
andrew delbanco college what it was is
and should be
andrew delbanco college what it was is and should be serves as a focal point
for understanding the evolving role of higher education in American society.
Andrew Delbanco, a distinguished scholar and critic of contemporary
education, offers a reflective analysis on the purpose and identity of
college in his seminal work, "College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be." This
article explores Delbanco’s insights into the historical context of college
education, its present challenges, and his vision for the future of higher
education. By examining the philosophical and practical dimensions of
college, readers gain a comprehensive understanding of how educational
institutions can better serve students and society. The discussion further
highlights the tension between vocational training and liberal arts
education, emphasizing the need for a balanced approach. This overview will
guide readers through the key themes of Delbanco’s perspective, fostering
deeper appreciation and critical thought about the role of college today.

Historical Foundations of College Education

The Contemporary State of College

Andrew Delbanco’s Vision for the Future of College

Balancing Vocational and Liberal Arts Education

The Societal Role and Impact of College

Historical Foundations of College Education
The history of college education in the United States is marked by
significant transformations, reflecting broader social, cultural, and
economic changes. Originally, colleges were established primarily to educate
clergy and prepare young men for leadership roles in society. The curriculum
was heavily centered on classical studies, including Latin, Greek,
philosophy, and theology. This foundation placed a strong emphasis on moral
and intellectual development.

Early Purpose and Curriculum
In the colonial era and early republic, colleges served as institutions for
cultivating a learned elite. The educational model was rooted in the liberal
arts tradition, aiming to develop critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and a



broad base of knowledge. This approach was intended to produce well-rounded
citizens capable of contributing thoughtfully to civic life.

Expansion and Diversification
As the nation grew, so too did the role of colleges. The Morrill Land-Grant
Acts of 1862 and 1890 expanded access to higher education by establishing
public universities focused on agriculture, engineering, and practical
skills. This diversification marked a shift from a purely classical education
to include more applied fields, reflecting industrialization and the needs of
a modernizing society.

The Contemporary State of College
Today, college education faces complex challenges and opportunities. The
rising cost of tuition, questions about the value of a degree, and shifting
labor market demands have sparked widespread debate. Andrew Delbanco’s
critique highlights the tension between the original mission of college and
contemporary pressures to prioritize career readiness and economic returns.

Rising Costs and Accessibility
The financial burden of college is a critical issue. Tuition rates have
increased dramatically over recent decades, leading to significant student
debt and concerns about accessibility for low- and middle-income families.
These economic factors have altered perceptions of college from a public good
to a private investment.

Changing Student Demographics and Expectations
Modern college students are more diverse than ever, including greater
representation of women, minorities, and non-traditional learners.
Additionally, many students seek education with a clear path to employment,
which influences institutional priorities and program offerings. This shift
challenges colleges to balance broad educational goals with market-driven
imperatives.

Andrew Delbanco’s Vision for the Future of
College
Delbanco advocates for a renewed commitment to the liberal arts as the core
of college education. He argues that college should be a place for
intellectual exploration, self-discovery, and the cultivation of civic



responsibility. His vision calls for colleges to resist purely vocational
models and instead emphasize education’s role in shaping thoughtful, engaged
citizens.

The Importance of the Liberal Arts
According to Delbanco, the liberal arts provide the foundation for critical
thinking, creativity, and ethical judgment. These skills are essential not
only for individual fulfillment but also for the health of democratic
society. He stresses that education should challenge students to grapple with
big questions and diverse perspectives.

Institutional Responsibilities
Delbanco emphasizes that colleges have a duty to foster community, dialogue,
and intellectual rigor. Institutions should create environments that
encourage debate and reflection, preparing students to navigate complex
social and political landscapes. This responsibility extends beyond job
preparation to include nurturing the whole person.

Balancing Vocational and Liberal Arts Education
The ongoing debate about the purpose of college often centers on the balance
between vocational training and liberal arts education. While vocational
programs respond directly to labor market demands, the liberal arts cultivate
transferable skills and a broad worldview.

Benefits of Vocational Education

Direct preparation for specific careers

Alignment with industry needs and trends

Potential for immediate employment and income

Support for economic growth and innovation

Advantages of Liberal Arts Education

Development of critical thinking and problem-solving abilities



Encouragement of ethical reasoning and empathy

Flexibility to adapt to changing job markets

Promotion of lifelong learning and civic engagement

Integrative Approaches
Many institutions are exploring ways to integrate vocational and liberal arts
education, offering interdisciplinary programs that combine practical skills
with broad intellectual inquiry. Such models aim to prepare students not only
for immediate careers but also for long-term adaptability and leadership.

The Societal Role and Impact of College
College education plays a critical role in shaping society by preparing
individuals for participation in democratic processes, economic productivity,
and cultural development. Delbanco highlights the importance of viewing
college as a public good that contributes to social cohesion and progress.

College as a Civic Institution
Beyond individual advancement, colleges serve as spaces where students learn
to engage with diverse communities and complex social issues. This civic
function is vital in fostering informed citizenship and promoting social
justice.

Economic and Cultural Contributions
Higher education drives innovation, research, and economic development.
Colleges also preserve and advance cultural knowledge, supporting the arts,
humanities, and sciences. These contributions underscore the multifaceted
value of college to society.

Challenges to the Social Mission
Despite its societal benefits, college faces challenges such as inequality in
access and outcomes, political polarization, and questions about relevance.
Addressing these issues requires commitment from institutions, policymakers,
and communities to uphold the foundational ideals of education.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Andrew Delbanco and what is his perspective
on college education?
Andrew Delbanco is a prominent American cultural critic and professor known
for his insightful analysis of higher education. He believes that college
should be a place for intellectual exploration and civic engagement, not just
vocational training.

What does Andrew Delbanco mean by 'College: What It
Was, Is, and Should Be'?
In 'College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be,' Andrew Delbanco examines the
historical evolution of college education in America, critiques its current
state, and advocates for a renewed purpose focused on fostering critical
thinking, moral reflection, and democratic citizenship.

How does Andrew Delbanco critique the current state
of colleges in his work?
Delbanco criticizes the increasing commercialization and vocational focus of
colleges, arguing that this shift undermines the traditional liberal arts
mission of cultivating well-rounded, thoughtful individuals prepared for
engaged citizenship.

What changes does Andrew Delbanco propose for the
future of college education?
He proposes a return to liberal arts education emphasizing critical inquiry,
ethical reasoning, and civic responsibility, encouraging colleges to balance
career preparation with nurturing informed and engaged citizens.

Why is Andrew Delbanco's work on college education
considered relevant today?
Delbanco's work addresses ongoing debates about the value, purpose, and cost
of higher education, providing a thoughtful framework for reimagining
colleges as institutions that not only prepare students for jobs but also for
meaningful participation in democracy.

Additional Resources
1. College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be by Andrew Delbanco
This is the foundational text in which Andrew Delbanco explores the purpose



and value of a liberal arts education in America. He examines the historical
evolution of colleges and argues for a renewed commitment to accessible,
meaningful education that cultivates critical thinking, civic responsibility,
and personal growth. Delbanco advocates for a return to the ideals of higher
education as a public good.

2. The Idea of a University by John Henry Newman
Newman’s classic work provides a philosophical foundation for understanding
the role of universities in cultivating knowledge and virtue. It complements
Delbanco’s arguments by emphasizing liberal education’s focus on intellectual
development rather than vocational training. The book remains influential in
debates about the purpose of higher education.

3. Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses by Richard Arum
and Josipa Roksa
This book presents empirical research on student learning outcomes in
American colleges, highlighting concerns about the quality of education. It
serves as a critical counterpart to Delbanco’s idealistic vision by showing
where institutions often fail to meet educational goals. The authors call for
reforms to improve academic rigor and student engagement.

4. The Closing of the American Mind by Allan Bloom
Bloom critiques contemporary higher education for abandoning the pursuit of
truth and intellectual challenge. His work resonates with Delbanco’s concerns
about the state of college education and the need to revive a serious
commitment to the liberal arts. The book sparked widespread debate about
culture and education in the late 20th century.

5. Excellent Sheep: The Miseducation of the American Elite and the Way to a
Meaningful Life by William Deresiewicz
Deresiewicz critiques elite colleges for producing conformist students
focused on status rather than genuine learning and self-discovery. His
arguments parallel Delbanco’s call for colleges to foster independent thought
and moral purpose. The book encourages institutions to nurture creativity and
critical thinking over credentialism.

6. The Shaping of a College: Yale and the Liberal Arts Tradition by Andrew
Delbanco
In this historical exploration, Delbanco traces Yale University’s development
and its commitment to the liberal arts. The book provides context for
understanding broader trends in American higher education and illustrates how
institutions can balance tradition with innovation. It complements his
broader reflections on college education.

7. The Uses of the University by Clark Kerr
Kerr’s classic work analyzes the modern research university and its multiple
roles in society, including education, research, and public service. His
insights help frame Delbanco’s discussion about the evolving mission of
colleges and the challenges they face. The book is a key text for
understanding higher education’s complexity and societal impact.



8. Education and Democracy in the 21st Century by Henry Giroux
Giroux explores the relationship between education and democratic
citizenship, echoing Delbanco’s emphasis on colleges as sites for civic
engagement and social responsibility. He critiques neoliberal trends in
education that undermine these goals and argues for a more critical, activist
approach to teaching and learning.

9. Higher Education in America by Derek Bok
Written by a former university president, this book offers an insider’s
perspective on the challenges and opportunities facing American colleges
today. Bok discusses issues such as access, affordability, and the balance
between liberal arts and professional education, aligning with many themes
Delbanco addresses. It provides practical insights for policy and
institutional reform.
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