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College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be — is a critical examination of the
evolving nature of higher education in America, as articulated by Andrew
Delbanco, a prominent scholar and educator. Delbanco argues that college
serves not only as a pathway to careers but also as a vital institution for
cultivating informed citizens and fostering meaningful lives. His insights
prompt readers to reflect on the purpose of college in contemporary society
and advocate for a more profound understanding of its role in shaping
individuals and the community.

Historical Context of College Education

Origins of Higher Education in America

The concept of college education in America dates back to the colonial
period, with institutions like Harvard, founded in 1636, aiming to train
clergy and leaders. The early colleges were primarily focused on classical
education, emphasizing philosophy, theology, and the liberal arts.

- Key Features of Early Colleges:
- Emphasis on moral and ethical development
- Training for leadership roles in society
- A curriculum grounded in classical studies

The Expansion of College in the 19th and 20th
Centuries

As the United States evolved, so did the purpose and structure of its
colleges. The 19th century saw the establishment of land-grant colleges,
which broadened access to education and focused on practical subjects, such
as agriculture and engineering. The 20th century introduced community
colleges and a more diverse array of programs, reflecting societal shifts and
the need for vocational training.

- Changes in College Education:
- Increased accessibility for women and minorities
- The rise of research-oriented institutions
- Shift towards professional and technical training



The Current State of College Education

Contemporary Challenges

Today, college education faces numerous challenges that threaten its
traditional role. Rising tuition costs, student debt, and questions about the
return on investment are prominent issues. Furthermore, critics argue that
colleges have become overly focused on job training, neglecting their broader
educational missions.

- Key Challenges:
- Escalating tuition and student debt crisis
- Perception of college as solely a job training ground
- Diminished emphasis on liberal arts education

Delbanco’s Analysis of College Today

In his book, Andrew Delbanco emphasizes that while college has become more
accessible, it has also strayed from its foundational purpose. He argues that
education should transcend mere vocational training and instead promote
critical thinking, self-discovery, and civic engagement.

- Core Arguments:
- College should foster a sense of community and shared purpose
- It should prioritize the cultivation of informed citizens
- Education must encourage students to engage with complex societal issues

What College Should Be

Reimagining the Purpose of College

Delbanco advocates for a reimagined vision of college that integrates both
personal and intellectual growth. He suggests that colleges should focus on
developing students into thoughtful, engaged citizens rather than just
employable individuals.

- Essential Elements of a Reformed College Experience:
- Emphasis on the liberal arts and critical inquiry
- Opportunities for civic engagement and community service
- Support for personal development and self-reflection



Creating Inclusive Learning Environments

Another crucial aspect of Delbanco’s vision is fostering inclusive and
diverse educational environments. He argues that colleges should strive to
create spaces where all students feel valued and empowered to contribute to
the academic community.

- Strategies for Inclusivity:
- Implementing policies that support underrepresented students
- Encouraging diverse perspectives in the classroom
- Creating mentorship programs to foster connections

The Role of Faculty and Administration

Faculty Engagement and Support

Delbanco highlights the importance of faculty engagement in the reformation
of college education. Faculty members should not only be educators but also
mentors who guide students in their intellectual and personal journeys.

- Characteristics of Effective Faculty:
- Commitment to student success
- Willingness to engage in meaningful dialogue
- Support for research and critical inquiry

Administrative Responsibilities

College administrations also play a crucial role in shaping the educational
experience. Delbanco calls for leaders who prioritize academic integrity,
accessibility, and the holistic development of students.

- Key Administrative Priorities:
- Ensuring affordable tuition and financial support
- Promoting academic freedom and inquiry
- Supporting initiatives that enhance student well-being

The Future of College Education

Embracing Change and Innovation



As we look to the future, Delbanco encourages colleges to embrace change and
innovation while remaining true to their core missions. This includes
integrating technology into the educational experience and adapting curricula
to meet the changing needs of society.

- Innovative Practices:
- Incorporating online learning and hybrid models
- Promoting interdisciplinary studies
- Fostering partnerships with local communities and industries

The Importance of Lifelong Learning

Delbanco underscores the necessity of fostering a culture of lifelong
learning. As the world continues to evolve, individuals must remain curious
and engaged, seeking knowledge beyond the confines of a traditional college
education.

- Fostering Lifelong Learning:
- Encouraging students to pursue interests outside their majors
- Providing resources for continued education post-graduation
- Creating a community that values intellectual curiosity

Conclusion

In summary, Andrew Delbanco's exploration of college — what it was, is, and
should be — challenges us to reconsider the role of higher education in
shaping individuals and society. By advocating for a more holistic approach
to education that prioritizes critical thinking, civic engagement, and
inclusivity, Delbanco presents a vision for college that aligns with its
original purpose while addressing contemporary challenges. As we navigate the
complexities of the modern world, the call for a transformative college
experience is more relevant than ever, urging educators, administrators, and
students alike to champion a future where education serves as a foundation
for both personal fulfillment and societal progress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Andrew Delbanco's book
'College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be'?
The main thesis of Delbanco's book is that college should be a place that
fosters critical thinking, civic engagement, and a sense of community, while
addressing the challenges posed by commercialization and a lack of purpose in
higher education.



How does Delbanco view the historical role of
college in society?
Delbanco argues that historically, college has served as a crucial
institution for cultivating informed citizens and leaders, promoting social
mobility, and nurturing a shared intellectual culture.

What concerns does Delbanco raise about the current
state of higher education?
Delbanco raises concerns about the rising costs of college, student debt, the
emphasis on vocational training over liberal education, and the growing
disconnect between academia and the broader society.

According to Delbanco, what should be the primary
focus of a college education?
Delbanco believes that the primary focus of a college education should be the
development of critical thinking skills, ethical reasoning, and the ability
to engage thoughtfully in civic life, rather than merely preparing for a job.

What role does Delbanco attribute to faculty in the
college experience?
Delbanco emphasizes the importance of faculty as mentors and guides in the
college experience, highlighting their role in fostering intellectual
curiosity and personal growth among students.

How does Delbanco suggest colleges can improve
student engagement?
Delbanco suggests that colleges can improve student engagement by creating
more opportunities for interdisciplinary learning, encouraging collaborative
projects, and promoting active participation in campus life.

What impact does Delbanco believe technology has on
college education?
Delbanco acknowledges that while technology can enhance access to information
and learning, it also poses challenges, such as distractions and a potential
decline in deep, meaningful engagement with material.

In what ways does Delbanco argue that college should
adapt to modern societal needs?
Delbanco argues that college should adapt by integrating practical skills



with liberal arts education, addressing social issues through curricula, and
fostering inclusive environments that reflect diverse perspectives.

What is Delbanco's perspective on the
commercialization of higher education?
Delbanco critiques the commercialization of higher education, arguing that it
undermines the fundamental purpose of colleges as places of learning and
intellectual exploration, reducing education to a mere commodity.

What vision does Delbanco present for the future of
college education?
Delbanco envisions a future where colleges prioritize the development of
character, civic responsibility, and a love of learning, fostering
environments that encourage inquiry and dialogue among diverse groups.
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