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I. Questions about The New Education  
What makes higher education out of date 

We have inherited institutions of higher education that were designed 150 years ago, in 
the era of the telegraph and the Model T. They were not conceived for the future students face 
today--a world of the Internet and the self-driving car … (let alone the world of artificial 
intelligence, outsourcing, automation, social media, global hackers, contingent work, and 
compromised democracies). 

Higher education was re-designed for the modern world of 150 years ago: The architect 
of modern American research was Charles Eliot. In his 1869 manifesto “The New Education” in 
The Atlantic, he criticized the Puritan college for being designed to train ministers and future 
academic. He argued a “new education” was needed to address the needs of new corporations 
and industries for specialized, credentialed professionals and managers. 

 
 He emphasized outputs and productivity, because that is what the management theorists 

of the time (like Frederick Winslow Taylor) were pushing. He and his colleagues were obsessed 
with ranking, certifying, and credentialing for the complex world of industrialism so they defined 
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strictly what a discipline was and how to be an expert in that discipline. The major new 
corporations being formed demanded managers, specialists.  

 The Trustees at Harvard were so impressed by Eliot’s essay that they named him 
President of Harvard, the youngest ever. He served for forty years and, along with his peers, led 
the transformation of Harvard and, in its model, all of U.S. higher education. 

Here’s a list of structuring features of higher education that barely existed before 1860 
and that were fully in place by 1925: 

 
List of changes in higher education, 1860-1925: 
majors, minors, divisions (humanities, social sciences, natural and biological sciences), credit 
hours, degree requirements, grades, the bell curve, deviation from the mean, class rankings, 
certification, general education, upper-division electives, ability to choose professors, optional 
attendance policies, professionalization (credentials, accreditation), graduate schools, collegiate 
law schools, nursing schools, graduate schools of education, collegiate business schools, Harvard 
Annex for women (later Radcliffe College), competitive scholarships, financial aid, college 
entrance exams, capital fundraising campaigns, living wages for professors, tenure, sabbaticals, 
faculty pensions, school rankings, new courses and subjects (including natural history, algebra, 
laboratory physics, geometry, modern languages, American archaeology, and anthropology), 
secularization, and optional prayer (the first American college to end compulsory prayer). 

 
That’s an amazing accomplishment--and the problem we face today.  
 

Today’s workplace is dramatically different from the one in Eliot’s day and requires a 
different kind of preparation. He lived in an era where credentialing and professionalization were 
necessary for a range of middle-class occupations just coming into being; we live an era where 
middle-class careers are constantly under threat or disappearing. Through outsourcing and 
automation, not only are whole segments of industrial labor disappearing but so are middle-class 
occupations, formerly stable, now turning into contingent labor. Income inequality soars even as 
the cost of college soars. 

It’s by no means just the working futures of those in the coal mining industry that have 
disappeared.  Whole swaths of the middle class employment are no longer offer opportunity or 
stability to the middle class: music business, journalism, health care, service and clerical 
workers, hotel managers, even taxi drivers--and many more occupations as well.  

At the same time, three of the so-called “feminized” occupations (teacher, nurse, social 
worker) require college degrees but don’t offer wages that have kept up with inflation (the 
fourth, librarian, is another disappearing middle-class occupation).  
 

● We need a New Education for our time.  If Eliot and his peers could turn the Puritan 
college into the modern research university in the era of the telegraph and the Model T, 
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we can recreate higher education for the era of the Internet, social media, and the 
self-driving car.  

● The inspiring educators profiled in The New Education are making changes--in their 
institutions, in disciplines, in how they teach in their classrooms--to help prepare students 
in the deep and broad skills (critical thinking, creativity, communication, cross cultural 
perspectives, and beyond) that help them understand the world in order to shape it and 
not just be shaped by it.  

● The most exciting institutions that are facing the needs of the 21st century prepare 
students for a world of technology that requires a new array of soft skills--how to 
communicate, how to understand across cultures, how to change (“learning how to 
learn”). They need far more than technology skills.  

 
 
Haven’t a lot of people been talking about “change” over the last decade? 

Unfortunately, the two loudest reform movements--“edtech”/educational technology 
movement and the “skills training” movement--have taken us in the wrong direction because 
both are based on an antiquated 19th-century idea of “productivity” and “workforce readiness.”  

 
The edtech movement invests far too much of its energy in making profit for a few 

entrepreneurs or companies, not providing the best education for students today. It is often rooted 
old-fashioned ideas of learning inherited from the industrial age and has too often taken us in the 
wrong direction, towards a one-way transmission model, based on learning facts, to be tested 
with high-stakes (“summative”) testing. Of course there are exceptions but, too often, online 
education can be reduced to online test-passing. There are many fine examples of good, 
inexpensive, and convenient online learning too but we always need to ask if the student is being 
served or not by any new development. Technology can automate many things. The one thing 
you cannot automate, by definition, is learning which requires trying, failing, learning again, and 
coming to understanding after grappling with complex material. 

 
The “skills in order to become workforce ready” movement has the same problem, 

conceptual origins in a 19th-century view of productivity and outputs. Nothing becomes obsolete 
faster than specific, specialized skills. Every workforce study has shown that to move beyond an 
entry level position, you need an array of deep, critical thinking, communication, and 
cross-cultural understanding skills, what educators call “broad learning.”  

More to the point, if the edtech movement is fuelled by the few seeking to make a profit 
off the many, far too much of the movement to cut “frills” from higher education and only focus 
on skills is motivated by ideology. Several conservative governors justify massive cutbacks to 
state support for public education by saying they want only to support skills. This is robbing our 
youth of a viable future at a time of rapid change.  
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We are in a period of low support for higher education exactly when students need more 
complete, complex, and comprehensive ways of knowing and being in the world. And, in public 
higher education, we are in a disastrous moment of defunding that means tuitions are soaring. 
That’s a lose-lose for students, if they are paying too much for an education that is too narrow to 
make them truly ready for these frustrating, perplexing, changing times. We’re number 1 in the 
world for the percentage of high school graduates we send to college but only 17 or 18 in the 
percentage of graduates. We need renewed commitment to a renewed higher education, one that 
makes students not just workforce ready but world ready.  
 
 
What needs to change about college, why does it need to change, and how can it change? 
Those who think higher education is simply for skills training or to make students workforce 
ready hurt youth. No one knows what career will vanish five years from now--or what new 
professions might emerge. We need to give students tools to understand the complexity of the 
world they live in, to be able to learn how to learn when the next economic or technological 
disruption threatens to upend their lives. Understanding challenges, knowing how to carefully 
research a topic or one’s options and then implement what one has learned, feeling confident 
going to others in different fields and recognizing who will be helpful and who is a charleton. 
These are survival skills for a changing world, ones that will help you lead a productive life as a 
contributor to society, not one trampled by it.  
 
All the building blocks to great education are there but it’s time to reshuffle and redefine fields in 
view of the new kinds of knowledge necessary in the world today. One example: the old divide 
between “quantitative” and “qualitative” thinking no longer makes sense. We have new 
AI-driven capacities for analyzing trends by crunching massive amounts of data. Yet we need 
complex, qualitative thinking to formulate the questions we ask of our data, to understand what 
the data includes and excludes, how the very taxonomies we use select certain answers and not 
others. Interpretation of data requires contextualizing (put in a historical or cultural frame). Yet 
we also know that if we don’t have external metrics, we often don’t even see our own tendencies. 
We may think we do but it’s very difficult to see beyond ourselves and our own assumptions and 
habits.  
 
All over America educators are reshuffling fields, sometimes based on problems--having 
students ask and answer complex questions. Example: the Yale Department of History now has a 
global major that helps any student understand the world in complex, evolving historical terms, 
often pulling from other disciplines (economics or literature or the arts or sociology). It has 
another major for those who intend to go to graduate school in History to one day become, say, a 
professor at a place like Yale. One upshot of this radical remixing of the curriculum is that 
History is once again the #1 major at Yale, a position it hasn’t had since the 1990s. Yale isn’t 
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alone. The Association of American Historians “Tuning the History Discipline” project now 
includes 123 institutions.  
 
Why do students need more than skills training and STEM? 
STEM, without an awareness of the human and social dimensions of technological innovation, is 
bankrupt. Technology, without a larger understanding of the social and human purposes 
technology should serve, has landed us in a place where no one is confident about the future of 
work or even the future of democracy.  
 
Notable example: Two studies Google has undertaken of its workforce--the 2013 Project Oxygen 
study of individual corporate success and the 2017 Project Aristotle study of successful 
teamwork--both used Google’s own metrics and data and showed that technical proficiency and 
even “A Team” super-skills were less important for success than being able to listen to others, 
being able to communicate effectively, having cross-cultural and other forms of human empathy 
and insight. “Soft skills,” even in this company that began being dedicated only to hiring 
computer scientists and engineers from the top science programs, turn out to be what Google 
rewards most.  
 
What can students do to get the most out of their education? 
Davidson’s advice is, “Make your major minor.”  That means, don’t spend all of your time in 
college in only one field. This is the rare opportunity in life to think big, creatively, expansively, 
to learn everything you can in as many different ways as you can.  
 
Think of higher education as your intellectual playground. 
 
Think of higher education as a giant laboratory or a living museum of rich experiences--lectures, 
art, music, theater--all at your disposal.  
 
Find people who inspire you. There are innovators at every university. Find those. There are also 
opportunities everywhere for guided, collaborative, or independent research where you can 
develop your own ideas; for internships where you can test your knowledge; and for 
experiences--international or in other areas of the US--where you can expand your horizons. 
 
What can educators do to make change? 
You can typically control your classroom, even in situations where you cannot control the 
curriculum or even your syllabus. Use “inventory methods” (there are many) so that every 
student has a chance to think and express ideas, so that students engage in dialogue, so they help 
shape the ideas and presentations in the class. This is called “active learning” and it enriches 
every kind of student at every level, including helping them succeed in the most rigorous ways.  
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There are many very simple techniques that make a difference. Perhaps the easiest is the “exit 
ticket” where you simply ask students to write down, at the end of each class, one thing that they 
still don’t understand, or that they found most memorable, or that they know they will be 
thinking about again. You can also do this at the beginning of class. It’s efficient too, better than 
a pop quiz--you can have the student sign the index card and hand it in and it is a way of taking 
attendance and also seeing what works or matters and what doesn’t to your students. It focuses 
their attention too. I have one friend who does this every class in a 600-student lecture and this 
simple technique has changed the attention level he sees in class each day. He always begins 
class by picking three or four index cards from a box and addressing the questions.  
 
 
Is the soaring cost of college tuition worth it? 
In dollars and cents terms, nothing is a better investment than a college degree. This is true for 
individuals investing in their own education and it is perhaps even more true of a nation. Every 
economic study of higher education shows it is the best investment a country can make, both for 
its own collective productivity and for the individual productivity of its graduates. It’s 
penny-wise and pound-foolish to cut taxes by cutting higher education.  
 
A college degree confers a mean $365,000 lifetime benefit for the average American man (after 
subtracting all its direct and indirect costs over a lifetime) and an average $185,000 for women. 
(The difference is because the four “feminized” professions that require a college 
degree--teacher, registered nurse, social worker, librarian--are all low wage occupations relative 
to the occupations most college-educated men enter). 
 
Federal, state, and municipal governments all make a profit of $231,000 on each American who 
graduates from college, mostly through higher income taxes and lower unemployment benefits 
paid over the course of a lifetime. 
 
 
How much higher is tuition today than it was for the parents of today’s college students? 
In inflation-adjusted dollars, tuition in the last thirty years has tripled at public universities and 
more than doubled at private universities. Most middle-class Americans, especially after the 
2008 financial collapse, do not have the savings to front such a bill. Since the 1980s, two trend 
lines have been diverging: as tuitions have risen, wages and spending power for the formerly 
middle class have stagnated or fallen. It is likely, if you are a middle-class parent of a 
seventeen-year-old, that you simply do not have the ability to pay all the costs of your child’s 
higher education. That means your child will probably go to college on a combination of grants 
and loans. 
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Example from one private school: In 1970 a Yale student paid $2,550 a year in tuition. Working 
a minimum-wage job at the 1970 rate of $1.45 an hour, the student could work 4.8 hours a day to 
pay college tuition costs. In 2014, Yale tuition is $45,800, and that same minimum-wage job on 
campus pays $7.25. The Yale student today would need to work 17 hours a day to cover tuition. 
 
 
 
What are the social consequences of soaring tuition? 
Unarguably, we live in an exceptionally complex moment in human history. Most of the rest of 
the world understands that to prepare a more sophisticated workforce and better citizens, it is 
important to do what the US did until about 1975: invest in higher education, invest in human 
capital. We no longer are. This is in contrast to Sweden, Brazil, Germany, Finland, France, 
Norway, Luxembourg, Slovenia, and Iceland, where higher education is radically subsidized to 
the extent that tuition is free or almost free. 
 
The exhaustive 2017 Equality of Opportunity Study of over 30 million college students revealed 
that students today can no longer expect to earn more than their parents, a trend line that 
plummets deeper every year. One of the greatest contributing factors is the soaring tuition of our 
universities. Saving taxes, not supporting public higher education, and the rising costs of public 
higher education tuition mean that, in general, universities are no longer our society’s engines of 
social mobility. Rather, they are increasingly training grounds for the wealthy to become even 
wealthier. The eye-popping headline from the New York Times reads: “Some Colleges Have 
More Students from the Top 1 Percent Than the Bottom 60.” 
 
Example: Senator Al Franken recently told the story of his wife’s family, her mother widowed 
with five children, the youngest only 3 months old. Every child went to college, with PELL 
grants that covered 80% of the cost. Today, those kids would receive only 30% tuition support 
from PELL and it is not likely any would make it all the way through college. The U.S. has for 
decades sent more of its citizens to college than any other country. We still do. But we rank only 
around 17 in the world in college completion rates. The high cost of college for American youth 
is a major factor. 
 
Are faculty salaries the reason for the rising tuition costs? 
No. Absolutely not. Since 1990, faculty salaries have decreased by 3 percent when adjusted for 
inflation. The average faculty salary is currently a little over $100,000 for the highest rank (full 
professor), $79,000 for associate professor, and $69,000 for assistant professor. These positions 
require professors to hold a PhD, typically a seven-year advanced degree, at a minimum. Faculty 
size has shrunk in proportion to the number of students, and the number of faculty on the tenure 
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track has dwindled drastically. Only about one-third of all current professors at our colleges and 
universities are tenured, and less than 20 percent of new hires are even on a tenure track. This is 
another crisis in higher education today. 
 
 
Is there any solution to the problem of rising tuitions? 
There are many changes in many directions on the horizon. The first step is that everyone 
recognizes this is a social disaster in the making. 
 
Many colleges and universities are working to cut costs. There are proposals to cap 
compensation for chief officers (presidents and chancellors) and athletic directors. However, the 
general movement to “corporatize” and “privatize” the university of the last decade, pursued 
ostensibly to cut costs, has failed miserably, leading to escalating salaries at the top, extensive 
building in a kind of “arms war” to compete for students, and administrative bloat. On the other 
hand, many of the kinds of services that make college expensive have also become very 
expensive: elite nursery schools and prep schools now cost as much as private colleges. It is all 
part of income inequality and the problem of the 1% with college--tragically--becoming priced 
as a “luxury good.” 
 
For public universities, we are seeing a reversal of forty years of Tea Party dominance of the 
higher education agenda. For example, in January of 2016, New York governor Andrew Cuomo 
announced the new Excelsior Scholarship that would make all the two-year and four-year 
colleges in the City University of New York (CUNY) and the State University of New York 
(SUNY) systems tuition-free for all New York residents whose families earn below a specified 
annual amount (currently advertised at $100,000 a year). Governor Cuomo argued that over 70 
percent of all new jobs in the state now require a college degree and that it hampers our students 
if, in order to attend college, they must graduate with tuition debt. “It’s like starting a race with 
an anchor tied to your leg,” Cuomo said.  As a society, when we fail to invest in public higher 
education, we, too, have that anchor.  
 
It’s a thrilling proposal—but only if it were to be matched with increased public investment in 
CUNY and SUNY. Free or reduced tuition means nothing if the system is so starved for funding 
that it cannot offer even the most basic courses required for graduation, has decaying facilities, 
and uses technology from the last century. Over the last decades, CUNY’s full-time faculty has 
decreased by 33 percent at the same time that its student body has increased by 15 percent. That 
said, the governor’s proposal, if accompanied by significant reinvestment in public education, 
could mark the beginning of the new education and set an example for other states to consider. 
“Here’s my prediction,” Senator Sanders said. “If New York State does it this year, mark my 
words, state after state will follow.” 
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Such a statement would have been a pipe dream only a few years ago, but there are other signs, 
too, of a changing attitude toward refunding higher education. In the November 2016 election, 
California voters reversed a “tax revolt” that began with the 1978 passage of Proposition 13, an 
amendment to the California constitution that decreased property taxes and included language 
that required a two-thirds majority in both legislative houses to increase future income or state 
sales taxes. Instead, voters supported all three education-related initiatives on the ballot, 
including one that increased taxes on high-income earners to fund a variety of initiatives 
supporting public education, from preschool to higher education. 
 
The cost of ensuring excellence in public higher education, if shared by all, is within reach. 
According to Keep California’s Promise, a data and advocacy project run by two University of 
California professors, the state of California could cut tuition in half for every student in the 
University of California and California State University systems (over 700,000 students) if only 
it resumed state contributions equal to the 2000–2001 per capita student spending levels. How 
much would that cost the median California taxpayer each year? Thirty-one dollars per person. 
Thirty-one more dollars each would make a tremendous difference: the public contributing to 
higher education as a public good, the commonweal growing richer, and students. $31.00.  
 
 
What role will technology play in the new education? 
The most important thing to know about educational technology is that anything that promises to 
“automate” learning is a hoax. Enter any situation where technology is promised to make 
learning “easy” the way you would a used car dealership with a grinning salesman assuring you 
that this jalopy was only taken out for a drive by some little old lady every other Sunday.  
Many online courses are terrific--and challenging. Shop around. Find what works for you but 
remember that many online purveyors are motivated by profit (theirs, not yours). 
 
Fear of technology (technophobia) makes us retreat when we should be teaching students how to 
use wisely and protect themselves and their vulnerable data.  Fear makes us subservient to 
technology, not masters of it. Forbidding laptops in classrooms, for example, doesn’t teach 
students how to use their devices wisely, creatively, and well. It makes them more tantalizing 
and powerful. Ensure that if students come with devices, they understand them--and use them to 
contribute to the intellectual climate of the class. Awestruck acceptance of technology 
(technophilia) has the same result of not making us cautious, wise, careful users of technology 
but simply fans. That is also a position of weakness, not wisdom. 
 
 
What should 21st century education look like? 
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We need to be teaching each and every student (and I actually think we need to begin with 
preschool) how to master their devices, not allow devices to master them. That includes 
understanding how devices can steal privacy and jeopardize security. For those going into the 
tech sector, understanding ethical, social, and economic dimensions of technology are as crucial 
as programing. 
 
 
What three pieces of advice would you give to college students and their parents? 
1. Be as bold and adventurous in your choices as you can while still making sure to graduate 
(that’s the biggest key to a career in the future).  
 
2. Shop around and find the right adviser (it could be an official adviser, a peer, a prof, or even 
an online adviser). Ask tough questions. 
 
3. Form a study group: there’s no better way to stay interested, motivated, and successful. 
 
 
II.  Biographical Questions for Author Cathy N. Davidson 
 
Why did you write this book? 
Davidson believes we are at a turning point in American higher education and, if we are not 
careful and if we fail to take action, we will be losing the most precious attribute of a democracy: 
an educated citizenry.  
 
Why “the new education”? Aka what is wrong with the old education? 
“The New Education” is the title of an 1869 manifesto by Charles Eliot who would go on to be 
the longest-running president of Harvard. In that role, he worked with colleagues to transform 
the Puritan college he derided into the modern American research university, separating 
undergraduate general education courses from specialized majors and both from graduate and 
professional schools. It was ideal for 1869. It’s an astonishing accomplishment--and exactly the 
problem. The world has changed. We need a “new education” for our world. If Eliot and his 
peers could revolutionize higher education in their day, so can we in ours. 
 
In The New Education, you say that “bad students make good teachers.” What do you 
mean by that? And were you a good student?  
Davidson notes in the book that she was kicked out of high school four times. She insists that 
there’s always a part of her designing for students who dislike higher education as well for the 
best student. Here’s the surprise: it turns out that the same engaged, independent, active learning 
methods work for both. 
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You’ve taught at many different kinds of institutions.  Tell us about those and the kind of 
teaching you’ve done.  
Davidson notes in The New Education that she has taught at many institutions--in a prison, a 
monastery, at Fermi National Accelerator Labs, in community colleges, in the Ivy Leagues, and 
in Japan, England and Spain.  
 
She spent over two decades at Duke University where she held two Distinguished Professorships 
and served eight years as Duke’s (and the nation’s) first Vice Provost for Interdisciplinary 
Studies, basically Duke’s chief innovation officer.  
 
She also taught an online course on the history and future of higher education to over 18,000 
students worldwide. 
 
Why move from Duke to CUNY? 
In The New Education, Davidson describes what prompted her to move from a top 10 elite 
private university in the South to NYC and to the nation’s largest public, urban institution (and 
one of the most underfunded ones).  
 
Short Bio for Cathy N. Davidson 
Cathy N. Davidson, an educational innovator and a distinguished scholar of the history of 
technology, is an avid proponent of active ways of learning that help students to understand and 
navigate the radically changed global world in which we now all live, work, and learn. Davidson 
is Distinguished Professor of English and Founding Director of the Futures Initiative at the 
Graduate Center, CUNY, and the R. F. DeVarney Professor Emerita of Interdisciplinary Studies 
at Duke University where she served as Duke’s (and the nation’s) first Vice Provost for 
Interdisciplinary Studies. 
 
Davidson is the cofounding director (2002-2017, now co-director) of HASTAC (“Haystack”), 
Humanities, Arts, Science and Technology Alliance and Collaboratory.  She is on the Board of 
Directors of Mozilla and served on the National Council of the Humanities as an appointee of 
President Barack Obama (2011-2017). She is the 2016 recipient of the Ernest J. Boyer Award for 
Significant Contributions to Higher Education, she champions new ideas and methods for 
learning and professional development–in school, in the workplace, and in everyday life.  
 
III.  The New Education in 10 tweets (link) 
https://storify.com/CathyNDavidson/why-the-last-decade-of-higher-ed-reform-is-so-19th/elemen
ts/6ce4257f7725a57693e3f718 
  

https://storify.com/CathyNDavidson/why-the-last-decade-of-higher-ed-reform-is-so-19th/elements/6ce4257f7725a57693e3f718
https://storify.com/CathyNDavidson/why-the-last-decade-of-higher-ed-reform-is-so-19th/elements/6ce4257f7725a57693e3f718
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IV. Event Schedule (Author Tour) for THE NEW EDUCATION  
 

September 26, 2017 at 6:30 pm 
in conversation with William Kelly 

Mellon Director of NYPL Research Libraries 
New York Public Library 

New York, NY 
  

October 11, 2017 at 4 pm 
Duke University, Penn Pavilion 

107 Union Drive 
Durham, NC 27710 

  
October 12, 2017 at noon 

National Humanities Center 
7 TW Alexander Drive 
 Durham, NC 27709 

  
October 12, 2017 at 7 pm 

Regulator Bookshop 
720 9th Street 

Durham, NC 27705 
 

October 20, 2017 at 12 pm 
Mozilla San Francisco 

2 Harrison Street, Suite 175 
San Francisco, CA 94105 

  
November 4, 2017 at 4:15 pm 

HASTAC International Conference 
University of Central Florida, Center for Emerging Media 

Orlando, FL 
  

November 6, 2017 at 6:30 pm 
in conversation with NPR’s Anya Kamenetz 

The Graduate Center, CUNY 
365 5th Avenue 

New York, NY 10016 
  

November 9, 2017 at 4:45 pm 
American Studies Association 

Chicago, IL 
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[Attendance open to any who register for the conference] 
  

November 11, 2017 
Chicago Humanities Festival 

Chicago, IL 
  

November 15, 2017 at 4:30 pm 
Riggs Library 

Georgetown University 
Washington, DC 

[Open to the Georgetown campus community and alumni] 
 

January 5, 2018 at 3:30pm  
West Ballroom, Hilton 

Modern Language Association annual convention 
New York, NY 

   
February 15, 2018 at 4 pm 

The Ivan Allen College of Liberal Arts  
Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia Tech) 

North Avenue NW 
Atlanta, GA 

  
February 16, 2018 at 2pm 
Founder’s Day Address  

Agnes Scott College 
Decatur, GA 

  
March 2, 2017 

University of California, Santa Cruz, 
Center for Innovations in Teaching and Learning 

  
  


