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Abstract. This essay has two primary 
goals. First, it seeks to define liberal art 
and sciences as a system of higher edu-
cation that involves curricular breadth as 
well as depth, student-centered teach-
ing and academic and administrative 
structures which facilitate learning. Sec-
ond, it makes the case for liberal arts 
and sciences education and why it re-
sponds to the demands of the XXIst cen-
tury. The essay is informed by experienc-
es of liberal arts and sciences educa-
tion not only in the United States, where 
it has found its greatest influence, but by 
the growing movement to experiments 

in Europe, Russia, the Middle East, and 
Asia. At its core, liberal arts and scienc-
es education is concerned about the de-
velopment of students and their capacity 
to learn, to express ideas and communi-
cate effectively, and to adapt to chang-
ing circumstances. In countries where 
vocational training, hyper-specializa-
tion and didactic pedagogic approaches 
dominate higher education, liberal arts 
and sciences education can offer an al-
ternative that will resonate among stu-
dents and faculty. It is not an easy sys-
tem to adapt, but for many, the rewards 
have been well worth the investment.
Key words: higher education; Liberal 
Arts and Sciences; interdisciplinary; in-
novation; modernization; student-cen-
tered learning.
 
DOI: 10.17323/1814–9545–2015–4–33–61

In recent years, policy makers and education leaders across the 
globe have been confronted with a series of challenges related to 
the future of higher education. Often the focus is financial, from the 
cost of teaching and tuition to the short-term employability of college 
graduates. In many cases solutions to perceived problems lead to 
market-based approaches that emphasize technological efficiencies, 
such as Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), and calculated 
choices that emphasize winners and losers based on the latest em-
ployment trends. “Strategic majors,” such as business, science, tech-
nology, engineering, and health, are emphasized while “non-strategic 
majors,” such as anthropology, philosophy, history, and literature, are 
squeezed and deprived of funds [Marcus, 2013]. This movement is 
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particularly strong in the United States, where liberal arts and scienc-
es education is most embedded in the educational system. Florida 
Governor Rick Scott reflected this attitude, which is felt particular-
ly strongly in state houses, when he said bluntly, “If I’m going to take 
money from a citizen to put into education, then I’m going to take that 
money to create jobs’ [Jaschik, 2014].

Paradoxically, while pressures growin the United States, many 
educators around the world, especially those who are embedded in 
European/Humboldtian systems, are turning back the clock by be-
ginning experiments in (re-)introducing liberal arts and sciences ed-
ucation. In central and eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, 
where this author was based for several years and has workedfor 
more than two decades, liberal arts and sciences (LAS)education 
first drew interest because academics saw it as an antidote to the 
Marxist-Leninist ideology that permeated the teaching process in 
Soviet times. It was often linked to the notion of enhancing citizens’ 
agency in the wake of the collapse of authoritarian regimes. Many 
also saw LAS education as a means of introducing interdisciplinary 
curricular approaches and thus as a remedy to the disciplinary rigidi-
ty that dominated higher education in the region. Some were enthusi-
astic about bringing the arts, which had been consigned to conserva-
tories and specialty schools, into university curricula. Still others were 
attracted to new student-centered pedagogical approaches. More 
recently, liberal arts and sciences education is linked with modern-
ization: the flexibility and adaptability associated with LAS are seen 
as necessary for innovation and long-term employment. The visual 
of Steve Jobs (who briefly attended Reed College) introducing the 
iPad as emerging from the intersection of two streets, “liberal arts” 
and “technology,” represents the essence of the modern economy 
[Isaacson, 2011].With the passage of time, interest in LAS education 
in the post-Communist world has come to reflect similar sentiments 
of educators in other parts of the world with different histories and 
traditions: whether in Europe, Asia, Latin America or Africa, univer-
sity faculty and administrators are increasingly looking to introduce 
and adapt liberal arts models of higher education to their own envi-
ronments [Gillespie, 2001/2002; Peterson, 2012].

Adapting the LAS to new educational environments has not al-
ways proved a simple task. Two primary challenges emerge. First, 
reformers are often more eager than knowledgeable: while they in-
tuitively or rhetorically support liberal arts and sciences education, 
they are uncertain of what it is and how it can be adapted to their ed-
ucational environments. This is even more the case for policy mak-
ers and employees of educational ministries, who often have had lit-
tle exposure to LAS education, find it difficult to adapt to educational 
norms within their countries, and wrestle with competing constituen-
cies. The second, and inter-related, challenge is justifying liberal arts 
and sciences education in the face of skepticism, whether it be from 
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ministry officials who prefer rigidly ordered academic structures; ed-
ucation leaders, who are often inherently conservative and hesitant 
to change; teachers, who perceive student-centered teaching ap-
proaches as a threat to their unquestioned authority; and/or parents 
of prospective students, who are uncertain what LAS represents.

My goal in this essay is two-fold: first I hope to provide a definition 
of a modern LAS education that will assist those involved in develop-
ing LAS institutions and move beyond the paraphrase from Justice 
Potter Stewart’s famous dictum on obscenity—you “know it” when 
you “see it.” In this context, I will borrow from my essay, “What a Lib-
eral Arts Education is… and is Not,” whose 2014 version outlines in a 
very practical way how LAS education works in higher educational in-
stitutions, particularly in the classroom. The essay is based on twen-
ty-five years of working with higher education institutions in the Unit-
ed States, China, Germany, Hungary, Kyrgyzstan, Palestine, Russia, 
and Ukraine [Becker, 2014]. Second, I hope to make the case for lib-
eral arts and sciences education and why it responds to the demands 
of the XXIst Century. By articulating clearly how LAS systems work 
and why they can be beneficial, we can educate potential reformers 
more clearly of the nature of the project upon which they may wish to 
embark as well as the pitfalls they might face. Liberal Arts and Scienc-
es is not an easy system to understand and can be challenging to 
adapt. People should know where they are sailing before leaving port.

It is important to note that the process is not a one-way street: 
there is a significant degree of reciprocity of learning when one goes 
through the process of examining different traditions and adapting a 
familiar system in a new environment. By deconstructing the LAS and 
building it from the ground up, by engaging with others who adapt 
and reimagine old approaches, by being forced to justify what one 
has been doing intuitively, those with great experience in LAS sys-
tems are forced to refine their thinking about our own educational 
structures and processes and learn of shortcomings as well as po-
tential opportunities for change.

The essay relies much on the work of Philippe C. Schmitter and 
Terry Lynn Karl whose essay, “What Democracy is… and is Not,” ex-
plores an even more timeworn and elusive concept [Schmitter, Karl, 
1991]. In adapting Schmitter and Karl’s approach, I will attempt to de-
fine the essential characteristics and concepts that distinguish LAS 
as a unique system of education; the procedures, rules and arrange-
ments that create an enabling environment necessary for a LAS sys-
tem to succeed; and common misinterpretations and erroneous con-
clusions about LAS education.

In order to clarify what we mean by LAS education, we should start 
with a definition. The following definition focuses on the goals of liber-
al learning, an issue about which there is general consensus, as well 
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as the means for obtaining these goals, something that is less fre-
quently discussed at length.

Modern liberal arts and sciences education is a system of higher 
education designed to foster in students the desire and capacity to 
learn, think critically and openly, and communicate proficiently, and 
to prepare them to function as engaged citizens. It is distinguished by 
a flexible curriculum that demands breadth as well as depth of study, 
encourages inter-disciplinarity, and enables student choice. It is re-
alized through a student-centered pedagogy that is interactive and 
requires students to engage directly with texts within and outside of 
the classroom.

There are a number of points that should be made about this definition. 
First, it is important to emphasize that we are looking at a “system” 
of education, by which I mean “an ensemble of patterns’ that deter-
mine the educational process, including the curriculum and pedago-
gy [Schmitter, Karl, 1991]. In order to work properly, the ensemble 
must be “institutionalized,” which is to say “habitually known, prac-
ticed and accepted by most, if not all” of the relevant actors, including 
faculty, students, administrators, governing bodies, and accreditors 
[Schmitter, Karl, 1991]. In other words, the vast majority of partici-
pants in a system of LAS education necessarily must be knowledge-
able of, and willing to conform to, the expectations and requirements 
of that system. This notion of a system differs from the use of “liber-
al arts’ exclusively as a collection of subjects to be studied, be it the 
classical trivium (grammar, logic and rhetoric) and quadrivium (arith-
metic, geometry, music, and astronomy), or the more contempo-
rary association with arts and humanities. It may be true that a mod-
ern LAS education can include all of these subjects (arts, humanities, 
social sciences and natural sciences, as opposed to pre-profession-
al education), but as a system it not only includes subjects, but cur-
ricular structures, specified processes that allow for things like stu-
dent choice, interdisciplinary study and teaching approaches that 
democratize learning.

Second, I explicitly use the term “LAS” education as opposed to “lib-
eral” education. While the two notions share similar goals and are of-
ten used interchangeably, in my view “LAS” education as a system is 
a more comprehensive package. For example, a teacher can reflect 
liberal educational pedagogy by using interactive teaching methods, 
but she might be isolated within her institution and constrained by a 
narrowly defined highly specialized and inflexible curriculum. Similar-
ly, a curriculum can allow for some student choice of area of special-
ty, but that area might be limited to humanities or social sciences. I 
view the approaches and practices associated with term “liberal ed-
ucation” (interactive teaching, close reading of texts, flexible curricu-
lum that emphasizes breadth as well as depth) as the building blocks 
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of the LAS system. While these building blocks might be beneficial in 
and of themselves, isolated from other components they may be in-
sufficient to constitute a system of LAS education.1

Third, in this paper I use the term “liberal arts and sciences’ inten-
tionally: while in recent times “liberal arts’ curricula are most often 
associated with literature and the humanities, natural sciences and 
mathematics historically have formed part of the LAS curriculum 
and are critically linked to some of the most important challenges 
facing citizens today, be they related to disease, nutrition, or the en-
vironment. If students are to participate in important decisions con-
fronting contemporary society then they must be numerate to under-
stand quantitative social sciences and modern scientific concepts. As 
Shirley Tilghman, former president of Princeton, pointed out, liberal 
arts colleges and universities have two distinct and critical missions 
in the sphere of the natural sciences: to educate scientifically literate 
citizens and to create a new generation of scientists [van der Wende, 
2012; Tilghman, 2010]. Assumptions about the sciences also belie a 
prejudice that assumes that the sciences employ pedagogies utterly 
distinct from those employed elsewhere in the university and which 
are devoid of student-centered approaches. As will be addressed be-
low, this is not the case: innovative, student-centered science teach-
ing engages students early in their academic careers and promotes 
strong learning outcomes.

Fourth, I use the phrase “higher education institutions’ to avoid con-
fusion associated with the terms “college” and “university.” While in 
the United States the terms are used interchangeably, that is not the 
case in Europe and many other parts of the world, where the term 
college is associated with secondary education or technical training. 
It is true that residential liberal arts colleges, like Amherst College, 
Swarthmore College, and William College, are considered amongst 
the best institutions for student-centered undergraduate learning, in 
spite of the fact that they do not appear in most of the world rank-
ings that many educators and government officials in the BRICS 
countries and elsewhere often obsess over [Lang, 1999]. However, 
many observers do not recognize that at several of the most pres-

	 1	 The American Association of Colleges and Universities defines liberal educa-
tion as “an approach to college learning that empowers individuals and pre-
pares them to deal with complexity, diversity, and change. This approach 
emphasizes broad knowledge of the wider world (e. g., science, culture, 
and society) as well as in-depth achievement in a specific field of interest. 
It helps students develop a sense of social responsibility; strong intellectu-
al and practical skills that span all major fields of study, such as communi-
cation, analytical, and problem-solving skills; and the demonstrated ability 
to apply knowledge and skills in real-world settings.” See https://www.aacu.
org/leap/what-is-a-liberal-education.
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tigious research universities in the US undergraduates study in what 
are termed undergraduate colleges and that these research universi-
ties are wedded to liberal arts education. Yale sees its undergraduate 
school, Yale College, as “the heart of the University” in which “more 
than 2,000 undergraduate courses in the liberal arts and sciences are 
offered each year, forming a curriculum of remarkable breadth and 
depth.” Columbia University describes its rigorous core as “one of 
the nation’s oldest and most renowned liberal arts programs and the 
hallmark of the Columbia academic experience.” According to Stan-
ford University, “A Stanford undergraduate education emphasizes a 
broad liberal foundation, development of deep subject-area knowl-
edge, a variety of rich learning experiences inside and outside the 
classroom, and the cultivation of skills to help students become life-
long learners.”2 The reality is that LAS education comes in many dif-
ferent structures, be it the residential liberal arts college, the under-
graduate part of a research university, the “university college” that is 
common in the Netherlands, or the Honors College in major US state 
universities, where faculty can work exclusively in the LAS program or 
can lead dual lives, as it were, working in the LAS unit while maintain-
ing a foothold in the more traditional faculties or departments. Such 
diverse approaches are particularly useful to bear in mind in countries 
undergoing educational reform because it allows reformers to graft 
modern LAS structures onto established institutions.

Finally, LAS institutions are not associated exclusively with political-
ly “liberal” outlooks. Indeed, if they wish to develop critical thinkers 
and active citizens, they should ensure that students are exposed to 
a number of perspectives, including those associated with more po-
litically conservative approaches to issues. LAS institutions have am-
ple room for faculty and students, as well as assigned readings, that 
represent the political spectrum.

Let us now return to the substance of LAS education in more de-
tail.

The first part of our definition speaks of goals. The central tenet 
of LAS education is that it is more concerned with the development 
of the individual than the preparation of the student for a specific vo-
cation. Harking back to its Greek origins, it is concerned with shap-
ing citizens who are capable of being active participants in democrat-
ic society. In modern times, it goes beyond this to prepare students 
to function in dynamic social and economic environments. The LAS 

	 2	 For further descriptions, see Yale University, “Academic Programs,” http://
www.yale.org/academics/index.html; Columbia University, “Core Curricu-
lum,” https://undergrad.admissions.columbia.edu/learn/academiclife/col-
lege/core;.and Stanford University, “Academics,” https://www.stanford.edu/
academics/.
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wager is that love of learning, capacity for critical thinking, and abil-
ity to communicate effectively are, in the course of their lives, more 
valuable to students than depth of knowledge in one subject. These 
qualities are particularly important in allowing graduates to adapt to 
changing social and economic conditions and to help them to con-
tinue to grow, learn, and adapt to changing conditions long after they 
have left the halls of academe.

The second part of the definition, which focuses on curriculum and 
pedagogy, is equally important and more critical to the internation-
al context in which LAS education now finds itself. It is one thing to 
speak of lofty goals; it is another to clarify the real-life circumstanc-
es that allow institutions to pursue such goals.

In terms of curriculum, the first important characteristic of a LAS 
system is student choice. Student choice comes in two important 
forms: the curriculum is sufficiently flexible that students have sub-
stantial leeway to choose courses that they will take, and it offers stu-
dents the possibility to choose an area of academic concentration 
(often called a “major”) after they have entered a higher educational 
institution. The very fact that students play a significant role in shap-
ing their program of study is critical to the democratization of the ed-
ucational process. Symbolically, it confirms that there is not a single 
path or a master plan to higher learning. Perhaps more importantly, 
the engagement of young adults in making critical educational choic-
es prepares them for important decisions they will make later in life. 
Moreover, allowing students the flexibility to choose their area(s) of 
academic concentration after they have entered college or the uni-
versity reflects LAS” belief in the capacity of people for growth and 
change and highlights its emphasis on continuous learning and its 
stress on the importance of critical thinking, as opposed to the ac-
cumulation of knowledge. As such, the LAS approach strongly con-
trasts with classical continental European systems (West and East), 
adapted throughout the world, where students enter faculties or de-
partments that are autonomous and operate effectively as mini-uni-
versities: students enter the faculty of law, history, or engineering and 
never leave that faculty for their three, four or five years of study. The 
classical European system not only presupposes that students are 
certain of their main educational focus upon entrance to the institu-
tion of higher education, but it narrows their breadth of study once 
they have entered.

The emphasis on student choice in LAS education does not mean 
that anything is permitted (a source of great disappointment for many 
undergraduates who take the term “liberal” in liberal arts and scienc-
es too literally). The educational process in a LAS system is governed 
by what can be called “bounded uncertainty” [Schmitter, Karl, 1991]. 

Curriculum



LIBERAL ARTS & SCIENCES EDUCATION

Voprosy obrazovaniya / Educational Studies. Moscow. 2015. No 4. P. 33–61

Students have choices, but choices that are constrained through re-
quirements that safeguard academic rigor.

As our definition indicates, modern LAS education is support-
ed by a curriculum designed to promote breadth as well as depth. 
Breadth of study is often ensured through requirements that students 
take a certain number of mandatory courses (often referred to as the 

“general education requirements’ or the “core curriculum”) that are 
designed to ensure that all students are exposed to classics and/or 
important modes of inquiry and approaches to knowledge.3 Breadth 
can also be realized through so-called “distribution requirements,” 
which oblige students to take courses in different groupings of disci-
plines, but without necessarily specifying which specific courses are 
required.4

These requirements are the subject of continual debate at most in-
stitutions and are revised periodically. Three important points should 
be raised here. First, to meet the LAS standard there must be some 
structure that requires students to have curricular breadth. If breadth 
of study is optional, then the system’s goals are critically undermined. 
Second, in the modern version of LAS education, curricular require-
ments should go beyond arts and humanities and extend to mathe-
matics and the natural sciences. As stated above, this is essential in 
order for students to be engaged with some of the most important 
challenges facing today’s citizens. Finally, the number of require-
ments cannot be so great as to preclude student choice, the impor-
tance of which was discussed above.

As far as depth is concerned, modern curricula regularly require 
students to follow or design (together with faculty) a program of con-
centration or a major, the requirements of which must be clearly artic-
ulated and transparent. Academic programs may require students to 
take a certain number of courses in a given subject area, may specify 
certain mandatory courses, and may require or recommend a specif-
ic sequence of courses. They also may require or recommend cours-
es in related areas. The overall goal is to ensure that graduates have 
a minimum proficiency in at least one coherent intellectual sphere 
(sometimes students focus on more than one area). It should also be 
stressed that concentrations or majors are not limited to traditional 
academic disciplines. LAS institutions have been particularly strong 
at developing interdisciplinary programs that have supplemented and 

	 3	 See for example University of Chicago, http://collegecatalog.uchicago.edu/
thecollege/thecurriculum/ or Columbia University, http://www.college.co-
lumbia.edu/core/core.

	 4	 For example, Bard College currently requires students to take classes in nine 
areas: Analysis of Arts; Foreign Language, Literature, and Culture; Histo-
ry; Humanities; Laboratory Science; Literature in English; Mathematics and 
Computing; Practicing Arts; and Social Science. All courses are classified 
according to the requirements that they fulfill.
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in some cases supplanted age-old approaches while maintaining in-
tellectual integrity. Environmental studies, cognitive studies, public 
health, and human rights are all examples of subjects that address 
some of the most poignant challenges facing humanity and that re-
quire inter-disciplinary approaches.

One note of caution is important to mention here: there is always 
going to be a tension between breadth and depth of curriculum. One 
tendency, particularly in institutions that operate in a milieu in which 
the continental European model dominates, is to over-plan concen-
trations/majors, which is to say to make majors so demanding that 
they emulate pre-existing structures in terms of requirements. This 
risks imperiling the breadth element of LAS education. Ideally, stu-
dent choice should not be limited to the breadth requirements out-
lined above: it should be recognized that courses in other disciplines 
can not only contribute to the formation of a well-rounded individual, 
but can enhance the understanding of the student’s major.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that given the complexity of the cur-
riculum, students need to be advised effectively. Because the system 
celebrates student choice but maintains a number of requirements, 
it is essential that students be guided through the educational pro-
cess. Advising maybe done by faculty members or by administrators, 
but should be structured in such a way as to give students the guid-
ance necessary to navigate curricular choices while fulfilling their ac-
ademic obligations.

The other critical component of our definition of modern LAS educa-
tion is pedagogy. As Vartan Gregorian has argued, “At the heart of lib-
eral education is the act of teaching” [Lang, 1999]. Teachers sharp-
en their students’ analytic skills by exposing them to different points 
of view, familiarizing them with a variety of theoretical approaches 
to probe issues, and requiring them to read texts with a critical eye. 
However, it is not simply the substance of teaching that is different 
but the entire approach to the educational process. An interactive, 
student-centered pedagogy means that the classroom is not a one-
way conveyor belt of knowledge from professor to student. Specifi-
cally, instruction does not simply consist of a teacher reading lectures 
to students, as is common throughout much of the world. The class-
room is an environment in which students are encouraged to ques-
tion assumptions and conclusions, analyze texts and derive their own 
interpretations, debate and role play,5 and to learn from one another. 
In order to be prepared to participate in this democratized classroom, 

	 5	 Debate and role-playing, like Model United Nations, are particularly effec-
tive learning tools within the classroom. The impact of simulations and de-
bate goes well beyond foreign policy: studies have demonstrated that they 
can be impactful tools across the curriculum, including social studies, nat-
ural sciences and literature [Newman, Twigg 2000; Joyner, 2003].

Teaching
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a significant amount of learning must take place outside of the class-
room. Students are expected to engage in primary and/or second-
ary texts that analyze issues to be addressed during a class. The spe-
cific nature of the educational process can vary according to subject. 
In the natural sciences, for example, this can mean engaging stu-
dents in “discovery-based research,” placing them in the labs from 
day one of their study. As Graham Hatfull, a Howard Hughes Medical 
Institute researcher from the University of Pittsburg said, “Students 
should be doing science from day one, not just reading about what 
others have done.”6Because of this students are empowered to offer 
informed insights and even to draw conclusions that differ from those 
of the teacher. The teacher provides guidance, clarifies issues, ex-
presses her views, and evaluates the performance of students. How-
ever, she does not stand alone, unquestioned: in discarding the lec-
ture-only, conveyor-belt format, the professor must be willing to give 
up some authority. While for some this can prove difficult, many fac-
ulty who have recently been introduced to the LAS approach have 
found it to be liberating and tremendously rewarding. They happily 
trade in their old notes and their total command of the classroom for 
the new learning environment, complete with stimulating interchang-
es and challenging discussion.

Of course, specific pedagogic approaches will vary according to 
teacher and subject matter. An LAS system leaves room for differ-
ent teaching styles. Not all teaching in LAS institutions depends on 
a pure Socratic method, and lecturing can remain part of the diverse 
repertoire of teachers. The degree of interactivity can vary accord-
ing to the subject matter: a course in physics will offer different chal-
lenges and take a different structure from a course in history. Howev-
er, regardless of the teacher and the subject matter, there are certain 
characteristics that must predominate in an LAS system: learning is 
interactive, students are encouraged to raise questions, challenge 
assumptions, and make their own discoveries, the teacher does not 
have a monopoly on knowledge, and a significant amount of learning 
takes place outside of the classroom.

Now that we have examined some of the essential characteristics and 
concepts that distinguish the LAS as a system of higher education, 
we must turn our attention to the factors that enable such a system 

	 6	 Studies have shown that, “Introducing discovery-based research—challeng-
ing, messy, real—into early educational experiences can dramatically im-
prove their outcomes, according to several studies. Students who partici-
pate in research earn higher grades, show more interest in STEM majors, 
take less time to earn degrees, and show more interest in post-graduate 
education.” http://www.hhmi.org/advance-science/building-authentic-re-
search-experiences.
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to exist. Here we will look at structural issues that exist at the nexus of 
administration, curriculum and pedagogy and then some more spe-
cific issues pertaining to teaching methodology. The former are par-
ticularly important because they are too often afterthoughts: educa-
tors are so often focused on the goals of the LAS that they give short 
shrift to critical mechanisms that make a LAS system work.

The first important structural issue that has an important impact on 
a LAS system is the framework that determines the amount of time 
students regularly spend in the classroom and the number of cours-
es they can take at any one time. Because LAS education consists of 
a student-centered pedagogy with a democratized classroom, it re-
quires that students prepare for class by reading texts on their own. 
It also requires that students produce written work: written work en-
hances communication skills, helps students clarify their understand-
ing of texts, develop ideas and arguments, and analyze and deploy 
evidence. As a consequence, students are expected to attend and 
participate in class and must have time to prepare outside work. A 
logical corollary of this is that students cannot be in class every day 
for six or seven hours and that they cannot take ten, twelve or even 
fourteen courses at one time, as was common in many countries of 
the former Soviet Union. Such structures, which are often created 
in response to state requirements, leave little time for independent 
reading and writing by students, thus creating a dependency on the 
teacher as a purveyor of knowledge. In reality, if the pedagogy at an 
institution were consistent with the LAS approach it would be difficult, 
in my mind, for most students to take more than four or five standard 
courses at one time. (There might be variation for courses with fewer 
than the standard number of credits). This does not, however, mean 
that attending class is unimportant. On the contrary: since so much 
emphasis is placed on learning in the classroom, students must be 
expected to attend class regularly and to contribute to the learning 
process by raising questions and participating in discussions. This 
is not the case in the classical European systems where attendance 
at lectures is often optional. Indeed, attendance is so important that 
many LAS institutions have specific policies that lower grades of stu-
dents who do not attend class regularly.

A second important structural issue, which moves closer to the 
issue of teaching, relates to the classroom. In short, classes must be 
small enough or structured in such a way to make interactive teaching 
possible. There may be regular small classes (Bard College, where 
I work, limits most classes to 22 or fewer students) or large class-
es with a limited degree of interactivity that are regularly divide into 
smaller discussion sections to discuss in more detail the substance 
of the lecture and assigned readings. There is no magic number, and 
much depends on subject and teacher. However, it is clear that an 
education that takes place exclusively in large lecture halls filled with 

Structural Issues
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students is incompatible with LAS teaching methodologies. In most 
cases, the majority of classes at an LAS institution would allow for 
substantive discussion, either in class or discussion sections, and 
several would have the intimate environment of an academic sem-
inar.7

The final structural area of importance is the administrative frame-
work: there must be an academic calendar, credit system, and class 
schedule that facilitate rather than impede the pillars of breadth and 
depth in an LAS educational system. This might sound banal, but one 
would be surprised at how frequently inattention to such structures 
can skew the educational process. The most extreme case of this that 
I have witnessed happened at the Central European University (CEU) 
in Budapest, a new and very progressive institution where I worked in 
the mid 1990s: due to the speed with which CEU was established, it 
fell into the trap of replicating continental European traditions of de-
partmental autonomy, with departments acting effectively as sepa-
rate institutions. Departments created their own academic programs 
from the bottom up, the result being that one relatively small univer-
sity (with 500 students) had eight departments with six academic cal-
endars, five credit systems and three definitions of a class hour. These 
structures created the equivalent of non-tariff barriers between de-
partments, crippling the capacity of students to take courses in oth-
er departments (for example, the second trimester for political sci-
ence students was ten weeks while it was sixteen weeks for history) 
and impeding the development of interdisciplinary programs, a criti-
cal element of the institution’s mission. In other milder cases, even at 
my current institution, conflicting class scheduling between, for ex-
ample, the sciences and studio arts, has created insuperable con-
flicts between disciplines even when there is consistency in calendar 
and credit system.

We begin our examination of the procedures, rules and arrangements 
associated with teaching by focusing on the preparation that must 
take place prior to the meeting between teachers and students in 
the classroom. As suggested above, it is essential that students be 
assigned readings prior to classes at which the subject of the read-
ings is discussed. Interactive teaching and the democratization of the 
classroom are fundamentally constrained if students have not read 
preparatory materials. If no such materials are provided, substantive 
discussion is extremely difficult and students are reduced largely to 
asking questions about facts. They are not in a position to challenge 

	 7	 It is also beneficial, although not essential, that the physical set-up of the 
classroom is such that chairs are arranged in a circular or rectangular pat-
tern, rather than facing forward towards the teacher. This breaks down bar-
riers, encourages participation, and reinforces the democratic nature of 
learning.
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their teacher’s interpretation or to learn effectively from one another. 
It should be noted that the nature of assignments could change ac-
cording to discipline—in the natural sciences students might be as-
signed a lab or in the arts they may have a photographic assignment 
or be asked to analyze paintings—but the principle remains the same: 
students prepare for class because they are participants, not passive 
recipients of information.

In this context it is essential that students be provided with a syl-
labus structured in such a way as to outline specific readings and/or 
tasks for specific class sessions.8 A long list of recommended read-
ings for a course, as is common in many countries, does not suffice 
for two critical reasons. First, there is no assurance that students will 
know what readings are appropriate for any given class, let alone that 
they will have read them. Second, the interactive process is paralyzed 
if there are no common reference points among the students. Active 
engagement in the class is necessary. Without the knowledge of what 
is being discussed and the empowerment that comes from reading 
primary and secondary texts to be addressed in class, that is not pos-
sible, and the class will devolve into a monologue.9

A logical corollary to this is that assigned readings must be readily 
available to students. Whether assigned readings can be purchased, 
accessed through a library or over the internet, or given to students, 
environmental circumstances must exist so that all students can rea-
sonably have the opportunity to read the assigned materials. This 
might sound intuitive, but I have seen a case in which an entire class 
was assigned to read a book, one copy of which was available in the 
entire city. In other circumstances assigned readings have not been 
available at all. A fancy syllabus that is not supported by available ma-
terials is close to worthless. This speaks to a potentially uncomforta-
ble reality: in order for an LAS system to succeed, extensive invest-
ment in libraries and/or modern communications technology must 
occur.

Another key area of teaching and pedagogy is found in the eval-
uation of student work. While there are many theories about effec-

	 8	 This syllabus may include many other things, such as a clear articulation of 
the goals of the course, primary issues addressed in the course, anticipated 
learning outcomes, a summary of the main questions to be examined dur-
ing the course, study tips, and recommended readings. As is discussed be-
low, it should also contain a clear articulation of expectations of students, 
including all elements that contribute to a student’s final grade.

	 9	 Informing students of assigned readings as the course unfolds, as opposed 
to providing them in a syllabus, can theoretically allow students to be pre-
pared for interactive discussion. However, real-world experience leads me 
to believe that it is a vastly inferior and, in fact, unworkable alternative. In re-
ality, it almost always results in difficulties because materials prove not to 
be available on short notice, students who are absent do not learn of the as-
signments, and students are deprived of the opportunity to plan ahead.
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tive evaluation methods, there are certain issues that are critical to 
the system of LAS education, particularly in terms of promoting the 
transparency and accountability necessary for democratic learning. 
First, there must be transparency about what types of work contribute 
to the teacher’s evaluation of students. The course syllabus should 
outline the assignments and tasks that are expected of students and 
how their performance on those assignments contributes to their fi-
nal evaluation. Second, contemporary LAS education places an em-
phasis on continuous assessment, which is to say that the final mark 
is based on an accumulation of results from a number of assignments, 
including, but not limited to: mid-way exams, final exams, essays, re-
search papers, art projects, oral reports, multi-media presentations, 
group projects, laboratory research, and class participation.

There are a number of important points that follow from this. The 
modern LAS education rejects the near or total dependence on the 
final examination for a student’s grade. In particular, it rejects a mark 
largely or totally dependent on a one-on-one oral exam, a method 
regularly used in Europe and the former Soviet space. Why is this the 
case? It is assumed that the goal of the evaluation project is not sim-
ply to assess students but to help them to learn and improve: a high-
ly weighted final examination simply does not offer the opportunity for 
useful feedback. Oral finals are particularly problematic because they 
are neither transparent nor verifiable. They reinforce the omnipotence 
of the faculty member and, experience has shown, they leave great 
latitude for results based inappropriately on extra-curricular issues, 
including some that are clearly not in keeping with the democratic 
principles underlying LAS education or liberal education more gen-
erally. Does this mean that a modern LAS educational system rejects 
final exams? The answer is no. A final or an exam at the end of the 
course can form part of a final mark. Some subjects are more con-
ducive to finals than others. The point is that a final exam should not, 
as a matter of habit, dominate the evaluation process within an LAS 
system and that efforts should be made to reduce the circumstances 
in which the final constitutes all or the predominant part of the grade.

The discussion of evaluation and continuous assessment rais-
es two additional issues. The first one focuses on the type of assign-
ments students are given: it is extremely important in modern LAS 
education to require students to write essays and research papers. If 
a primary goal of LAS education is to foster in students the capacity 
to communicate proficiently, then students must be required to de-
velop their written skills. Oral skills are no doubt important, and one 
product of my experience in Russia is a belief that American institu-
tions need to place a greater emphasis here. However, there is no 
substitute for written communication for developing the capacity to 
analyze and argue, and through the writing process to develop and 
refine ideas. Especially in the Internet age, cultivating in students the 
capacity to conduct effective research is also vitally important. Skills 
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necessary to be engaged citizens have changed: instead of learn-
ing how to find information they must now learn how to sift critically 
through the huge volume of information available in print and online.

One final element in terms of evaluation of student work that is 
important to examine is the nature of faculty feedback to students. 
An LAS education places a premium on substantive and timely feed-
back. Teacher feedback is one of the primary ways through which 
learning occurs, particularly in the development of research and writ-
ing skills. I have witnessed circumstances in which teachers have 
made the shift to continuous assessment and assigned research pa-
pers but failed to provide students with substantive comments on 
their work. In some cases students received minimal comments and 
in other cases they received only grades. This reflects one of the great 
challenges of LAS education: it is time-intensive for the faculty and 
thus can be costly.

Why is liberal arts and sciences education worth considering? Why 
are so many educators in so many countries around the world explor-
ing adaptations of liberal arts and sciences education?

As stated above, LAS education is distinguished by its emphasis 
on the development of the individual rather than simply the acquisi-
tion of specialized knowledge. This process begins from the moment 
of admission: one of the most important but underappreciated ele-
ments of LAS education is the rejection of the Humboldtian notion that 
seventeen and eighteen year olds should be expected to choose their 
area of specialization (or major) prior to being exposed to learning 
within the context of the university classroom. Trust is put in the stu-
dent to explore different possibilities and to make an informed choice 
of specialization based on real-life experience, rather than depend-
ing on impressions from secondary school or guidance from (often 
ill-informed) parents. Paradoxically, the idea of making an informed 
choice of specialization resonates not only with students, but also 
with many parents of aspiring LAS students in places like Russia, Kyr-
gyzstan, and Palestine, where the more self-reflective realize that the 
academic choices they made as high school students may not have 
served them well throughout their academic and professional careers.

The process of individual development extends throughout the ed-
ucational process and serves students well as they progress through-
out life. As Albert Einstein said, “The value of an education in a lib-
eral arts college is not the learning of many facts but the training of 
the mind to think something that cannot be learned from textbooks’ 
[Becker, 2014]. Fareed Zakaria, one of the leading foreign policy an-
alysts in the US, who was raised in India but who received his B.A. 
from Yale and his Ph.D. from Harvard, offers a strong defense of LAS 
education in his book, In Defense of a Liberal Education. Zakaria un-
derlines three broad benefits of liberal arts and sciences education 
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in terms of personal development. First, it not only “teaches you how 
to think,” but it “teaches you how to write, and writing makes you 
think.” In other words, “thinking and writing are inextricably inter-
twined.” Second, it “teaches you how to speak,” by which he means 
not speaking for the sake of speaking, but “learning to understand 
your own mind, to filter out under-developed ideas, and then to ex-
press to the outside world your thoughts, arranged in logical order.” 
Finally, it “teaches you how to learn” and to become a lifelong learner 
who can adapt to different environments [Zakaria, 2015].

While these life-long skills, which form part of the liberal arts wa-
ger described above, might appear both overly general and reflect a 
certain degree of idealism, they also have a very practical side in that 
they prepare young people to enter the modern economy. The reality 
is that today’s economy is different from the past, with its emphasis 
on creativity and design, on the one hand, and flexibility and adapt-
ability on the other [Hersh, 1997]. Gone are the days when a worker 
specializes in a subject, graduates and then is employed for life by 
a single employer or even in her area of specialization. According to 
the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average American worker to-
day stays at each of his or her jobs for 4.4 years: the expected tenure 
for the youngest portion of the workforce is one-half of that [Meister, 
2012]. Russia demonstrates a similar pattern. According to the Fed-
eral State Statistics Service (Rosstat), 60% of Russians work outside 
of their trained specialties [Smolyakova, 2012]. The figures are even 
higher for recent university graduates. According to a survey con-
ducted by the recruiting company Superjob.ru, only 25% of gradu-
ates work in their area of specialty a year after graduation [Korobe-
inikova, 2010]. Former Minister of Education and Sciences Andrei 
Fursenko acknowledged the fact that that people change their occu-
pation over their lifetimes, and he expressed sympathy for the social 
and psychological benefits associated with changing employment. In 
this context, he stated, “It’s important not only what is written on a re-
sume and diploma, but also what a person knows and what they real-
ly can do, how much he is able to improve himself” [Fursenko, 2009].

LAS education prepares graduates for new economic conditions 
that emphasize flexibility and adaptability instead of single-compa-
ny or single-industry lifetime employment.10 By focusing on the de-
velopment of the person and endowing students with the capacity to 
think critically, solve problems, and communicate effectively, LAS ed-
ucation fosters in students the capacity to respond to changing cir-

	 10	 A World Bank report on education in Europe and Central Asia stresses that 
the shift from centrally planned to market economies “will increasingly re-
quire workers with better information-processing, problem-solving, and 
knowing-how-to-learn skills. Available international test data show that ECA 
(Europe and Central Asia) countries are significantly behind OECD coun-
tries in many such skills’ [Berryman, 2000].



Jonathan Becker 
Liberal Arts and Sciences Education: Responding to the Challenges of the XXIst Century

http://vo.hse.ru/en/

cumstances. That is an essential part of the LAS wager. LAS gradu-
ates might not start their careers with as much content knowledge as 
non-LAS students, but they come with training in research, skills in 
knowledge acquisition, and the ability to problem-solve, characteris-
tics that in the long run are likely to make them greater contributors 
to their places of employment than their more narrowly trained col-
leagues. Fursenko echoed some of the core outcomes of LAS educa-
tion when he asserted that an innovative economy presupposes “the 
ability to quickly and flexibly react to changing conditions’ and that 

“learning throughout the course of life is becoming not a desirable, 
but rather a necessary condition” [Fursenko, 2009].Similarly, Igor Re-
morenko, Russia’s Deputy Minister of Education and Science, could 
have been speaking of LAS education when he stated: “Education 
needs to formulate in citizens. . . creative talents, the ability to solve 
problems, skills of participating in complexly organized project-orient-
ed work, [and] the ability to orient oneself in the conditions of quickly 
changing technology” [Startsev, 2008]. As Harvard University Pres-
ident Drew Faust put it, “At its best, college does more than prepare 
you for your first job; it helps anticipate, and perhaps even create, your 
fourth or fifth job, a job that may not even exist” [Faust, 2014].

It is not just academic leaders and ministerial officials who see 
the benefits of liberal arts and sciences education. Many leaders of 
industry, including several who graduated with degrees in the liber-
al arts and sciences and/or went to liberal arts colleges, are vocifer-
ous in their support. In the technology sector, Steve Jobs famous-
ly said “it is in Apple’s DNA that technology alone is not enough. It’s 
technology married with liberal arts, married with the humanities, that 
yields us the result that makes our hearts sing” [Isaacson, 2011].Ed-
gar Bronfman, former CEO of the Seagram Corporation, who studied 
history at Williams College, stated, “In my experience, a liberal arts 
degree is the most important factor in forming individuals… who can 
determine their own paths through the future…Curiosity and open-
ness to new ways of thinking… ensures future success more than any 
other quality” [Bronfman, 2013].

Annual surveys of several hundred employers in the United States 
conducted for the American Association of Colleges and Universities 
repeatedly demonstrate enthusiasm for both the educational out-
comes of liberal arts and sciences education. Amongst the findings:

•	80 percent of employers agree that, regardless of their major, 
every college student should acquire broad knowledge in the lib-
eral arts and sciences [Hart Research Associates, 2013].

•	74 percent would recommend liberal arts and sciences education 
to a young person they know as the best way to prepare for suc-
cess in today’s global economy [Ibid.].

•	93 percent of US employers agree that “a candidate’s demon-
strated capacity to think critically, communicate clearly, and 
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solve complex problems is more important than their undergrad-
uate major.” Few think that having field-specific knowledge and 
skills alone is what is most needed for individuals’ career suc-
cess [Ibid.].

•	85 percent of employers believe that it is more important that 
graduates have either a range of knowledge and skills that apply 
to a range of fields or positions (25%) or both field-specific and 
broad range of knowledge and skills (60%), compared with only 
15% who prefer the type of narrow specialization which results in 
knowledge or skills that apply to a specific field or position [Hart 
Research Associates, 2014].

•	Employers rate as very important various learning outcomes as-
sociated with LAS education, including: 85% the “ability to effec-
tively communicate orally”; 82% the “ability to effectively commu-
nicate in writing”; 81%“critical thinking and analytical reasoning 
skills”; and 81%“ethical judgment and decision-making” [Ibid.].

The success of graduates of liberal arts institutions in such disparate 
places as the Netherlands, Kyrgyzstan, and Palestine suggests that 
favorable employment outcomes are not simply an American phe-
nomenon.

Beyond employment, graduates of liberal arts and sciences in-
stitutions are also extremely competitive in terms of their applica-
tions to graduate school. A study by Nobel laureate Thomas R. Cech 
that focused on the performance of graduates of liberal arts colleges 
demonstrated that, “Liberal arts colleges as a group produce about 
twice as many eventual science Ph.Ds per graduate as do bacca-
laureate institutions in general, and the top colleges vie with the na-
tion’s very best research universities in their efficiency of produc-
tion of eventual science Ph.Ds’ [Cech, 1999].11 Indeed, at the time 
of Cech’s study, liberal arts colleges constituted three of the top six 
and eleven of the top 25 institutions in the US in terms of produc-
ing undergraduates who completed doctorates in science and engi-
neering. Cech explained this success as follows, “A liberal arts edu-
cation encourages scientists to improve their “competitive edge” by 
cross-training in the humanities or arts. Such academic cross-train-
ing develops a student’s ability to collect and organize facts and opin-
ions, to analyze them and weigh their value, and to articulate an ar-
gument, and it may develop these skills more effectively than writing 
yet another lab report” [Cech, 1999].

A final, but not unimportant, point worth making is that liberal arts 
and sciences education often resonates with faculty, who are some 

	 11	 Cech continued, “On a more subjective note, when highly successful scien-
tists compare their liberal arts college education to what they likely would 
have received at a large research university, most rate their college experi-
ence s a substantial advantage to their career” [Cech, 1999].
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of its fiercest advocates. While the LAS pedagogy can be time con-
suming and very difficult for faculty accustomed to reading lectures 
and holding forth, unchallenged, in the classroom, for many the ex-
perience of opening up the classroom and engaging with students 
can also be liberating. Recently, a colleague from Palestine who ob-
tained her doctorate in continental Europe described to me how she 
does more reading now preparing for classes at the Al-Quds Bard 
College of Arts and Sciences than she did while preparing her disser-
tation; but that she finds it, and the interaction with students, incredi-
bly rewarding both intellectually and professionally, and well worth the 
effort. Faculty advocates also realize that there are misperceptions 
about the link between LAS education and research: not only is re-
search possible in spite of heavy teaching demands, but quality LAS 
institutions recognize that faculty who conduct research tend to be 
better teachers because they are more knowledgeable about, and 
engaged with, their subjects and more aware of new theoretical de-
velopments within their fields. As Michael Roth, President of Wesley-
an University, one of America’s oldest and most prestigious residen-
tial liberal arts colleges, says, “At liberal arts schools like Wesleyan… 
the scholar-teacher model means that our faculty believe in a virtu-
ous circle connecting their scholarship to their undergraduate teach-
ing. Stimulation in the classroom, they find, advances their research 
in ways that, in turn, invigorate their teaching and stimulate curricu-
lum development” [Roth, 2010].

LAS is not a static system of education. One of the reasons it has 
thrived for so long is its capacity to modify its procedures, rules and 
arrangements in response to changing circumstances. As technolog-
ical changes continue, teaching approaches will evolve. Moreover, as 
the LAS system goes global, it will incorporate national traditions and 
adjust to new environments. There are many elements that will remain 
essential to a LAS education, but as a system it is not stuck in time.

The LAS system is not a magic bullet that will solve all of society’s 
problems. However, when properly constituted, it offers a coherent 
approach that endows students with abilities that will prepare them for 
a lifetime of civic engagement, learning, and employment. In coun-
tries where vocational training, hyper-specialization and didactic ped-
agogic approaches dominate higher education, it can offer an alter-
native that will resonate among students and faculty. It is not an easy 
system to adopt, but the rewards may well be worth the investment.
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