fortips o of srady in its impact. A 2009 sutvey for the Association
explaining wiy . . -
youdisagree.  of Armerican Colleges and Universities actually found

the start of college. But in my experience, it is often the pecple
who are newest to certain ideas and approaches who are the

that more than three-quarters of our nation’s employers recom-
mend that collegebound students pursue a “liberal education.”
An astounding 89 percent said they were looking for more
emphasis on “the ability to effectively communicate orally and
in writing,” and almost as many urged the development of bet-
ter “critical thinking and analytical reasoning skills.” Seventy
percent said they were on the lookout for “the ability to inno-
vate and be creative.”

It is no surprise, then, that a growing numbet of corpora-,
fions, including some in highly technical fields, are headed
by people with liberal-arts degrees. Plenty of philosophy and
physics majors work on Wall Street, and the ability to analyze
and compare literature across cultures is a skill linked to many
other fields, including law and medicine. Knowledge of foreign
languages is an advantage in all lines of work. What seemed
a radical idea in business ecucation 10 years or 8O ago—that
critical and creative thinking is as “rolevant” as finance or

accounting—is now commonplace.

Misperception No. 3: The liberal arts are particularly irrelevant
for low-income and first-generation college students. They,
more than their more-affluent peers, must focus on something
more practical and marketable. 1t is condescending to imply
that those who have less cannot understand and appreciate
the finer elements of knowledge—another way of saying, really,
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most original and inventive in the discuss
of those ideas. They catch up quickly.

on and application

We should respect what everyone brings to the rable and
train the broadest possible cross section of American sociery
to participate in, and help shape, civil discourse. We cannot
assign different socioeconomic groups ro different levels or types
of education. This is a country where a mixed-race child raised
overseas by a stuggling single mother who confronts impossible
odds can grow up to be president. 11 is precisely a liberal educa-
tion that allowed him to catch up and move ahead.

Misperception No. 4: One should not, in this day znd age,
study only the arts. The STEM fis ds—-science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics—are where the acrion is. The
liberal arcs encompass the broadest possibie range of disci-
plines in rhe natural sciences, the humanitics, and the social
sciences. In fact, the historical basis of a liberal education is in
the classical artes liberales, comprising the trivium (grammar,
logic, and rhetoric) and the quadriviumn (arithmetic, geometry,
ascronomy, and music). Another term scmetire: bstituted for
liberal arts, tor the sake of clarity, is “the arte and sciences.”
Thus, many universities have colleges, divisions, or schools of
arts and sciences among their academic units.

To be sure, there is tauch concern about whether America
is keeping up with China and other rising econorsies in the
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STEM disciplines. No evidence suggests, however, that mcnowmm
in scientific and technical fields will be greater if it comes at the
expense of a broad background in other areas of the liberal arts.
tion No. 5: 1t's the liberal Democrats who got this

Mispercep .
ecent years, sO it's ridiculous to con-

try into trouble in 1 > 10 ¢
MMMW wwgonﬁ:»mmsm our young people with a liberal @a:omﬁwz.
A liberal education, as propexly defined above, has Jwﬂ::.m
whatsoever to do with politics—except insofar as mo:ﬁ&.a
one of the fields that students often pursue cnm‘ﬁ, its rubric.
On the contrary, because of its inclusiveness and its respect for
classical traditions, the liberal arts could properly be &mmn:w&
| as a conservative approach to preparation for life. 1t @8.80?&
the idea of listening to all points of view and not 87:5% on
a single ideology, and examining all w@?@mowﬂ to solving
a problem rather than assuming that one 8072@%@9 @wﬂ
spective has all the answers. That calm mbm» v&wbnwe mwnm 0
dialogue may be out of fashion in the American pub wn mFBM
today, when shouting matches are in vogue mnﬁ many people
seek information only from sources they know in advance &umm\
agree with. But it may be only liberal education ﬁrmwoms Mn P
lead the way back to comity and respectful conversation about

issues before us.

Misperception No. 6: America is the only country in the
world that clings to such an old-fashioned form .Om ﬁo%mmoosmr
ary education as the liberal arts. Other countries, 4:% awﬁm
?mmﬁn& orientations, are running way ahead of us. ltis o mm..b
difficult to explain the advantages of a liberal-arts m&:nmﬂob
to people from other cultures, where it is common o %mmw&\
ize early. In many places, including Europe, the study n.n aw
or medicine often begins directly after high school, without
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any requirement to complete an undergraduate deyres fiest.
We should recognize, however, that a secondary education in
some systems—say, those rhat follow the raodel of the German
Gynasium—often includes uch thav is left our of the typi-
cal high-school curriculum in America. One need only fook
in on a student preparing ior the buccalaureat exanination in
France to understand the distinction: Mastery cf philosophical
and scientific concepts is "nandatory.

Further, in recent years delegations from China have been
visiting the United States and asking pointed questions about
the liberal arts, seemingl; because they feel there may be good
reason to try that approach to education. The Chinese may be
coming around to the view that a primary focus on technical
training is not serving them adequately—that if they aspire to
world leadership, they will have to provide young people with
a broader perspective. Thus, it is hardly a propitious moment to
toss out, or downgrade, one element of higher education that
has served us so well.

Misconception No. 7: The cost of American higher education
is spiraling out of control, and liberal-arts colleges are becoming
irrelevant because they are unable to register gains in productiv-
ity or to find innovative ways of doing things. There is plenty
wrong with American higher education, including the runaway
costs. But the problem of costs goes beyond individual institutions.
Government at all levels has come nowhere close to supporting
colleges in ways thar allow rhem to provide the kind of access and
affordability that's needed. The best way to understand genuine
national priorities is to follow the money, aud by that standiud,
education is really not all that important to this country.

Many means exist to obtain a liberal education. including
at some large universities, public and private. The method
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[ happen to advocate, for obvious reasons, is the small, resi-
dential liberal-arts college, usually independent, where there
is close interaction between faculty members and students
and, at its best, a sense of community emerges that prepares

young people to develop high standards for themselves and

others.
Efficiency is hardly the leading quality of liberal-arts col-

leges, and indeed, their financial model is increasingly com-
ing into question. But because of their commitment to expand
need-based financial aid, the net cost of attending a small
liberal-arts college can be lower than that of a large public
university. One can only hope that each institution will find
ways to cut costs and develop distinguishing characteristics that
help it survive through the tough times ahead.

The debate over liberal education will surely continue
through the recession and beyond, but it would be helpful to put
these misperceptions aside. Financial issues cannot he ignored,
but neither can certain eternal verities: Through immersion
in liberal arts, students learn not just to make a living, but
also to live a life rich in values and character. They come
to terms with complexity and diversity, and otherwise devise
means to solve problems—rather than just complaining about
them. They develop patterns that help them understand how
to keep learning for the rest of their days.
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Joining the Conwversation

1. Summarize in a few sentences the seven misperceptions that
Sanford Ungar discusses. These of course are all mE:q@ that
“they say”—and that he uses to launch whar he %w:@ to
say. How does calling them “misperceptions” affect the way
you read his argument? Would you read it any differendly if
he instead called them “commaon assuraptions™?

See paragraph 6, where Geoffrey Garin suggests that “the
responsibility of higher education today is o prepare people
‘for jobs that do not yet exist.”” ;

g

! Thus, according to Ungar,

It Emm ._um that studying the liberal arts is actually the best
form of career education.” How would you respond to this
claim?

[ N

Misperception 5 relates liberal education to political affilia-
tion. What does Ungar have to say on this issue, and what
do you think about his response? ;

On what specific points do you think Ungar would agree
with Chatles Murray (pp. 234--54)7 On what points /ﬁw:_a
he be likely o disagree? .

4

5. Write your own essay listing and explaining five assumpsions
about college education. Follow Ungar’s essay as a mode!
and use the “they say / I say” pattern to organize vour essay,
with each assumption as a “they say” that sets :@. whiat ,\o\c
warit to say.




