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Frequently Confused Terms
•

•
•
•

Liberal Education: a broad philosophy of education that has traditionally been the standard of excellence in
Baccalaureate level education in the United States. The philosophy has consistently entailed three broad educational
goals: providing students the broad knowledge of society and culture required for full participation in the life of a
democratic society; cultivating the powers of the mind to make sense of the world and to use evidence-based
reasoning in making judgments; and nurturing an examined commitment to ethical and civic responsibility. This
philosophy of education can apply and is being applied in the US to all sorts of degree programs—including those in
arts, humanities, social sciences, and sciences, but also professional fields like nursing, education, engineering, social
work.
Liberal Arts and Sciences (sometimes called just “liberal arts”): specific disciplines (e.g. the humanities, sciences,
social sciences).
Liberal Arts College: a particular type of institution—often small, often residential—that facilitates close interaction
between faculty and students, and a curriculum grounded in liberal arts disciplines.
General Education: the part of the curriculum shared by all students. A uniquely American feature, general
education programs provide broad exposure to multiple disciplines, development of essential intellectual and civic
skills, and practice in applying different disciplinary perspectives to problem-solving.

Essential Learning Outcomes
Developed by the Association of American Colleges and Universities (adopted by
hundreds of colleges and universities in the US and abroad)


Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical and Natural World
Focused on engagement with big questions, enduring and contemporary



Intellectual and Practical Skills

Practiced extensively across the curriculum, in the context of progressively more challenging problems,
projects, and standards for performance


Personal and Social Responsibility

Anchored through active involvement with diverse communities and real-world challenges


Integrative and Applied Learning
Demonstrated through the application of knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to new settings and complex
problems

Current Debates
• Should all students in all fields get a broad liberal education?
• Is it a luxury we cannot afford to provide a broad liberal education to all college
students?
• Should we enact state policies to encourage students to major in particular fields
(e.g. science, technology, professional fields whose graduates are currently in
demand in the economy)?
• Aren’t liberal arts majors, in particular, a waste of time and money for individuals
and for taxpayers?
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Economy Rewards Liberally Educated Graduates—But More Is Needed
% of Employers Who Want “More Emphasis On” Essential Intellectual and Practical
Skills
Critical thinking and analytic reasoning
Complex problem solving
Written and oral communication
Applied knowledge in real-world settings
Information literacy
Innovation and creativity
Teamwork skills in diverse groups
Ethical decision making

82%
81%
80%
78%
72%
71%
67%
64%

Other Perspectives from Around the World
Skills That Matter
While more than 2/3 of employers in a global survey ranked problem solving, written communication, creativity, basic math, English proficiency, and leadership
as important to professional success, less than half rate college graduates as competent in those areas.
(McKinsey 2013)
“Employers interviewed say things like: I have never fired an engineer for bad engineering, but I have fired an engineer for lack of teamwork. People have to
work together. They have to collaborate.”
(Mona Mourshed, Leader, Education Practice, McKinsey 2013)
“Many technical programs around the world have historically focused more on technical depth. We’ve been communicating to universities the importance of
soft skills.”
(Paul McIntyre, VP for Global Recruiting, BP 2013)
Experiences with Impact
Student international exchange study programs boost employability and job mobility. 5 years after graduation, young people who studied abroad were half as
likely to face long-term unemployment.
(Erasmus Impact Study, EU 2014)
Graduates who participated in internships, extracurricular and cocurricular activities, and projects that took a semester or more to complete are more than twice
as likely to report being engaged at work as those who haven’t had these educational experiences.
(Gallup-Purdue Index 2014)

