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college what it was is and should be andrew delbanco — these words encapsulate a profound meditation on
the evolving role of higher education in society, inspired by the insightful work of Andrew Delbanco. As a
renowned scholar and author, Delbanco has invited us to reconsider the purpose, challenges, and potential
of college in America. His reflections prompt us to think critically about what college once represented,
what it currently embodies, and what it ought to become in the future.

In this article, we will explore these three pivotal dimensions of college through the lens of Andrew
Delbanco’s scholarship. We’ll delve into the historical roots of higher education, examine contemporary
issues that shape the college experience today, and envision a future where college fulfills its highest
promise. Along the way, we’ll touch on related themes such as liberal arts education, student debt, civic
engagement, and the democratization of knowledge.

Understanding College What It Was: A Historical Perspective

Andrew Delbanco’s reflections often begin by looking back at the origins of college education in the United
States. Traditionally, colleges were designed to cultivate a broad, liberal education aimed at forming
thoughtful, engaged citizens rather than merely training for a specific career. This ideal was especially
prominent in the early days of American higher education, where the goal was to foster critical thinking,
moral reasoning, and an understanding of the humanities.

The Liberal Arts Tradition

Central to what college was is its commitment to the liberal arts. Delbanco emphasizes that the liberal arts
are not just a collection of subjects but a way of thinking—encouraging students to question assumptions,
appreciate complexity, and embrace diverse perspectives. This approach was intended to prepare
individuals for a lifetime of learning and responsible citizenship.

The Social Mission of Early Colleges

Early American colleges were deeply entwined with the idea of social responsibility. They sought to
democratize knowledge and serve as engines of social mobility. Delbanco notes that colleges were places
where young people from various backgrounds could come together to learn not only from books but from
each other, fostering a sense of community and shared purpose.



College What It Is: The Contemporary Landscape

Moving from the past to the present, Andrew Delbanco’s analysis does not shy away from the pressing
challenges that modern colleges face. The landscape of higher education today is complex, marked by rising
costs, debates over purpose, and questions about accessibility and equity.

The Rising Cost and Student Debt Crisis

One of the most talked-about issues in higher education today is the ballooning cost of college and the
resulting student debt crisis. Delbanco highlights how this financial barrier conflicts with the original social
mission of colleges as democratizing institutions. For many students, the dream of a liberal education is
overshadowed by concerns about economic survival and job prospects.

Vocationalism vs. Liberal Education

In today’s economy, there is immense pressure on colleges to focus on vocational training and career
preparation. While practical skills are undeniably important, Delbanco warns against allowing the pursuit of
immediate job readiness to eclipse the broader educational goals of fostering critical thinking, creativity, and
civic engagement. This tension raises important questions about what college should prioritize.

Campus Culture and Civic Engagement

Delbanco also explores how contemporary colleges grapple with issues of diversity, inclusion, and political
polarization. He believes that colleges should be places where difficult conversations occur, where students
learn to engage with conflicting ideas respectfully and thoughtfully. In this way, colleges continue to play
a crucial role in shaping the democratic fabric of society.

College What It Should Be: Envisioning the Future

Looking ahead, Andrew Delbanco offers a hopeful yet realistic vision of what college should become in the
21st century. This vision centers on reclaiming the deeper purposes of higher education while adapting to
new realities.



Reaffirming the Value of the Liberal Arts

Delbanco advocates for a renewed commitment to the liberal arts as the heart of college education. He
argues that in a rapidly changing world, the ability to think critically, communicate effectively, and
understand diverse viewpoints is more essential than ever. Colleges should resist the temptation to reduce
education solely to job training and instead emphasize the development of the whole person.

Making College Accessible and Equitable

To fulfill its social mission, college must become more accessible and affordable. Delbanco stresses the
importance of policies and practices that reduce financial barriers and support students from all backgrounds.
This includes not only lowering tuition but also providing resources that help students thrive academically
and personally.

Fostering Civic Responsibility

Another key aspect of what college should be involves cultivating civic responsibility. Delbanco envisions
colleges as spaces where students are encouraged to engage with their communities and develop a sense of
shared responsibility for the common good. This entails integrating service learning, community
engagement, and discussions about democracy into the curriculum.

Adapting to Technological Change

While honoring tradition, Delbanco acknowledges the need for colleges to embrace innovation. The rise of
online learning and digital resources presents opportunities to expand access and enrich educational
experiences. However, he cautions that technology should enhance, not replace, the meaningful
interactions that define the college experience.

Practical Insights for Students and Educators

Drawing from Andrew Delbanco’s reflections, there are several practical takeaways for those navigating
the world of higher education today.

For Students: Seek a balance between acquiring practical skills and engaging deeply with liberal arts
subjects to develop critical thinking and communication skills.



For Educators: Encourage open dialogue and critical inquiry, fostering an inclusive environment
where diverse viewpoints are respected.

For Policy Makers: Focus on policies that make college affordable and accessible without
compromising academic quality or the broader educational mission.

For Institutions: Embrace technological tools thoughtfully to enhance learning while preserving the
human connections essential to education.

Why Andrew Delbanco’s Perspective Matters Today

Andrew Delbanco’s work on "college what it was is and should be" resonates deeply in a time when higher
education is at a crossroads. His emphasis on the enduring values of the liberal arts, social responsibility, and
accessibility challenges us to rethink the often transactional view of college. Instead of seeing college solely
as a stepping stone to a career, Delbanco invites us to appreciate its role in shaping thoughtful citizens,
fostering empathy, and sustaining democracy.

His insights remind us that college is more than just a credential; it is a formative experience that shapes
how individuals understand themselves and their place in the world. As we consider reforms and
innovations in higher education, grounding these efforts in Delbanco’s vision can help ensure that colleges
remain vibrant centers of learning, growth, and community.

Exploring college what it was is and should be through Andrew Delbanco’s lens encourages a richer
conversation about education’s purpose, one that balances tradition with progress and individual aspirations
with collective needs. It’s a conversation that remains vital as we navigate the future of higher education in
America and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Andrew Delbanco's 'College: What It Was, Is,
and Should Be'?
The main theme of Andrew Delbanco's book is a critical examination of the American liberal arts college,
exploring its historical purpose, current challenges, and potential future to better serve students and society.



How does Andrew Delbanco define the original purpose of college in his
book?
Delbanco defines the original purpose of college as a place for intellectual growth, civic responsibility, and
the cultivation of moral and ethical values, aimed at preparing individuals for meaningful participation in
democracy.

What criticisms does Andrew Delbanco raise about modern colleges in
'College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be'?
He criticizes modern colleges for focusing too much on vocational training, losing sight of their broader
educational mission, and becoming increasingly commodified, which undermines the development of
critical thinking and civic engagement.

According to Delbanco, how should colleges evolve to better fulfill their
role?
Delbanco suggests colleges should recommit to liberal arts education, emphasize community and dialogue,
foster critical thinking, and prepare students not just for jobs but for active citizenship and personal growth.

What historical perspectives does Andrew Delbanco include in his
analysis of colleges?
He traces the evolution of American colleges from their religious and civic origins through periods of
reform, highlighting how changing societal values have shaped their missions and structures over time.

Does Andrew Delbanco propose any specific reforms for contemporary
higher education?
Yes, Delbanco proposes reforms such as strengthening faculty-student interaction, promoting inclusive
curricula that reflect diverse perspectives, and rebalancing the focus between professional training and
liberal education.

How has 'College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be' been received by
educators and critics?
The book has been praised for its insightful historical analysis and passionate defense of liberal education,
though some critics argue that Delbanco’s idealism may overlook practical financial and social challenges
facing colleges today.



Why is Andrew Delbanco's perspective on college relevant in today's
educational climate?
Delbanco's perspective is relevant because it addresses ongoing debates about the value of higher education,
balancing economic demands with the need to cultivate informed, ethical citizens, especially amid rising
tuition costs and shifting job markets.

Additional Resources
College What It Was Is and Should Be: Andrew Delbanco’s Vision for Higher Education

college what it was is and should be andrew delbanco captures a critical conversation about the evolving
purpose and identity of American higher education. Andrew Delbanco, a prominent scholar and cultural
critic, has long advocated for a reinvigoration of the college experience that emphasizes intellectual growth,
civic engagement, and personal development over mere vocational training. His insights challenge
policymakers, educators, and students to reconsider what college has meant historically, what it currently
represents, and what it ought to become in a rapidly changing social and economic landscape.

Understanding Andrew Delbanco’s Perspective on College

Andrew Delbanco’s scholarship offers a thoughtful critique of modern higher education, grounded in a deep
appreciation for its historical roots. He argues that college was originally conceived as a place not just for
skill acquisition but for the cultivation of “the examined life,” where young adults engage with challenging
ideas and develop a sense of civic responsibility. Delbanco contends that this ideal has been eroded by
increasing commercialization, rising costs, and an excessive focus on career preparation.

At the heart of Delbanco’s thesis is a call to restore the liberal arts as central to the college experience. He
believes that exposure to literature, philosophy, history, and the arts nurtures critical thinking and
empathy—qualities essential to democracy and personal fulfillment. This vision contrasts with the
prevailing trend where colleges are often judged primarily by their economic return on investment,
measured by graduate earnings and job placement rates.

The Historical Role of College in America

To appreciate Delbanco’s argument, it is useful to examine the history of American colleges. Initially,
institutions like Harvard and Yale were designed to educate clergy and civic leaders, emphasizing moral
and intellectual formation. Over time, especially during the 20th century, colleges expanded access and
diversified their offerings, reflecting broader societal changes.



The post-World War II era, marked by the GI Bill and mass enrollment, represented a democratization of
higher education. However, even then, the liberal arts remained integral to the curriculum. Delbanco
points out that this period fostered a shared cultural literacy among graduates, preparing them for engaged
citizenship.

Contemporary Challenges Facing Higher Education

Today’s colleges confront numerous challenges that complicate Delbanco’s vision. Rising tuition costs have
led to unprecedented student debt levels, prompting many to question the value of a liberal arts education.
According to the Federal Reserve, total student loan debt in the United States surpassed $1.7 trillion in
recent years, highlighting the financial strain on students and families.

Moreover, the increasing emphasis on STEM fields and professional programs reflects labor market
demands but risks marginalizing disciplines that cultivate critical reflection and ethical reasoning. Delbanco
warns that reducing college to a mere training ground for jobs undermines its broader societal role.

The pressure on colleges to demonstrate measurable outcomes has also led to a more transactional
relationship between institutions and students. This shift is evident in the rise of online education platforms
and competency-based programs that prioritize skills acquisition over intellectual exploration.

What College Should Be: Delbanco’s Vision for the Future

Delbanco advocates for a reimagined college experience that balances practical preparation with the pursuit
of wisdom and civic engagement. He suggests several key reforms to realign higher education with this
ideal.

Re-centering the Liberal Arts

One of Delbanco’s primary prescriptions is the reaffirmation of the liberal arts as essential to college
curricula. This does not mean abandoning professional or technical education but integrating these
disciplines with humanities and social sciences to produce well-rounded graduates.

In practice, this could involve interdisciplinary programs that connect ethical questions with scientific
advancements or business practices with historical context. Such integration encourages students to think
critically about their roles in society beyond immediate economic concerns.



Affordability and Access

For Delbanco, the rising cost of college threatens its democratic promise. He supports policies that reduce
financial barriers, such as increased public funding and targeted support for low-income students. Ensuring
that college remains accessible to diverse populations is crucial for maintaining its role as a social equalizer.

Furthermore, affordability reforms should not come at the expense of educational quality. Delbanco stresses
the importance of sustaining small class sizes, fostering faculty-student interaction, and maintaining vibrant
campus communities.

Civic Engagement and Character Formation

Delbanco underscores the importance of colleges as sites for civic education and personal growth. He
envisions curricula and campus activities that encourage students to grapple with democratic values, social
justice, and ethical dilemmas.

Service learning, community partnerships, and dialogue across differences are examples of initiatives that
can cultivate empathy and social responsibility. These experiences prepare students not only for careers but
for meaningful participation in civic life.

Comparing Delbanco’s Vision with Current Trends

While many institutions have embraced elements of Delbanco’s approach, significant tension remains
between market-driven imperatives and educational ideals. For instance:

STEM vs. Liberal Arts: STEM fields receive substantial funding and attention due to their direct link
to employment, often overshadowing humanities disciplines.

Online Education and Credentialing: The rise of digital platforms offers flexible learning but may
fragment the communal and dialogic aspects central to Delbanco’s concept of college.

Student Debt Crisis: The financial burden on students contrasts sharply with the goal of accessible,
transformative education.

These dynamics highlight the complexity of reforming higher education in ways that honor its
multifaceted mission.



Pros and Cons of Delbanco’s Approach

Pros:1.

Promotes critical thinking and civic responsibility.

Encourages holistic personal development beyond economic success.

Supports democratic values and social cohesion.

Cons:2.

May be perceived as impractical in a job-focused economy.

Requires substantial investment that may be difficult to secure.

Potentially challenges existing institutional priorities and stakeholder interests.

The Future of College in Light of Delbanco’s Ideas

As debates about the purpose of higher education intensify, Andrew Delbanco’s reflections serve as a vital
touchstone. His insistence on preserving the intellectual and civic mission of college encourages
stakeholders to look beyond short-term metrics and economic pressures.

In an era marked by social fragmentation and rapid technological change, the role of college in shaping
thoughtful, engaged citizens becomes ever more critical. While practical concerns like employability and
affordability cannot be ignored, Delbanco’s vision reminds us that college should also be a space for
questioning, discovery, and the pursuit of meaning.

Educational leaders and policymakers might find in Delbanco’s work a blueprint for balancing competing
demands, fostering institutions that prepare students not only for careers but for lives enriched by
knowledge, empathy, and civic purpose. The conversation about college what it was is and should be
Andrew Delbanco continues to inspire a re-examination of higher education’s enduring value.
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