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ELIOT ' S UNIVERSITY HAS HAD A GOOD, LONG RUN.
YET IT NO longer prepares young people for the conceptual, episte-
mological, economic, intellectual, and social demands of the complex
and often disturbing world we live in today. Even the most basic
categories in Eliot ~ s time simply do not hold in our post-Internet
world. What is the division of “work” and “leisure”in a world where
everything I do—my work life, personal life, social life, political life
—and all the information and requirements of who I am and what I
do comes to me on a smartphone that fits in the palm of my hand?

More and more, I will have an Al-driven device set up in my home
that tells me what I want to do based on data it silently, watchfully
gathers as I go about my days. I can enter my nineteenth-century
office building, walk down the corridor that splits each department
and discipline at my university into physically separate spaces, go
into my private office, and then, with my door closed and myself
cordoned off from the world, turn on my desktop computer and the
entire world—personal, social, and professional—comes tumbling in
all at once. Conversely, when I finally escape on vacation as far
away from the office as I can manage, I cannot make a call on my
smartphone without seeing an email from my department chair that
requires an immediate response. Very little in the higher education
process of today prepares us for managing the integrated, merged,
and chaotic work and home lives most of us are now experiencing.

Ours is not the world for which Eliot and his colleagues created
majors, minors, graduate schools, and professional schools. Indeed,
many of the professions for which individuals now train in the most
rigorous ways no longer exist in a way that makes sense. For ex-
ample, many medical students end up earning a second degree in
another field because medical school doesn ~ t prepare them for the

9Davidson, Cathy N.. The New Education: How to Revolutionize the University to Prepare
Students for a World In Flux (pp. 45-48). Basic Books. Kindle Edition.
TSR TI, WIS R HAGECRT A, BRE LTREEEZOEFEIHLTBELY, h, AX
HTENEND S Eliot KX iE, N—— FRFEERZ 40 FFHBD. £0HHEOH L w2 Charles
Eliot(1934 — 1926) DZ & TH %,
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way medicine is practiced. Occupations for which an advanced de-
gree—including graduate degrees and professional school degrees—
was required are rapidly being outsourced, offshored, or reduced to
low-pay, insecure, “ambient” work (contingent, with no labor protec-
tions, no job security, and no benefits). That * s true for accounting,
journalism, computer programming, and college teaching.

As you will see, colleges and universities have not simply stood still
since Eliot handed down credit hours, tenure, the nursing school, and
so on. Most institutions are constantly adding new programs relevant
to the world today. Whether creating programs on genome ethics,
data science and society, or race and law enforcement, universities
work hard to address the most pressing issues of the times.

In fact, nearly every college and university today hosts parallel sys-
tems. On the one hand, they offer traditional majors, minors, depart-
ments, and disciplines that bear remarkable resemblance to those cre-
ated for the industrial age university. Traditional departments hire
new faculty members and are responsible for their promotion and
tenure. College rankings, too, tend to be based on productivity in
these core disciplines that look like the Harvard and Radcliffe cur-
ricular core of 1900 (modern languages, philosophy, music, history,
political economy, natural history, mathematics, and physics). Job
listings for new professors are advertised in the bulletins of the same
professional associations that award grants and fellowships to grad-
uate students and new professors, making it hard to stray too far
beyond the boundaries of traditional disciplines.

Yet the real action at most universities and colleges is happening
outside these traditional areas, in institutes, initiatives, and interdis-
ciplinary groups that typically span the inherited structures, that are
often inspired by the most innovative research of the faculty, and that
usually offer students opportunities to engage in original research,
real-world projects, internships, or experiential learning outside the
various requirements and assumptions of the traditional majors. In-
terdisciplinary programs tend to exist in a somewhat uneasy or even
antagonistic relationship with the core departments. They are also
most vulnerable to cutbacks. Because the movement to make college
more “economical” by cutting “frills” is so closely tied to ideological
goals, often the most relevant programs with the most flexible career
opportunities are the first to be eliminated.

The traditional infrastructure of the contemporary university remains
remarkably similar to what Eliot and his colleagues designed. Yet it is
no longer serving our students well. Charles Eliot and his colleagues
redesigned American higher education in response to the changes in
the nineteenth century that had altered the conditions of life and
work and that required, as they saw it, a new kind of specialized,
measured, quantifiable approach to educating the nation ’ s youth.

It was a brilliant answer to massive transformation that occurred a
hundred years ago.
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It s what we ' re saddled with today—and what many of us are
working very hard to change.
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