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1
T H E  N E W  A M E R I C A N 

C O L L E G E S  A N D 
U N I V E R S I T I E S  E X P E R I E N C E

Integrating Liberal Arts, Professional Studies, 
and Civic Responsibility

For today’s young Americans and their parents, deciding whether to 
attend college is one of the most important decisions they will ever 
make. There are good, practical reasons for students and their parents 

to take pains to make going to college possible. Having a college degree has 
profound effects on one’s economic well-being, especially over a lifetime.1 
In a nationwide survey, major employers were asked what graduates need to 
succeed in today’s economy. More than 90% said that in addition to career-
specifi c skills, they sought new employees who had a broad range of knowl-
edge about the world and a strong sense of social responsibility. 

This national sample of employers emphasized they were seeking college 
graduates who could do more than fi ll the requirements for their fi rst job. 
The employers surveyed said their companies needed employees who could 
solve complex problems of many kinds, analyze information and situations, 
and communicate effectively; too often, it seemed, their new hires lacked one 
or more of these abilities. The employers believed that a good college educa-
tion could and should develop these abilities, which are also the traditional 
aims of what is called education in the liberal arts.

The research project concluded that the challenges of the twenty-fi rst 
century demand that today’s young people develop four areas of competence 
that coincide closely with the abilities employers are seeking. First, students 
need to gain knowledge of human cultures as well as of the physical and 
natural world. Second, they must be able to think well, meaning they have 
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8  THE POWER OF INTEGRATED LEARNING

the ability to inquire and analyze information, think critically and creatively, 
communicate well in speech and writing, understand quantitative reasoning, 
use information technology competently, and be able to solve problems with 
others. Third, students need to grow in personal and social responsibility, 
including the competence to take part in public affairs and to learn over a 
lifetime. Fourth, they must be able to integrate their learning to make sense 
of the world and be able to apply it.2 

By fostering these capacities in students, colleges and universities are pro-
viding an extremely valuable service. Going to college, then, by any measure, 
turns out to be a very cost-effective investment. At the same time, college is 
expensive. Students and their parents rightly ask whether they are getting a 
high enough value from this investment of time and money. They want to be 
confi dent that pursuing a path of study and attending a particular institution 
will provide all a college education should. 

But economic advantage is only the beginning of the value that going to 
college offers. Other values are in some ways even more practically important 
than the economic payoff, and these other effects of a good college educa-
tion are more long lasting and profound. College changes lives. It enables 
young people to grow into adulthood ready to face the world. But college 
also changes the society and the world. It is the indispensable provider of key 
skills that power the economy, especially in this era of information-driven 
innovation. But equally important, by fostering the growth of students’ 
interests and self-knowledge, a college education also nurtures new genera-
tions of citizens who can explore, create, and contribute in unique ways to 
make their nation and the world better. 

How, then, do you get the most out of college? What should your strat-
egy be for making the big investment of time and money really worthwhile? 
Getting the most out of a college experience requires active engagement on 
the part of the students themselves. Colleges can make this all-important 
personal engagement more likely and more valuable for individual students 
by providing the right context for them to fl ourish. 

Considerable evidence shows that situations in which students are 
encouraged to relate what they learn to actual experience are especially effec-
tive in making it possible to acquire the four capacities previously noted. 
Likewise, learning happens more effi ciently when students are given oppor-
tunities to apply what they study in the classroom to analyzing and solving 
problems in the world beyond the classroom. Having a chance to consider 
and address big questions about the world and about one’s own life stimu-
lates the imagination and expands the mind and sympathies, as does devel-
oping relationships with diverse kinds of students, staff, and people outside 
the campus. It is important for standards of performance to be high, and at 
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THE NEW AMERICAN COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES EXPERIENCE  9

the same time for students to receive support and encouragement in meet-
ing these standards. These approaches are often called high-impact teaching 
practices because of their demonstrated ability to motivate students to take 
advantage of and get the most out of the opportunities college offers.3

Furthermore, the benefi ts of these high-impact practices are all magni-
fi ed when they take place in a campus climate that emphasizes and supports 
personal relationships between students and faculty and among students. 
Such relationships are part of a campus climate that research indicates is espe-
cially favorable to learning and self-development among students.4 Students 
are best able to learn about themselves and what their gifts are in such envi-
ronments. By discovering what really interests them, opening their minds 
to previously unknown possibilities, and developing new capacities through 
self-discipline and hard work, they are able to bring all this together to forge 
a purpose for living that will promote their growth in ways that connect with 
others and better the world.5 

To realize your potential it is important for you to fi nd the right fi t 
between the type of college and the kind of person you wish to become. 
What are your aspirations for your future? What are the ideals that truly 
motivate you? What sort of environment will most help you make the most 
of your gifts and enable you to grow through signifi cant relationships with 
peers and mentors? In this book, I invite you to take a serious look from 
many angles at a distinctive kind of college experience, a brand if you will: 
the 25 private colleges and universities that constitute the New American 
Colleges and Universities (NAC&U).

Introducing the NAC&U

The NAC&U consortium comprises 25 institutions: Arcadia University, Bel-
mont University, California Lutheran University, Drury University, Hamline 
University, Hampton University, John Carroll University, Manhattan  College, 
Nazareth College, North Central College, Ohio  Northern University, Pacifi c 
Lutheran University, Roger Williams University,  Samford University, St. 
Edward’s University, The Sage Colleges, University of  Scranton, University 
of Evansville, University of La Verne, University of New Haven, University 
of Redlands, Valparaiso University, Wagner College,  Westminster College, 
and Widener University.

These institutions are each quite distinct in their mission, faculty, and 
student body. NAC&U institutions are geographically distributed across the 
United States, but they all have a common goal: to provide a distinctive edu-
cational experience, described as “dedicated to the purposeful integration of 
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10  THE POWER OF INTEGRATED LEARNING

liberal education, professional studies, and civic engagement.” All of them 
provide this kind of education in primarily residential settings in small to 
middle-size campus communities of between 2,000 and 7,500 students. At 
NAC&U institutions, faculty and staff all see themselves as educators shar-
ing a calling to foster their students’ growth as people and as citizens. They 
are regularly cited as among the colleges that provide the best value for the 
money as well as a diverse array of areas of study, a strong campus commu-
nity, and ways to join academic preparation to career preparation.

In other words, an NAC&U education is intended to enable students 
to discover and develop your talents so you can make a place for yourself in 
the world in an important way that includes fi nding work and a satisfying 
career. Additionally, an NAC&U education aims to equip you to learn for 
a lifetime, enabling you to make sense of today’s fast-changing and often 
confusing world. Even more, an NAC&U education is integrative by design, 
providing the breadth and depth of vision necessary for you to fi nd what you 
want to stand for in life and hone your specifi c talents to contribute posi-
tively to your nation and the world. 

To understand the kind of educational experience these institutions 
try to provide, it helps to understand something of the background of the 
 organization and its animating spirit. 

What NAC&U Stands For

As in all great ventures, this one began with a vision, but it was a vision of 
what was possible rather than a utopia. In the 1990s there was increasing 
concern that American higher education was giving up on its most distinc-
tive heritage; that is, that college could and should teach students how to 
learn about the world and then apply that learning to the betterment of their 
own lives and those around them. To address this concern, a group of leaders 
in higher education gathered at Wingspread, the visionary house in Wiscon-
sin designed by the great architect Frank Lloyd Wright. The group included 
Alexander Astin, who had written extensively on what American students 
aspired to in their education and their futures; Ernest Boyer, distinguished 
president of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, who 
contributed his broad overview of higher education as a whole; and Frank 
Wong, vice president of the University of Redlands, one of today’s NAC&U 
members. These leaders proposed a renewal of the ideal of what they called 
the New American College, which they defi ned as an institution of higher 
learning dedicated to the integration rather than the specialized separation of 
research and teaching, theory and practice, and learning and life.6 
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THE NEW AMERICAN COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES EXPERIENCE  11

That meeting in 1995 produced the Association of New American Col-
leges, which subsequently became the NAC&U. The organization continues 
to stand for its founding vision of creating an integrative higher education 
refl ected in the motto that declares its mission: “the purposeful integration of 
liberal education, professional studies, and civic engagement.” This mission 
is a demanding one; it requires the member institutions to strive actively for 
an educational ideal that resists the drift toward specialization and separa-
tion that is such a marked feature of contemporary life. Instead, NAC&U 
as a consortium and its members as particular institutions work actively to 
embody their alternative vision of a new American college. Boyer described 
that aim well by insisting that to achieve it “all parts of campus life—recruit-
ment, orientation, curriculum, teaching, residence hall living, and the rest—
must relate to one another and contribute to a sense of wholeness.” Boyer 
singled out the idea of community to describe this aim:

We emphasize this commitment to community not out of a  sentimental 
attachment to tradition, but because our democratic way of life and perhaps 
our survival as a people rest on whether we can move beyond  self-interest 
and begin to understand better the realities of our dependence on each 
other.7

An NAC&U education takes place on campuses designed to foster the 
kind of community spirit Boyer urged. All 25 member colleges and univer-
sities are places where education is personal, and faculty see themselves as 
scholar teachers devoted to developing their students’ capacities to take part 
in the life of the mind. They know their students personally and interact 
with them frequently. In the same way, students often remark on fi nding a 
welcoming sense of community, whether they reside on campus or commute. 

Because of the intimate scale of NAC&U campuses, academic work eas-
ily blends with an array of extracurricular activities, ranging from sports to 
the performing and visual arts. These are not impersonal institutions; people 
know faces and names, and students and staff fi nd it natural to look out 
for one another. Students typically fi nd it easy to develop relationships with 
career counselors who can help them connect their academic interests with 
professional preparation, and students need not enter their fi nal year without 
vocational direction or options. Additionally, NAC&U institutions encour-
age students to become involved with communities beyond the campus. 
Civic engagement is a prominent feature of curricular and extracurricular 
student life. In this book, you will get to know a good deal about the com-
mon aspects of an NAC&U education and the distinctive features of the 
various member campuses that tend to support the judgment of Edward 
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12  THE POWER OF INTEGRATED LEARNING

L. Ayers, historian and president emeritus of the University of Richmond: 
“NAC&U lives up to Boyer’s vision better than any other organization in 
higher education.”8

These characteristics are directly related to the aim of this distinctive 
brand of education: integrating liberal arts, professional studies, and civic 
responsibility. The faculty and staff of all the institutional members of the 
NAC&U consortium work hard to maintain a certain type of campus cli-
mate that enables students to thrive through making connections to their 
personal goals, experience the excitement of exploring knowledge, prepare 
for a career, and learn how to be an active citizen.

A Kaleidoscope of the NAC&U Experience

To get a sense of what integrating liberal arts, professional studies, and civic 
responsibility looks like at some of these campuses, let’s consider each of 
these three elements and how various campuses make them work together.

The Power of Liberal Learning

All NAC&U campuses place emphasis on enabling their students to know 
themselves and their abilities as well as providing them with opportunities to 
develop a sophisticated understanding of the world. To achieve these goals, 
the academic programs focus on developing students’ intellectual and practi-
cal skills, such as analytical ability, problem solving, facility in written and 
spoken communication, and an appreciation for human diversity and creativ-
ity, all of which have been traditionally identifi ed as the goals of a liberal arts 
education. This typically means studying a variety of subjects and intellectual 
disciplines to better understand the complex world we inhabit. Often, these 
subjects are divided into three groups: mathematics and the natural sciences, 
which focus on how the world works and how to devise new  technologies 
to work on the world; the social sciences, which aim to understand the way 
human society and human beings work; and the arts and humanities, which 
explore what it is like to be human and how to take part in the human world. 
It is worth noting that the capacities developed by liberal learning are the 
same ones identifi ed in the previously mentioned national employer survey 
as those that give job seekers an edge.9 

A strong grounding in the liberal arts, which is a core mission of all 
NAC&U institutions, can produce amazing results. Liberal learning ena-
bles people to see farther, understand more deeply, and grasp problems more 
effectively than would be possible without such training by giving students 
ways to notice what most do not; see in new ways; analyze how nature works 
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THE NEW AMERICAN COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES EXPERIENCE  13

and how we have come to live and think as we do; and investigate the values 
and beliefs that guide societies and individuals,  especially when these infl u-
ences are unnoticed. Using these techniques can provide levers to change 
seemingly impossible problems or move obstacles. 

For example, everyone must cope with the side effects of today’s tech-
nology. These can be serious, as when the environmental effects of indus-
trial processes challenge the quality of life. Many fi nd these types of negative 
effects confusing, so they shy away from confronting such problems until 
they become serious or even overwhelming threats perhaps to their families 
and communities. The virtue of liberal learning, as we will see shortly, is that 
it can change mind-sets by enabling people to learn how to think more fl ex-
ibly and broadly so they can work with various, sometimes opposing, points 
of view and not be overwhelmed by the confl ict. Liberally educated people 
can confi dently expect to grasp complex problems and work with others to 
solve them. But it takes time and effort to acquire these abilities, which is 
what college education in the liberal arts is for.

Learning Communities at Wagner College
At Wagner College, on New York City’s Staten Island, fi rst-year students 
begin their college careers with a vivid introduction to these elements of 
liberal learning. All new Wagner students become part of the Wagner Plan 
for the Practical Liberal Arts, the plan of study shared by all Wagner stu-
dents, called a learning community. Each learning community consists of two 
groups of 14 students led by two faculty members who teach two courses in 
their disciplines that are linked by a common theme or topic. As part of these 
courses, students spend about three hours per week in off-campus activities 
ranging from fi eld trips to New York metropolitan sites to service-learning 
with community organizations. Along with the two linked courses, the third 
component of the Wagner learning community is the refl ective tutorial in 
which students analyze intensively, discuss, and write about the connections 
between the concepts in their classes and their experiences off campus. The 
small class size is designed to encourage personal interactions among students 
and faculty. The fact that two courses from different disciplines are linked 
allows faculty members from different departments to interact with each 
other as well as with the students.

In the fi rst-year learning community, Living on Spaceship Earth, stu-
dents focus on a big question: Given how tightly living things and technolo-
gies are interconnected in the planetary environment, how is it possible to 
sustain economic vitality and a positive environment for the complex web 
of living things? To understand this question, they study biology, learn-
ing about the world of organisms and their environments, and economics, 
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14  THE POWER OF INTEGRATED LEARNING

where they discover and learn to use intellectual tools for analyzing how 
businesses, jobs, and incomes connect with each other. In Living on Space-
ship Earth, the biology course, taught by Donald Stearns, chair of the biol-
ogy department, and the economics course, taught by a professor in the 
economics department, are linked by a refl ective tutorial taught by a mem-
ber of the English department. The tutorial provides continual instruction 
and practice with the critical skills of written and oral communication, 
using the questions introduced throughout the activities of the learning 
community as the common theme.

But all this is not simply an academic exercise. The fi eld component of the 
experience is a real problem in the real world. For fi ve consecutive Fridays, all 
28 students and both professors spend a full day in Toms River, New  Jersey, 
which is not far from the Wagner campus. This town has abnormal levels 
of adolescent and child cancers, thought to be the result of chemical dump-
ing in a nearby landfi ll. Under present law, the dumping is entirely legal. 
On those Friday visits, students and faculty meet with the families affected, 
elected offi cials, local media, and then with state and federal Environmental 
Protection Agency offi cials in New Jersey and Manhattan to understand the 
various dimensions of the problem. They attend town meetings to learn how 
local citizens are thinking about responding to it. Through all this, their 
assignment is to do serious research toward answering perplexing, real-world 
questions of concern to Toms River residents: How would a scientifi cally 
trained investigator know if the elevated cancer rates are traceable to chemi-
cal dumping? and How would a social scientist understand the economic 
impact of these events on the community of Toms River?

To complete these demanding assignments, students, guided by their 
professors, write research papers on specifi c aspects of these issues. In the pro-
cess, they discover through their own experience what they need to learn as 
well as the intellectual and communications skills they must develop to fi gure 
out the situation and work with others to resolve the problem. They are also 
learning that Wagner will provide the means to develop their abilities to learn 
and perform as adults. The professors will remain students' academic advisers 
until they declare a major fi eld of study, providing continuity between this 
fi rst experience of academic investigation and what will come later in their 
college careers. At the end of the semester, the students participate in a poster 
session in which they present their work to the other learning communities 
(pursuing different topics and questions) as well as to invited members of 
the Toms River community and local media. Thus, they must take public 
responsibility for their learning. 

This is liberal learning in action. Although few of these students 
will choose biology, economics, or business as majors, they will all live in 
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THE NEW AMERICAN COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES EXPERIENCE  15

communities that will face environmental challenges, and as citizens, they 
will all vote. The experience of the learning community, which is reinforced 
by each of the students’ four years in additional learning communities on dif-
ferent questions examined by different disciplines, reveals further questions 
that are important to understand. Why do people, not only as individuals 
but also in organizations, do what they do? How does technology interact 
with natural and social processes? What values do and ought to guide these 
interactions? Through their experience in these courses, the students not 
only gained knowledge and skill but also began to acquire the confi dence 
of thinking for themselves and being able to have an impact on the world. 
These are the great gains made possible by liberal education.

Mastering New Worlds of Information at Valparaiso University
When asked about his experience with the general studies curriculum, 
a graduating senior at Valparaiso singled out one of the courses for its 
 relevance:

Until I took Information Research Strategies I never really knew how to 
research properly. . . . This course is good for fi ne-tuning my research skills, 
and I see some of my friends who haven’t taken it struggling. Research is 
hard; it’s more than a Google search. That’s why this course is benefi cial.

We have seen how important research skills were for the students in the 
Living on Spaceship Earth learning community at Wagner College. At Val-
paraiso, students evidently come to the same conclusion, thanks to their 
experience with Information Research Strategies, a course taught by the 
library and information sciences department and part of Valparaiso’s general 
studies curriculum. This set of courses for all students is intended to improve 
their ability to analyze and solve problems, communicate effectively, and 
employ their academic knowledge in real-world situations. The general stud-
ies curriculum is a good example of the kind of liberal learning an NAC&U 
education provides that can be so valuable.

As with other courses in general studies, Information Research Strategies 
is organized around some key features of high-impact learning. It is open to 
all students and is designed to provide them with a common core of knowl-
edge and skill to interact in the online world. Students report that they fi nd 
this course highly relevant. It gives them clear goals for directing their efforts. 
Through the instructor’s approach, it provides students with living models 
of the knowledge to be mastered and how to use and apply that knowledge. 
Most important, it also provides feedback and coaching so students can prac-
tice and improve their competence in the skills they are trying to learn. 
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16  THE POWER OF INTEGRATED LEARNING

Through clearly outlined goals, students can see what they are expected 
to learn and can monitor how well they are succeeding in their learning. 
But this is also a blended, or hybrid, course, meaning that it is partly 
taught online and partly in person. Students are expected to do their read-
ing in advance of class sessions. They are frequently quizzed about what 
they have read, which is another demonstrated aid to effective learning, 
and they use a number of online tools such as video tutorials, podcasts, and 
online discussions to prepare for class meetings that are lively and highly 
interactive.

Students are assigned to research an emerging technology and must cre-
ate a research log and an annotated bibliography to document how they go 
about their searching. They then work together in groups to defi ne various 
strategies for research. The course culminates with student groups grappling 
with real-life case studies. This course also increases students’ engagement 
with their learning by providing opportunities to apply their new skills to 
contexts that are challenging and clearly important. With assistance from 
the instructor, the students document their problem-solving strategies and 
present the results for general critique and discussion. 

Students’ experience with this course makes clear to them that their 
level of knowledge and skill have grown signifi cantly, illustrated by the Val-
paraiso student’s comments on page 15. By learning how to create systematic 
research strategies, students were also developing critical thinking skills that 
would enhance not only their college success but also their future. They were 
starting to develop lifelong habits of learning that would serve them in good 
stead when confronted with the vast amounts of information likely to be 
typical in their future. They left the course able to analyze a variety of infor-
mation formats and decide for themselves how best to access and use these 
sources in a variety of contexts. 

These are all very valuable skills to list on any job résumé. But as part 
of their liberal education at Valparaiso, students also became accustomed to 
recognizing that using information has social, legal, and ethical implications. 
Such an understanding will set these students apart from others less sensi-
tive to the far-reaching signifi cance of today’s emerging technologies. That 
will undoubtedly prove useful to them in their future careers, but it will also 
enhance their lives as mature and responsible citizens.10

Student Research at Samford University
“You go through high school thinking your teachers know all the answers,” 
said Walter Turner, an African American sophomore chemistry major at 
Samford University in Birmingham, Alabama. “In college,” he continued, 
“your professors help you fi nd answers to new questions.” Walter spent the 
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THE NEW AMERICAN COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES EXPERIENCE  17

previous summer investigating the ability of fungi that grow wild on the 
trunks of felled trees to remove harmful molecules from water such as those 
left from drugs that contaminate water supplies. This is an interesting scien-
tifi c problem that also has important practice implications. As Walter pointed 
out, providing clean and safe water is going to get harder in this century. “I 
hope this project can make some small contribution to reaching that goal.” 

Walter spent the summer working closely with two professors in the 
Department of Chemistry and Biochemistry at Samford—Denise Gregory 
and Lisa Nagy. The faculty were indeed stimulating Walter to fi nd answers to 
new questions about how the physical world works. His project is part of 
the way Samford enhances its students’ learning and accelerates their careers 
through student-faculty research. This is another advantage of the size and 
highly personal atmosphere of NAC&U institutions; it makes joining with 
faculty in cutting-edge research part of the regular academic program rather 
than just something to read about. 

Walter’s project also illustrates how deep involvement in an area of study 
can open up new questions and lead to making connections that were at 
fi rst invisible. In Walter’s case, it turned out that getting the chemistry right, 
fi nding the right mushrooms that could detoxify water, involved more than 
learning to identify particular species of fungi and then growing them in the 
laboratory. Walter discovered he had to expand his understanding of bio-
chemistry by learning some biology, specifi cally modern genetics. 

Walter’s student-faculty research team consisted of three other students, 
the two faculty mentors, and himself. Together they spent time identify-
ing the enzymes that bonded with and changed the chemical structure of 
 particular drugs found in local water. Once it became clear which enzymes 
neutralized harmful molecules in the drugs, they then had to fi gure out 
how to determine which species of mushroom produced those enzymes. 
The team then spent weeks growing mushrooms to test their hypothesis 
that these fungi can change the chemical structure of the drugs and clean 
up c ontaminated water sources. Their map of the chemical processes that 
underlie these effects will be their contribution to science and the health of 
the local environment.

An advantage of taking part in student-faculty research for students like 
Walter is that it gives them an inside look at faculty work. In addition to the 
lab work and reading the literature, these students join the full department 
faculty once a week in a departmental colloquium. In this setting, members 
of the department present their research for critique and discussion in the 
time-honored procedure by which the sciences advance knowledge. Students 
observe experts interacting with each other and eventually present their own 
work as novice researchers.

9781620364079_Sullivan_The Power of Integrated Learning.indb   179781620364079_Sullivan_The Power of Integrated Learning.indb   17 5/27/2016   5:01:54 PM5/27/2016   5:01:54 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



18  THE POWER OF INTEGRATED LEARNING

This has changed Walter’s career plans as well. He began Samford 
intending to become a pharmacist, but, after his summer of student-faculty 
research, he is now seriously considering graduate programs in chemistry. His 
experience at Samford is not unusual. By delving deeply into an area of intel-
lectual  interest, an activity provided by a liberal arts environment, Walter 
ended up connecting the needs of the communities of his home state with 
the  possibility of a meaningful career in a cutting-edge industry.11

Integrating Professional Studies

All NAC&U institutions put a great deal of effort into providing their 
students with state-of-the-art preparation for professional life and occupa-
tional success in diverse fi elds. Different campuses provide a wide variety 
of professional majors in fi elds ranging from science and technology (e.g., 
engineering and computer science) to business, human services (e.g., edu-
cation, nursing, premedicine, and prelaw), architecture, and the perform-
ing and visual arts. In these courses of study, students begin to shape their 
future careers. Some of these programs and how they work are presented in 
Chapters 2 and 3. But it is important to realize that an NAC&U education 
provides a whole variety of ways to connect college learning with future 
careers. Through various forms of innovative internships and involvements 
in the worlds of work and professional practice, students in a variety of 
majors, not just the professional programs, learn by doing as well as by 
classroom instruction.

The unique aspect of an NAC&U education is the close relationship 
between professional majors and liberal learning. As we have seen, the aim 
of this integration is to ensure that students in whatever fi eld develop the 
four core competencies employers want from the graduates they hire: knowl-
edge of the physical world and human cultures, the ability to think critically 
and broadly, growth in personal and social responsibility, and an integrated 
understanding that manifests itself in applying knowledge to life. The inten-
tion behind integrating professional majors with liberal arts perspectives is 
to encourage students’ ethical integrity, ability to work well with diverse col-
leagues, concern with contributing to the larger community, and interest in 
continued learning. 

 Not all students arrive at college with a clear career trajectory. Many 
are unsure what to major in and unclear about how particular majors might 
lead to various careers after graduation. One of the benefi ts of enrolling in 
a liberal arts curriculum is that it allows and encourages students to explore 
ideas and the world. For such students, an NAC&U education is especially 
valuable. In addition to having the chance to explore, they have a lot of sup-
port for turning their exploration into a specifi c future career. 
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From Academic Major to a Career at the University of Redlands
Consider the experience of Darrell Rice, a senior psychology major at the 
University of Redlands in Southern California. Darrell’s professor in his 
abnormal psychology course, Celine Ko, encouraged him to complement 
his classroom learning with exposure to clinical populations and differ-
ent mental health issues that had been topics of discussion in the class. 
As part of their capstone experience at Redlands, seniors in every major 
must engage in a fi eld experience that is closely tied to their major area of 
concentration. After consulting further with his professor, Darrell chose 
the Riverside Free Clinic, a teaching clinic staffed collaboratively by medi-
cal and graduate students from the University of California at Riverside 
and the University of California, Los Angeles, along with a number of 
other health professions. The clinic serves vulnerable populations who 
seek assistance through a walk-in health program and operate the longtime 
soup kitchen outreach, Project FOOD, at the historic First Congregational 
Church. Paul Lyons of Riverside’s School of Medicine oversees the clinic 
and its projects.

Darrell and other undergraduate volunteers from the University of Red-
lands had the opportunity to practice the skills they were learning in their 
courses while observing the practical meaning of the counseling, medical, 
social justice, and advocacy concepts and theories they were discussing in 
the classroom. For 10 hours each week, Darrell’s clinic assignment entailed 
providing assistance and support to the graduate students who managed the 
logistics of the clinic. He also observed clinical psychology graduate students 
providing counseling support and working with the medical staff to pro-
vide an integrated care environment to improve the lives of an underserved, 
low-income population. These experiences provided the basis for the report 
and research papers he developed as part of his senior capstone course in 
psychology.

Darrell’s response was enthusiastic. “I had an amazing experience at the 
clinic! At fi rst glance, the clinic seems like pure chaos but the longer I was 
there the more I realized how organized and effi cient it was,” he reported. “I 
was able to sit in on a counseling/smoking cessation session. It is one thing,” 
he said, “to learn about therapy or counseling in an abnormal psychology 
class or counseling class. It is another thing entirely to see it fi rsthand.”

Along with his classmates, Darrell experienced direct, supervised con-
tact with clients. He was able to shadow and observe clinical psychologists 
and graduate students at work in a live, real practice setting. Moreover, the 
placement enabled him to observe and take part in collaborative health care 
treatment planning and interventions based on an approach that sought 
to integrate the biological with the psychological in treating clients. The 
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Redlands seniors also learned the basics of the management side of a free-
standing clinic. So the students gained a deeper sense of what it is like to be 
a clinical psychologist than they would have had they remained in the aca-
demic setting alone. This combination of theoretical training and practical 
experience is the great strength of many professional majors at Redlands, as 
at other NAC&U campuses.

Darrell confi rmed that his experience at the Riverside Free Clinic pro-
vided him with invaluable insight into issues related to mental health dis-
orders. He also reported that his experience at the clinic was very important 
for solidifying his decision to apply to a PhD program in clinical psychology. 
From the clinic experience, he gained a new perspective and a strong commit-
ment to pursue a career in clinical psychology to serve older adults, which is 
a growing sector of the American population in great need of the services of 
an able psychologist.12

The benefi ts of internships and placements such as Darrell Rice expe-
rienced at Redlands are complemented by campus programs that provide 
students with a number of resources for connecting their academic learning 
with jobs and careers. Every NAC&U campus has career counselors who pro-
vide guidance on how to word the job-relevant skills students have learned in 
academic courses on their résumés for potential employers as well as how to 
interview effectively. In addition, these programs organize on-campus visits 
by recruiters from many employers at career fairs where students can learn 
about the jobs that are available and their requirements, meet prospective 
employers in a friendly setting, and leave résumés with recruiters. Opportu-
nities for résumé preparation with faculty and career counselors are among 
the services that NAC&U campuses provide for making the transition from 
college to a fi rst job. 

Alumni as Career Coaches at Manhattan College
Every year 150 seniors are accepted to the Alumni Connection Career Ser-
vices program from all fi ve Manhattan College schools with majors rang-
ing from engineering to the liberal arts. Located in the New York City 
borough of the Bronx, Manhattan College is able to bring to campus rep-
resentatives from employers in a wide area around the city. Participating 
students are matched with an alumnus or alumna of the college who had 
the same major and career interests, thus creating support from the begin-
ning. Students also attend a mandatory workshop run by the career coun-
seling center to learn what will be expected of them and where they will 
be meeting their alumni mentors and to hear advice from former mentors. 
Over two semesters, students then meet regularly with their mentors as 
they work on their career plans, concretely explore possible career paths, 
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practice interviewing skills, and then begin interviewing for jobs. At the 
end of the spring semester, all join in a celebratory mentor dinner. The 
results are impressive. According to Manhattan’s graduating senior survey, 
student participants in the program report a 73% success rate in securing 
employment by graduation. 

The connections and personal relationships the program makes possi-
ble for students and mentors are valuable even, and perhaps especially, for 
students who start out thinking they already know where they are headed. 
Joseph, who is a graduate in the investment banking business, reported how 
he realized that his protégé Julie, while intent on a traditional investment 
banking career, had skills and the personality that might be better suited to 
other areas of the fi nance industry. Joe counseled Julie to widen her search 
and made introductions that resulted in Julie’s securing a competitive intern-
ship with a wealth management company, which turned into an employment 
offer after graduation. Julie is thriving as a fi nancial adviser, and she and 
Joseph believe she has landed in the right place for career growth and high 
job satisfaction.

Such relationships between mentors and protégés often last beyond the 
Alumni Connection Career Services program. Graduates of the program 
often return as mentors after a few years in their careers, as was the case 
with Joseph when he began his work with Julie. Mentors can infl uence their 
companies’ hiring decisions in favor of the program’s participants, work with 
their protégé to improve their résumés, make introductions to hiring manag-
ers, and have candid conversations with their protégé about future prospects 
and strategy. As returning graduates, they do this because they themselves 
received help from the program.

Mentors can also play an important role in helping students understand 
the value of integrating the various parts of their college learning. Frank, who 
mentors engineering students, takes his protégés on site visits to potential 
employers. He notes that “one of the biggest insights that his mentees often 
cite” is recognizing “the importance for career success in engineering of lead-
ership skills, learned mostly from involvement in campus and civic activities, 
in addition to technical expertise.” The relationships between mentors and 
protégé can also extend well beyond the fi rst job. For example, when consid-
ering whether to accept an offer to move to a Fortune 500 company, a former 
protégé credited his former mentor with advising him to consider his long-
term life purposes as well as his short-term career goals. Besides its practical 
benefi ts to students, this program makes it possible for Manhattan alumni to 
give back to their alma mater in a personal and rewarding way, and that they 
want to do so testifi es to the robust campus ethic of mutual support among 
students and staff. In the process, they share directly in the educational 
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mission of the college, proving its concern for its students’ growth as profes-
sionals and as people beyond graduation.13 

Integrating Civic Responsibility

Another important element of an NAC&U education is fostering civic 
responsibility among students. NAC&U administrators deliberately strive 
to maintain a campus climate in which everyone—students, faculty, and 
staff—is expected to treat each other with fairness and respect. They are also 
expected to recognize the contributions of others and be willing to give as 
well as receive assistance and recognition, all qualities of the alumni mentor-
ing program previously discussed. In this case, the whole really is greater than 
the sum of the parts. And NAC&U campuses are noteworthy for the degree 
to which they embody a spirit of mutual care. But this civic spirit is not con-
fi ned to the campus. In study abroad programs and a range of internship and 
service opportunities, these colleges support their students in fi nding unique 
and effective ways to contribute to the larger life of their world.

Learning, Leadership, Service at John Carroll University
On its campus in Cleveland, Ohio, John Carroll University gives practical 
expression to its defi ning mission, which it sums up as “Learning, Leader-
ship, Service,” grounded in the institution’s “Catholic and Jesuit Identity.” 
Everyone at John Carroll is very proud of its distinctive approach to integrat-
ing students’ experience by providing a nourishing atmosphere for the whole 
student.

John Carroll University gives special attention to connecting students’ 
fi rst experiences of the institution to the overarching goals of engagement 
with learning. Such experiences at the beginning of college are among the 
most important for students’ overall development, setting enduring expecta-
tions of what higher education is for and what the coming years will be about. 
It is noteworthy that John Carroll leaders foreground the idea of what they 
call “vocational discernment.” Before they begin their fi rst semester, students, 
along with their parents, take part in two days of introduction to the values 
embodied in the university’s programs. In groups of 100, students encounter 
an approach to decision making that encapsulates John Carroll’s educational 
mission. Students are asked to refl ect on three questions: Who am I and what 
am I passionate about? Where am I needed in the world? and How am I 
going to get there? While students are not expected to have ready or complete 
answers to these leading questions, they are asked to take them back home, 
discuss them with their parents and friends, and think about them. 

This orientation workshop is the fi rst step students take toward address-
ing John Carroll’s fi rst two integrating learning goals: “understanding and 
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valuing their own socio-cultural identities” and “articulating their own goals, 
values, and skills.” These learning goals continue to surface throughout 
the students’ four years, reinforced by a number of programs and activities 
intentionally organized to keep bringing students back to these fundamental 
themes. The fi rst major reinforcement occurs right away, during a fi ve-day 
orientation program called Streak Week. On one of those days, called Living 
the Mission Day, entering students experience for themselves the university’s 
core mission of learning, leadership, and service in ways structured by its 
Catholic and Jesuit ethos.

On Living the Mission Day, students must choose among four experi-
ences. For the fi rst option, students may take part in the Cleveland Neighbor-
hood Project, a service experience that connects them with new classmates 
and some of the university’s urban neighbors with whom they may later 
develop relationships through various community partner organizations. For 
the second option, students may spend the day on an outdoor retreat run by 
the campus ministry offi ce, learning about the university’s mission, refl ecting 
further on their initial vocational questions, and building personal connec-
tions with their classmates and upper-class facilitators. For the third option, 
students may take a bus tour, guided by faculty and upper-class students, to 
several of Cleveland’s outstanding cultural institutions, gaining an introduc-
tion to some of the city’s ethnic and religious diversity. For the fourth option, 
called Leadership, students work in small groups to accomplish tasks. Led by 
upper-class facilitators, these groups are designed to provide entering students 
with insight about what is needed for teamwork and leadership through group 
and individual refl ection with fellow students interested in the same issues.

Student response to Living the Mission Day is heavily positive. “While 
I was working on the Cleveland Neighborhood Project,” reported one fresh-
man, “I was able to meet some other new students and actually see how I 
could make a difference in the neighborhood, motivating me to do more [of 
this] while I am a student at John Carroll.” The faith-oriented retreat also 
makes an important impact on participants. One Roman Catholic student 
had never before taken part in a retreat, and the experience started him on 
some new paths. “I met some of my closest friends on this retreat,” he noted, 
“and I was able to become connected to the Campus Ministry department as 
well.” The study tour to Severance Hall, the Cleveland Museum of Art, the 
Maltz Museum of Jewish Heritage, and other sites also seems to spark ongo-
ing and varied involvements. “I’ll never walk by a painting anywhere again,” 
exclaimed a student, “without thinking about that day.” 

In addition to a large number of service-learning courses available 
in the curriculum as well as involvement in community partnerships in 
which some of the beginning students participated, John Carroll provides 
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a number of programs for students to continue to pursue those initial 
questions about vocation in contexts that match their growing personal 
answers to questions of identity, values, and how they can shape their 
lives to respond to the needs of the world, local and distant. For example, 
the university provides a prehealth studies program, a very popular one, 
thanks to the institution’s long-standing reputation for preparing students 
for careers in health fi elds, that goes beyond the expected rigorous science 
curriculum. Participating students join their peers in community service 
and social justice projects that have meaning for the health professions. It 
also provides students with career counseling from the prehealth advising 
offi ce that houses a physician in residence as well as full-time advisory 
personnel. Advice about medical or dental school applications or careers 
in physical therapy or pharmacy, for instance, is also attuned to the uni-
versity’s concern with how its central values of learning, leadership, and 
service can be lived in the health fi elds.

Students who come to John Carroll with a strong concern for social 
justice and the public sphere can apply for the Arrupe Scholars Program, a 
comprehensive scholarship that supports a cohort of students each year who 
commit to four years of social justice work that includes community service; 
advocacy for the most vulnerable; and organized refl ection on identity, pur-
pose, and vocation. During each year of the program, Arrupe Scholars act 
and refl ect. In addition to their service and social justice work, these students 
also take a seminar each year that ties their experiences to academic learning 
through investigation and research. They study the causes of injustice and its 
processes in ways that support human solidarity. 

During the program, students work on an e-portfolio that documents 
their curricular and cocurricular learning about social justice and advo-
cacy. The program contributes strong leaders to campus culture who often 
 organize and sponsor campuswide events to focus attention on social needs 
and world crises. It also enables participants to develop as critical thinkers 
and agents of social improvement in areas they feel particularly drawn to.14

Service Abroad at Belmont University
At Belmont University in Nashville, Tennessee, a service trip abroad took 
students’ creativity in directions no one had foreseen. Committed students 
were able to set in motion whole new programs. The personal scale of Bel-
mont, whose student body numbers a few thousand rather than tens of thou-
sands, makes possible faculty responsiveness to student initiatives and needs 
that might get lost in larger institutions.

Belmont has a strong tradition of globally focused education. The institu-
tion has a long history, rooted in its Christian identity, of sponsoring student 
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service trips in the United States and abroad. Through such experiences of 
service, two successful graduates, Peter and Gracie Rosenberger, began a phil-
anthropic program several years ago called Standing With Hope to provide 
prosthetic limbs for residents of Ghana in West Africa. The philanthropy had 
no direct connection with the university until a student saw an opportunity 
and took the initiative to create a new program, enlisting fellow students and 
Belmont faculty in the process.

After returning to campus from a university-sponsored service trip to 
Ghana, this student, majoring in physical therapy, found herself stirred by 
the idea of a new transnational collaboration. Belmont was already connected 
with a fl edgling physical therapy program at the University of Ghana in Accra. 
This student proposed developing a program in which Belmont students and 
University of Accra physical therapy students would work together to provide 
assistance to patients needing artifi cial limbs. The student approached the 
Rosenbergers at Standing With Hope to become their partners. 

As a result, three Belmont physical therapy students set off on a medical 
service trip to Ghana, led by three faculty members. They developed a new 
collaboration with faculty and students from the University of Accra’s physi-
cal therapy program and explored the challenges physical therapists face in 
Ghana, which extend far beyond not having enough prosthetic devices to 
lack of adequate clean water, health care resources, or medical knowledge in 
many rural areas. The Belmont students also worked directly with amputees 
in supervised clinics, putting their physical therapy training to direct use 
and joined their Ghanan counterparts in providing exercises and training 
for local staff, ensuring that the best current practices would reach patients 
in need. 

Besides the collaborative medical work with the Standing With Hope 
project, the Belmont team also spent time exploring the history and culture 
of Ghana, again collaborating with University of Accra students and faculty. 
This proved equally eye opening, as their hosts made clear that in Ghana 
material scarcity requires being able to make do in creative ways with what-
ever resources are available. This experience convinced the Belmont students 
that they needed to broaden their learning beyond the technicalities of physi-
cal therapy to understanding the larger context of their profession.

At the end of the trip, their hosts took the students to the slave castles, 
the prisons where enslaved Africans were kept before being sold and shipped 
to the Americas. As Belmont professor Renee Brown noted, this proved to 
be a dramatic moment for students and faculty. She found herself, as did her 
students, asking, “Why was I never taught this in school?” These remind-
ers of the international dimensions of the slave trade suddenly brought the 
Americans’ and the Ghanans’ collective history into view. While the team 
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from Belmont was learning to collaborate and serve in a professional capacity, 
these new connections with students at the University of Accra also brought 
home the ways the people from both schools were already connected across 
boundaries of nation and culture. Upon returning, Belmont students and 
faculty decided to continue and expand the project.15

Learning to Take Civic Action at Widener University

Andrea Stickley is a sophomore political science major at Widener University 
near Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. She was surprised but pleased by her meet-
ing with former Philadelphia mayor John Street in  Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. 
“He was glad to see college students doing something about higher education 
costs,” she reported. Andrea was one of 50 Widener students who partici-
pated in Student Lobby Day by spending the day in the state capital and 
meeting with legislators to argue in favor of a pending bill called the Middle 
Income Debt Reduction Act. The students were joined by Widener’s presi-
dent, James T. Harris III, which gave a certain gravity to their meetings with 
state legislators and other elected offi cials such as Mayor Street. 

“It was a fantastic experience for students,” said political science profes-
sor Wes Leckrone, one of Student Lobby Day’s organizers. The purpose of 
the trip was to educate students on how to work with elected government 
offi cials to enact real change. In this case, it was change on an issue that 
directly affected the students and Widener University as a whole: the prob-
lem of student debt. Many of the participating students had already spent a 
semester in their political science classes doing research on the issue. Some of 
the students were able to present their research projects to legislators as evi-
dence in favor of the bill to reform student loan practices in Pennsylvania. “It 
was a fantastic experience for students,” Leckrone said. “They learned more 
in that one day of walking around the Capitol than I could have taught them 
in a month of classes.” 

Student Lobby Day illustrates how an NAC&U institution such as Wid-
ener University can apply the strengths of its moderate size and close-knit 
campus community to organize educational activities, academic and extra-
curricular, to provide students with a powerful experience of citizenship in 
action. Along with the political science department, Widener’s Offi ce of 
Civic Engagement, which supports a variety of projects that enable students 
to work with and for communities in the greater Philadelphia area, and the 
Student Government Association orchestrated an unforgettable experience 
of democratic action for the whole campus community. Those who went 
to the state capital to lobby had already done their homework through aca-
demic research and by learning about lobbying and legislative etiquette in 
advance. When they returned, they took part in a number of on-campus 
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and online events that gave them the opportunity to document and discuss 
what they had learned through the experience. Speaking for the Offi ce of 
Civic Engagement, Elizabeth Housholder said, “Programs like this show that 
we really are creating democratic citizens who have the ability to structure 
change.” Housholder hopes that Lobby Day can become an annual event.16

Cultivating Purpose to Foster Resilience

Belmont’s service abroad and Widener’s civic organizing for Student Lobby 
Day illustrate the meaning of the NAC&U’s commitment to providing 
extensive opportunities for students to blend depth of professional expertise 
with the breadth of liberal arts learning by forging a civic purpose for their 
learning, which is to contribute value to their communities and the world. 
These experiences can prove catalytic for students, prompting a proactive 
stance toward their own educations. As we have seen, experiences like these 
can also open up unforeseen possibilities for students’ learning, their careers, 
and their lives. And in the right campus climate, the enthusiasm these experi-
ences generate for some students can prove infectious for others. 

Growing into a mature, educated person committed to signifi cant pur-
poses requires living in a community where values are taken seriously and 
structure behavior in everyday life. A clearer understanding of this process 
has been emerging from research in developmental psychology. William 
Damon has shown the importance of forming what he calls “life purposes” 
for overall well-being as well as success in life.17 By life purposes, Damon 
aims to distinguish particular, often shifting career goals from longer-term 
dispositions to “accomplish something that is at the same time meaningful to 
the self and consequential for the world beyond the self.”18 As an educational 
objective, this means enabling students to make sense of themselves, their 
relationships, and their context, but it also focuses attention on their connec-
tion to the larger world in its various dimensions. 

For other contemporary psychologists such as Martin Seligman, the 
key lies in the development of a virtue he calls “grit,” meaning perseverance 
toward goals, even in the face of obstacles and setbacks. Research makes clear 
that achieving such a quality activates the formation of the kind of purpose 
Damon describes. By orienting the individual toward signifi cant values, pur-
pose provides motivation to learn, pulling emerging adults out of themselves 
toward concern for others and the fate of the larger world.19 

Seen in this light, a number of features of NAC&U campus life take 
on an added importance. Students are often struck by the availability 
of opportunities to continue their interests in sports and the arts, a num-
ber of which are described in later chapters. The point here, however, is 
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that by making artistic and athletic participation available as an avocation, 
a university or college can help a student continue to develop skills and 
sensibilities that are important for personal growth and resilience and that 
can support further learning. In a similar way, it is noteworthy how often 
career counseling is connected to academic courses and experiences such 
as internships, study abroad, and civic engagement. These too are valu-
able resources for students to explore their gifts and interests in relation to 
possible life purposes. Campus chaplaincies and offi ces of religious life are 
also available resources. And, as we saw in the case of Widener University’s 
Offi ce of Civic Engagement, direct participation in shaping public debate 
can have powerful formative effects, helping students to grasp their own 
effi cacy as people and citizens. 

Tying Together the Three Elements of an NAC&U Education

By emphasizing the exploration of meaning and purpose, NAC&U cam-
puses provide a variety of ways for students to connect their own need for 
career preparation with an understanding of the world and the needs of 
 oneself and others. This is a powerful way to integrate students’ undergradu-
ate learning. 

In their professional studies, students explore the fi t between their 
particular interests and talents and opportunities for careers. This is how 
students can learn to make something of themselves in the world. As with 
campus life in its many dimensions—academic, social, cultural, artistic, and 
athletic—that help students fi nd themselves, professional preparation is also 
suited to the individual needs and aims of each student. 

Liberal learning is where students expand their perspectives, explor-
ing the larger world, learning how the natural and human worlds work. 
Through the liberal arts they learn to think and communicate effectively 
under a wide horizon. They also learn to analyze, using a variety of intellec-
tual disciplines ranging from the humanities and the arts to the social and 
natural sciences, and they learn how to refl ect on what they discover. This 
large frame enables students to see how they and their aspirations relate to 
those of others. Here, students explore various ways of framing and analyz-
ing experience, and they discover from many perspectives that they are parts 
of a larger whole that they depend on and that they share responsibility for.

This dimension of relatedness and interdependence becomes actual 
through engaged civic participation in which students learn to combine their 
particular involvement as future professionals with a larger understanding 
of self and the world, which they obtain from liberal learning, to realize 
the ideals of justice and human equality. These are the values of democratic 
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citizenship, which the nation and the world so much needs today; they are 
what an NAC&U education stands for. 

In turn, fi nding one’s life purposes provides resilience in the face of 
adversity that enables individuals to recover direction in uncertain situations. 
This is clearly an especially useful capacity in a time of unstable personal 
prospects in a changing society. NAC&U’s ongoing commitment to helping 
students fi nd their life purpose is a critical contribution to American higher 
education.
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