
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=vchn20

Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning

ISSN: 0009-1383 (Print) 1939-9146 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/vchn20

Organizing Universities for Global Learning

Mary Taylor Huber

To cite this article: Mary Taylor Huber (2019) Organizing Universities for Global Learning,
Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 51:6, 61-65, DOI: 10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109

Published online: 03 Dec 2019.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=vchn20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/vchn20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109
https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=vchn20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=vchn20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-12-03
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00091383.2019.1674109&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-12-03


Mary Taylor Huber (huber@carnegie 
foundation.org) is Senior Scholar emerita at 
the Carnegie Foundation for the Advance-
ment of Teaching and Senior Scholar with the 
Bay View Alliance. She has written exten-
sively about changing faculty cultures in U.S. 

higher education, focusing especially on the scholarship of 
teaching and learning. Her books include Balancing Acts: 
The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Academic 
Careers; The Advancement of Learning: Building the 
Teaching Commons; and The Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning Reconsidered: Institutional Integration and Impact.

Global learning has garnered a lot of attention 
in recent years. Of course, gaining knowledge 
about the world beyond our borders has long 
been valued in U.S. universities, but views 
about what that entails have shifted over the 

years. As the authors of Seeing the World note, it once meant 
learning about other cultures, countries, and civilizations; 
the center of gravity then shifted to knowledge that could 
usefully inform national policy; attention now is focused 
on cross-border issues like climate change, immigration, 
and public health. Although all three “schema” continue to 
be pursued in U.S. colleges and universities, the transitions 
between them have been accompanied by organizational 
changes that can unsettle the ways in which academic 
knowledge is produced by faculty, students, and staff. What 
work is valued, how it is funded, where it is done, and with 
which collaborators, can all be up for grabs.

Seeing the World and Making Global Learning Universal 
bring complementary perspectives on how universities are 
organizing for this shift to the “global.” Seeing the World, 
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a contribution to the sociology of higher education, looks 
at the history, tensions, and prospects of global learning 
through the lens of a small set of university-based area 
studies centers. It’s primarily about faculty and research. 
 Making Global Learning Universal, a case study of educa-
tion reform, focuses on the process of integrating global 
learning into the curriculum and cocurriculum. It’s primarily 
about undergraduates and student learning. These are both 
ambitious books, drawing larger lessons for (and about) 
higher education from a relatively limited empirical base.

Seeing the World: How US Universities Make Knowl-
edge in a Global Era is a product of research with a com-
plicated history dating back to the 1990s, when the Social 
Science Research Council (SSRC) was reconsidering “its 
international programs in light of the end of the Cold War 
and accumulating intellectual critiques of the area studies 
model” (p. 2). Subsequent funding from the Ford Foun-
dation and the U.S. Department of Education enabled 
the SSRC to assemble a team of researchers to conduct a 
systematic study of “how universities receiving Title VI 
grants [federal funding for area studies programs] organize 
regional scholarship” (p. 3). It was only later that the team 
recognized the study’s “potential to inform conversations 
about the US academy well beyond the domain of area 
studies” (p. 3).

Seeing the World’s three authors came on board during 
different phases of the work. Seteney Shami, a program 
director at SSRC, initiated the study; Cynthia Miller-Idriss, 
a professor of education and sociology now at American 
University, designed the research; and Mitchell L. Stevens, a 
professor of education at Stanford University, came on board 
after the fieldwork was complete. An earlier edited volume 
by Shami and Miller-Idriss (2016) focused on Middle East 
studies, while Stevens, who was instrumental in broadening 
the team’s analysis, took the lead on this new book.

Published in 2018, Seeing the World draws on transcripts 
of interviews conducted at eight universities between 2005 
and 2009 with leaders in a small set of area studies centers 
(Middle East, Russia/Eurasia, Latin America, and South 
Asia), social science departments (political science, econom-
ics, and sociology), and university administration. These 
interviews provide the underlying material for the authors’ 
exploration of how such centers have helped create and 
disseminate regionally specific knowledge since their initial 
establishment through Title VI of the National Defense Edu-
cation Act in 1958.

The authors recognize the pressures that area studies 
centers were under at the time of the interviews. Indeed, 
the study was initially designed to answer questions about 
the viability of the area studies concept in an era of “global 
integration and the rise of the globalization paradigm,” con-
tribute to “an ongoing scholarly debate about the value of 
contextual knowledge in the social sciences and a seeming 
withdrawal of economists, political scientists, and sociolo-
gists from regionally focused scholarship,” and explore how 

centers (especially those in Middle East studies) were doing 
amid added responsibilities and visibility in the immediate 
post-9/11 period (p. 3).

The authors, however, are intent on extending the find-
ings from this research beyond the predicament in which 
area studies centers found themselves in the mid-2000s. The 
book’s larger aims are to provide “insight into the mechanics 
of knowledge production at the arts-and-sciences cores of 
US research universities” (p. 1); “contribute to the under-
standing of universities as special mechanisms for seeing the 
world” (p. 1); and “to forward a theory of how US universi-
ties themselves change. … [H]ow [they] manage to reorga-
nize themselves continually while retaining stable identities 
over time” (p. 2). Written with verve, this short book does a 
good job of contextualizing area studies within a historical 
sociology of the vicissitudes of academic life.

Seeing the World begins by looking at three “schema” 
that, historically, U.S. universities have used to make “sense 
of the world” (p. 9). These include a “civilizational schema 
that defines schools as repositories of knowledge and arti-
facts about other places and peoples that can usefully inform 
the education of young citizens,” a “national schema that 
defines schools as consultants to the US state in its geopoliti-
cal ambitions worldwide,” and a “global schema that defines 
schools as cosmopolitan agents ecumenical in patronage and 
borderless in reach” (p. 9; emphasis in original).

Area studies centers, as a following chapter explains, 
emerged as government-funded instruments of the national 
schema during the Cold War era, when the United States 
sought both “global intelligence and world influence through 
the modernization project” (p. 15). Although time has since 
eroded area studies’ huge impact “on the organization of 
regional knowledge in the US academy,” the authors note, 
“the organizational form [they] brought into being endures” 
(p. 38).
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That organizational form, the interdisciplinary center, is 
one important manifestation of what the authors call “not-
departments,” in contrast to the disciplinary departments that 
have long been central to university organization (Chapter 
3). Although they seldom have faculty lines of their own or 
the authority to grant degrees, “not-departments” have come 
to serve critical roles in the arts and sciences colleges of 
U.S. universities. They can focus on publicly useful knowl-
edge (not always—or even often—central to disciplinary 
identities); they are flexible (requiring fewer resources to 
establish than departments and are less trouble to dismantle); 
they add capacity to departments while remaining dependent 
on them.

The way not-departments have operated, the authors claim 
(quoting liberally from their campus interviews), is through 
a culture of cooperation with departments, cosponsoring lec-
ture series, conferences, exhibits, and other events, courses, 
faculty and graduate student travel, visiting scholars, faculty 
hires, and the like. “Surrounding disciplinary departments 
are swarms of not-departments: the centers, institutes, proj-
ects, and initiatives that give any great university much of its 
vitality and which, unconstrained by the status and evalua-
tion regimes of disciplines, house and convey a wide range 
of interdisciplinary activity” (p. 81).

Cooperation has had limits, however, at least when it 
comes to regional scholarship. For starters, the authors point 
out, partners are not always so willing. For example, “even 
while academic area studies were ascending to their height 
of visibility during the Cold War, many scholars in the social 
science disciplines regarded them with suspicion” (p. 92). 
Pushed by concerns about ranking and status, departments 
of sociology, political science, and economics have long 
favored U.S. over international studies and “universalistic” 
over “particularistic” modes of inquiry, making it risky for 
their faculty to devote time and energy to regional scholar-
ship (p. 101). Indeed, area studies centers are more likely to 
find regionally oriented social scientists in their universities’ 
professional schools than in the arts and sciences.

At the same time, there has been a broader shift “away 
from a clear focus on specific regions to initiatives empha-
sizing movements and flows across places” (p. 109) and 
a new interest in “topical rather than regional themes … 
like the environment, terrorism, or simply ‘global studies’” 
(p. 110) among centers’ patrons and partners. Federal fund-
ing for area studies centers has been cut substantially, and 
academic leaders, who once “burnished their prestige and 
cosmopolitanism by finding new ways to bring the world to 
their home campuses” have taken on “an additional project” 
as an “obligation of institutional ambition: to distribute one’s 
own university, and its brand, all over the world” (p. 108).

Area studies centers are also vulnerable, the authors sug-
gest, to the changing “place of US research universities in 
the larger ecology of knowledge production,” as universities 
lose ground while think tanks and digital media gain big-
ger roles in what “sociologists Ronald Jacobs and Eleanor 

Townsley [2011] call…‘the space of opinion’—the vast 
realm of public discourse where journalism, politics, and the 
academy intersect” (p. 115).

Seeing the World has its own limitations, of course, focus-
ing, as it does, on relations between area studies and the 
social sciences, rather than the humanities or professional 
fields, which have been friendlier to regional scholarship. 
Further, while the authors use the plight of area studies 
centers to good advantage in understanding the dance be-
tween departments and not-departments that has nourished 
regional scholarship and enlivened campus life, they do not 
directly address the role of regional or international studies 
in undergraduate education. Yet, in that arena too, as Making 
Global Learning Universal demonstrates, the global schema 
is beginning to gain ground.

Making Global Learning Universal focuses on a major 
curricular and cocurricular initiative at Florida International 
University (FIU), where “global learning” has come to mean 
“‘the process of diverse people collaboratively analyzing 
and addressing complex problems that transcend borders’” 
(p. 6). How FIU came to adopt this definition, make global 
learning a requirement for graduation, and organize the nec-
essary courses and activities around it are the major themes 
of this book.

Authors Hilary Landorf and Stephanie Doscher, executive 
director and director respectively of FIU’s Office of Global 
Learning Initiatives, and their coauthor, Jaffus Hardrick, 
former vice provost of student access and success at FIU, 
have a larger goal as well. As participants in the international 
education community, where there is now great interest in 
the concept of global citizenship, the authors have designed 
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this book to present FIU’s model in a way that can “make it 
replicable through customization”—so the reader can “trans-
late, not transfer” the initiative to his or her own “unique 
context” (p. 16).

FIU has been in a particularly good position to experiment 
with global learning. Opening its doors in September 1972, 
the university was founded as a “nontraditional institution 
that would take bold, experimental steps” to educate stu-
dents (a highly diverse population), serve its community 
(Greater Miami and South Florida), and pursue “greater 
mutual understanding … among the Americas and through-
out the world” (p. 11). Unfortunately, the institution’s “early 
opportunistic approach to internationalize learning for all 
resulted in participation of the very few” (p. 13). Indeed, by 
the late 1970s, just a handful of their early degree programs 
had “an international or comparative requirement,” and FIU 
soon “stopped addressing curricula and focused on other in-
ternationalization efforts, such as supporting faculty research 
and instruction abroad” (p. 13).

Then a dramatic shift took place. By fall 2017, “every 
one” of FIU’s 41,000 undergraduates were participating 
in “multiple global learning experiences throughout his or 
her educational career,” taking “at least two global learning 
courses” and engaging in “integrative global learning cocur-
ricular activities prior to graduation” (p. 14). Every depart-
ment and degree program now offers courses that involve 
“students in collaborative analysis and problem-solving 
and are aimed at developing three graduation-level” student 
learning outcomes (p. 14). These are: (a) “global awareness, 
knowledge of the interrelatedness of local, global, interna-
tional, and intercultural issues, trends, and systems”; (b) 
“global perspective, the ability to construct a multiperspec-
tive analysis of local, global, international, and intercultural 
problems”; and (c) “global engagement, the willingness 
to engage in local, global, international, and intercultural 
problem-solving” (p. 15).

This comprehensive approach to global learning did not 
just drift into place at FIU, of course, but resulted from a 
major reform initiative, beginning as a Quality Enhancement 

Plan (QEP) for the institution’s accreditor, the Southern 
Association for Colleges and Schools. The requirements for 
a QEP included “identifying a key issue that was aligned 
with the institution’s mission and that addressed student 
learning”; finding “sufficient resources to initiate, imple-
ment, sustain and complete” the plan; involving “a wide 
range of stakeholders”; and specifying “program goals and 
strategies to evaluate their achievement” (p. 16). FIU set up 
a university-wide committee to develop the plan in 2007 
and established an office to lead the effort in 2008. As the 
authors note, “The QEP’s requirements, coupled with the 
oversight of our accrediting agency, provided the structure 
and pressure FIU needed to achieve its bold vision of univer-
sal global learning” (p. 16).

The committee identified a desire to put the “I back in 
FIU” as their QEP issue, and then began a “long-term, 
broad-based, multimethod investigation into what the com-
munity really wanted to accomplish through international-
ization” (p. 26). Finding that “stakeholders wanted FIU to 
capitalize on its demographic diversity to enhance teaching 
and learning inside and outside the classroom,” the conver-
sation soon led beyond “internationalizing the curricululm” 
to focus on “global leaning for global citizenship” instead 
(p. 27).

The connection FIU made between diversity and global 
learning was key, leading beyond classroom demographics 
and content to a collaborative pedagogy that recognizes how 
diversity “influences the nature of claims made about the 
world, how these claims are received, and how conclusions, 
predictions, and solutions are reached” (p. 51). Teaching for 
global learning, from this perspective, involves developing a 
“cognitive tool set” of perspectives, heuristics, interpretations, 
and predictive models that bring to the table diverse ways of 
“representing situations and problems,” “generating solutions 
to problems,” “categorizing or partitioning perspectives,” and 
“inferring cause and effect” (p. 53). Student success was cor-
respondingly redefined “in terms of the breadth of students’ 
tool sets and their capacity to apply those tools to complex 
problem-solving in new settings” (p. 60).
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Another key step in designing and launching FIU’s initia-
tive was to make use of a consultative “collective impact” 
process as a way to get all stakeholders on board around a 
common agenda for change (Chapter 3). This kind of pro-
cess, originally developed for organizing a variety of stake-
holders in community improvement initiatives (Kania & 
Kramer, 2011), was used at FIU to mitigate the disruptions 
the global learning agenda was likely to cause and avoid the 
kinds of “departmental politics, territorialism, and the silo 
mentality” that “easily erode narrow, simplified approaches 
to providing all students with collaborative global learning 
opportunities” (p. 61).

The collective impact process included finding the neces-
sary organizational and financial resources to coordinate 
and fund the work (Chapter 4), and developing a variety of 
“mutually reinforcing activities,” such as professional devel-
opment for instructors (Chapter 5); processes to designate 
global learning courses (Chapter 6); programs, clubs, and 
regular occasions for cocurricular activities (Chapter 7); 
and efforts to extend global learning into the K–12 pipeline 
(Chapter 8). In a final section, the authors also talk about 
assessing student learning outcomes and program evaluation 
(Chapter 9) and engaging the campus in “continuous com-
munication” around measurement data as part of “the on-
going process of perfecting [the] work” (Chapter 10, p. 211).

So what does “global learning” look like on the ground 
at FIU? Examples include a course taught by a marine 
biologist where a typical assignment involves a simulated 
town hall meeting debating whether a cruise ship should 
be allowed to stop at a small town in Puerto Rico, along 
with other activities designed to help students “develop a 
multifaceted argument for a site’s preservation based on its 
biological value, cultural value, social benefit, and human 
capacity to manage it” (p.125). There’s an Honors course on 
Challenges in Health Care, with a service-learning compo-
nent, in which local health-care disparities are examined, 
and a course in public administration that uses debate and 
team-based learning to examine immigration policies in the 
United States. These and many other courses and activities 
described in this book sound well suited to helping students 
develop the cross-border knowledge, perspective-taking, and 
active engagement that FIU defines as global learning.

But what about the knowledge of civilizations, cultures, 
and regions underwritten initially by the “civilizational” 

and then the “national” schemas discussed by the authors of 
Seeing the World? Each new schema, that book argues, adds 
its vision to older ones, which do not necessarily disappear 
but continue to develop along their own trajectories. Seeing 
the World helps focus attention on the transition from the 
“national” to the “global” schema in the realm of research, 
while Making Global Learning Universal gives us a vision 
of what a thoroughgoing effort to integrate the global agenda 
into undergraduate education can involve.

Let us hope, however, that in the process of organizing 
colleges and universities for global learning, an indubitably 
important and worthy pursuit, the baby is not thrown out 
with the bathwater. Developing the knowledge and skills to 
understand and engage with cross-border issues is an urgent 
and exciting project that’s captured the imagination of many 
educators in recent years. Yet, while the deepening intercon-
nections and interdependencies that define globalization 
affect everyone, their dynamics and impact are still context-
dependent. In short, higher education (not to mention public 
policy) would do well to recognize that learning about the 
histories, cultures, and languages of different parts of the 
world retains both intrinsic interest and strategic value. C
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