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Liberal Education and the Learning All Students Need: 

The Intellectual Origins of AAC&U’s Essential Learning Outcomes, 1982-2006 
 

Preface 
 
 
In 2005, the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) launched a long-term 
public advocacy and campus action initiative, titled Liberal Education and America’s Promise 
(LEAP).   LEAP was created to vigorously promote the importance and value of a twenty-first 
century liberal education, both for individual college learners and for economic creativity and 
democratic vitality in the wider society. The LEAP initiative also sought to help colleges, 
universities and community colleges—large and small, public and private—make significant 
changes in their educational practices so that students would more reliably attain what AAC&U 
leaders called a “liberal and liberating education.”  In addition, AAC&U pledged to provide 
regular reports on whether and how well students were achieving the capacities fostered 
through liberal learning.   
 
To fulfill these ambitious goals, AAC&U leaders recognized, LEAP would need to produce a 
clear and easily understood description of the kind of learning that liberal education aims to 
provide.  And so, at the very outset of the LEAP initiative, AAC&U developed the needed 
description, synthesized in a single page as a framework of “Essential Learning Outcomes” 
(ELOs).  These forms of learning, AAC&U’s myriad academic and non-academic advisors 
agreed, were needed in all areas of endeavor—economic, civic, personal—and therefore 
merited the headline term:  “Essential.” 1 See Table l for the description of the ELOs published in 
2007 and promulgated far and wide in the years since its initial release.   
 
The report that follows offers a historical and thematic analysis of the conception of liberal 
education expressed through the ELOs.  It explores in particular the development, over time, of 
four major goals for liberal learning featured in the ELOs and promoted through the campus 
action part of the LEAP initiative: 
  

1) Inquiry Learning - teaching students the arts of analytic, evidence-based inquiry and the 
related intellectual and practical skills of communication, innovation and problem solving;  
  

2) Civic and Diversity Responsibility –  preparing students for knowledgeable and active 
participation in a highly diverse and globally interconnected democracy; 
 

3) Big Questions -  connecting students’ broad learning in the liberal arts and sciences to 
important issues, “both contemporary and enduring; ” 
 

4) Integrative, Applied, and Practical Learning - teaching students how to connect 
knowledge with responsible action in all aspects of their lives: economic, civic, personal.  

                                                           
1 The first version of the recommended learning was published by AAC&U in 2005 with the title Liberal Education 
Outcomes.  The later title, Essential Learning Outcomes (ELOs), was recommended by employers and 
communications experts on the LEAP National Leadership Council during 2006 deliberations about the original list 
of liberal learning outcomes.   Council members reviewed and approved the substance of the list and proposed the 
term “Essential” to underscore the importance of these forms of learning for success beyond college.   



2 
 

How did these themes become AAC&U’s top goals for a liberal and liberating education?  How 
do the ELOs relate to earlier conceptions of liberal learning—within and beyond the 
association? And how did AAC&U leaders develop confidence that the higher education 
community would embrace these goals for college study?  
 
In brief, the ELO conception of twenty-first century liberal learning was developed across a 
series of major educational initiatives that AAC&U shaped and led, almost always in partnership 
with diverse sets of postsecondary institutions, leaders and faculty, from the 1980s through the 
launch of LEAP in 2005. 
 
With generous support from numerous public and private philanthropies, these initiatives had 
collectively explored:  the larger purposes of the baccalaureate degree; curriculum sequence 
and structure in relation to those purposes; general education goals and reforms; diversity, 
democracy and civic learning; global learning and the study of languages other than English;  
science and social responsibility;  majors in a broad array of humanities, social sciences, and 
science disciplines, including interdisciplinary majors and women’s studies; pre-professional 
majors in fields such as engineering, business, and teacher education. 2 Across many of these 
initiatives, AAC&U also had examined the intersecting roles of curriculum, co-curriculum and 
experiential learning.   In addition, multiple initiatives had worked on assessment issues, and 
especially on how the curriculum itself could provide evidence of students’ learning gains.   
 
The LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes (ELOs) drew from key ideas explored and articulated 
across this earlier work.   Decisively rejecting assumptions—which AAC&U itself had once 
advanced—that liberal education was fostered mainly or even exclusively through studies in 
liberal arts and sciences disciplines, the ELOs presented design principles for  excellence in 
liberal education that encompass the entirety of students’ postsecondary study, including career 
and professional majors once considered outside the boundaries of the true liberal arts.    This 
report explores how this conception of liberal education was developed and what it means for 
students’ educational journeys.  
 
In what follows, Part I explores AAC&U’s work in the last decades of the twentieth century to 
probe the larger purposes of baccalaureate learning and specific components of liberal 
education:  general education, majors, and civic and diversity learning.  Part II examines 
AAC&U’s twenty-first century efforts to develop a widely shared framework for the entirety of 
students’ school/college learning through its Greater Expectations initiative.  The analysis shows 
how that framework drew from AAC&U’s earlier work but also moved decisively in new 
directions.  Part III explains the how the LEAP ELOs were constructed and the priorities for 
college learning they sought to advance.    
 
The ELOs were created to bring new transparency to liberal education, which has long been 
U.S. higher education’s signature approach to high quality learning.  But the ELOs also were 
intended to help drive redesign of students’ educational journeys and foster new intentionality 
about the kind of work students undertake as they progress toward a college degree.  As 
AAC&U moves into its next era of creative leadership, it is worth revisiting the key ideas that 
have animated its work on liberal education and inclusive excellence through LEAP.  How can 
that vision effectively guide practice? What aspects of the vision warrant fresh consideration?   

                                                           
2 Many of these were done in partnership with other organizations, e.g., major disciplinary societies and 
accrediting organizations for selected professions.  All the major initiatives discussed below benefitted from active 
participation by scholars and seasoned campus leaders who helped frame the ideas and clarify their connection to 
educational practice and the needs of college learners. 
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Table 2: Making the Shift to Inclusive Excellence 
 
 Liberal Education in the  

Twentieth Century 

Liberal Education in the  

Twenty-First Century 

What 

 An elite curriculum 

 Nonvocational 

 Intellectual, personal, and civic 

development 

 An option for the fortunate 

 

 A necessity for all students 

 Essential for success in a global 

economy and for informed 

citizenship, US and global 

 Intellectual, personal, civic, and 

professional development 

 

How 

 Through studies in arts and sciences 

disciplines (“the major”) and/or 

through general education in the 

initial years 

 

 

 Through studies that emphasize 

the LEAP Essential Learning 

Outcomes in general education 

and across the entire educational 

continuum and all fields of 

study—from school through 

college—at progressively higher 

levels of achievement 

 

Where 

 Liberal arts colleges or colleges of 

arts and sciences in larger 

institutions 

 

 All schools, community colleges, 

colleges, and universities; goals 

for all fields of study 

 

 
Big Questions, Urgent Challenges: Liberal Education and Americans’ Global Future; Strategic Plan 2013–17 
(AAC&U, 2013), www.aacu.org/about/documents/strategicplan2013_17.pdf.  

 
A Guide to Frequently Confused Terms 
LIBERAL EDUCATION: An approach to college learning that empowers individuals and prepares them to 
deal with complexity, diversity and change.  It emphasizes broad knowledge of the wider world (e.g 
science, culture and society) as well as in-depth achievement in a specific field of interest.  It helps 
students develop a sense of social responsibility as well as strong intellectual and practical skills that 
span all major fields of study, such as communication, analytical and problem-solving skills, and 
includes a demonstrated ability to apply knowledge and skills in real-world settings. 
 
LIBERAL ARTS:  Specific disciplines (e.g., the humanities, arts, sciences, and social sciences)  
 
LIBERAL ARTS COLLEGE:  A particular institutional type – often small, often residential – that facilitates 
close interaction between faculty and students, while grounding its curriculum in the liberal arts 
disciplines. 
 
GENERAL EDUCATION:  The part of a liberal education curriculum shared by all students.  It provides broad 
learning in liberal arts and science disciplines and forms the basis for developing important intellectual, 
civic and practical capacities.  General education can take many forms, and increasingly includes 
introductory, advanced, and integrative forms of learning. 

http://www.aacu.org/about/documents/strategicplan2013_17.pdf
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Part I:  To What Ends?  AAC Probes the Larger Purposes of Liberal Education 

 
The Association of American Colleges (AAC; re-named AAC&U in 1995) was founded in 1915 
to promote, support and strengthen liberal arts colleges.  Until the 1970s, that mission was 
confined specifically to independent liberal arts colleges and to colleges of arts and sciences 
within larger institutions, both private and public.  Schools of professional or career studies 
within larger universities were ineligible for AAC&U membership.  So too, after 1926, were 
community colleges.3    
 
AAC positioned itself early on as the leading advocate for liberal education4 but its advocacy 
was restricted to liberal arts institutions, liberal arts and sciences fields, and general education 
curricula.5  (See Table 2) By the 1960s, approximately one sixth of AAC’s members were 
colleges of arts and sciences in public higher education.6    
 
In the 1960s, AAC took on the work of federal representation, advocating for both its private and 
public members with Congress and federal agencies. However, with federal financial support 
increasingly important and increasingly contentious across higher education, AAC found itself 
caught in policy conflicts between public and private higher education.  In 1976, following a 
blue-ribbon committee internal review, AAC‘s Board of Directors formally withdrew from all 
federal activity.7 
 
Informed by this internal review, AAC revised its mission to rededicate itself to the promotion of 
“humane and liberating education.” Historian Mark Curtis, previously president of Scripps 
College, became AAC president in 1978.  Writing later about this period, he noted that, at the 
time of AAC’s rededication, both public and private institutions were concerned about “declining 
enrollments in liberal arts courses and an increase in bachelor’s degrees in professional 
fields…”  In this context, he wrote, AAC would “concentrate its resources on its basic mission.”8   
 
Curtis appears to have expected that AAC would henceforth work to strengthen the position of 
the liberal arts and sciences while continuing to resist the trend toward career-related studies 
and majors.  However, in the same era, in a dramatic break with its past practices, AAC also 
extended membership to all accredited institutions, including community colleges, professional 
schools, and institutes of technology.  AAC was now, in principle and aspiration, a big tent 
organization.  
 
The change would significantly refocus AAC’s work on liberal learning.  Where previously only a 
college of arts and sciences could belong to AAC, now the entire institution, including its 
professional schools and career programs, would be recognized as the primary AAC member. 

                                                           
3 Hugh Hawkins, Banding Together: The Rise of National Associations in American Higher Education, 1992,  42. 
4 Hawkins, 42-43. 
5 Carol Geary Schneider, “Making Excellence Inclusive:  Liberal Education and America’s Promise.”  Liberal 
Education 91(2), 6-13. 
6 Mark Curtis, AAC at Seventy-Five, 1988, 13.  Curtis, who retired in 1985, wrote this retrospective for AAC&U’s 
75th anniversary year. 
7 Curtis, 12-14. AAC then helped form the National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities (NAICU) 
to advocate for private higher education.   
8 AAC’s membership fell dramatically following this decision and, as Curtis reports, there were several subsequent 
years of “grave financial distress” (Curtis, 14).  Taking office in 1985, President John Chandler helped steer the 
organization toward financial stability in support of its intensified work on liberal learning for all students.     
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This meant that AAC’s mission of advancing liberal learning for college graduates would need to 
somehow encompass students’ career studies and interests.  Soon thereafter, the major 
initiative that Curtis himself launched in 1982 on “Redefining the Meaning and Purpose of 
Baccalaureate Degrees” would move AAC decisively toward an approach to liberal learning that 
included both arts and sciences and all career-related fields.  That development is explored 
below. 
 
Integrity in the College Curriculum:  Moving Inquiry Learning to the Center of College 
Study, Across All Majors 
 
With an intensified focus on liberal learning and a hugely expanded institutional purview, AAC 
became in the 1980s highly proactive both in exploring the over-arching purposes of the 
baccalaureate degree and in vigorously promoting the need for educational change across all 
higher education sectors in order to fulfill those purposes.  Toward this end, Curtis secured 
funding for a major review of the primary goals for baccalaureate study, a review undertaken in 
concert with “five different types of institutions” including research and doctorate-granting 
institutions, comprehensive institutions, liberal arts colleges, community colleges, and “colleges 
for non-traditional students,” specifically, Empire State College which was founded to serve 
working adults.9  
 
In 1985, this project released what became AAC’s signature twentieth century educational 
report--Integrity in the College Curriculum:  A Report to the Academic Community. Framed by a 
distinguished Select Committee and written primarily by Williams College historian Frederick 
Rudolph, with significant imput from the University of Chicago’s Jonathan Z. Smith and Berkeley 
Professor of English, Charles Muscatine,10Integrity became a front page story in the New York 
Times and generated interest around the world. For a decade following its release, Integrity’s 
recommendations guided almost the entirety of AAC’s educational reform initiatives, launching 
over two dozen grant-funded projects related to Integrity’s proposals for change in curriculum, 
pedagogy, assessment, faculty leadership and graduate students’ preparation to foster student 
learning.11 
 
In trenchant prose, Integrity provided a stinging indictment of the incoherence of college study. 

The first two chapters described the “decline and devaluation” of the baccalaureate degree and 
placed the responsibility directly on faculty members’ neglect of larger educational purposes. 
“As for what passes as a college curriculum, almost anything goes.” (2)  
 
 The problem with the American college curriculum is not that it has failed to offer up 
 knowledge.  The problem is that it offers too much knowledge with too little attention to 
  how that knowledge has been created and to what methods and styles of inquiry have 
 led to its creation.” (24)   
 
Integrity was especially scathing in its description of the college major: 
  

                                                           
9 Mark Curtis, Foreword to Integrity in the College Curriculum, ii. 
10 Former AAC&U vice president Jerry Gaff identified the three members of a ‘drafting committee”.  They are not 
acknowledged in the text, but Rudolph was widely recognized as the lead author.   Personal communication. 
11 Carol Geary Schneider, “Challenge and Response: Integrity and AAC&U’s Reform Initiatives, 1985-1994.  Liberal 
Education 80(4), 1-8 
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 The undergraduate major—the subject, academic discipline, or vocational speciality in 
 which a student concentrates….is [in most colleges] little more than a gathering of 
 courses taken in one  department, lacking structure and depth, as is often the case  
 In the humanities and social sciences, or emphasizing content to the neglect of the 
 essential style of inquiry on which the content is based, as is too frequently true in the 
 natural and physical sciences. (2) 
 
To address these problems, Integrity described nine essential “experiences” that ought to be 
part of each student’s course of study, whatever the choice of discipline or major.  The first of 
those experiences was “Inquiry, abstract logical thinking, critical analysis. How do we know?  
What do we believe?  What is the evidence?”  (15)   
 
The nature of inquiry, Integrity contended, was the kind of question that ought to be explored in 
every course a student completes. (27)  Facts do not speak for themselves, the authors noted.  
Students must learn to bring trained judgment, both analytic and imaginative, to every aspect of 
learning and, by extension, to their own lives.  They should “establish a certain kind of bravery in 
the face of the uncertain and the unknown….” (32)  
 
Across all nine recommended “experiences” and through its proposed redesign of “study in 
depth,” AAC was taking the stand that college should help all students become purposeful about 
inquiry and analyis and conversant with the diverse modes of investigation and evidence-
building that stand behind knowledge.  To culminate their learning, graduates should be 
prepared to complete a senior “project or a thesis” that would demonstrate students’ grasp of 
the complexity of their chosen fields--methods, characteristic questions, limitations, and 
usefulness beyond college.  (15-32)   
 
Integrity did not ignore the role of content in students’ education, and its nine recommended 
experiences included “historical consciousness,” “science,” “values,” “art,” and “international and 
multicultural experiences.”12  But the authors’ goal was to wean higher education from its over-
reliance on “content coverage” and lengthy lists of required subjects and courses.   Rudolph 
would note later that he and his colleagues self-consciously pitted themselves against “those 
who would furnish the mind [rather than] sharpen it, those for whom course content and subject 
matter were paramount.” 13  Their emphasis was on “methods and processes, modes of access 
to judgment and understanding, that should inform all study.” (15) 
 
Notably, in what seems a deliberate break with AAC’s earlier history, Integrity’s authors 
eschewed any discussion of “liberal education” or the “liberal arts.”  Rather, the report stated 
firmly that professional and vocational subjects could and should be taught in a “liberal” spirit. 
(30)  The point was no longer to advocate primarily for the liberal arts and sciences, but rather 
to ensure that all fields of study, including both career-related and interdisciplinary studies, 
would cultivate investigative habits of mind and lay the foundations for a life of further learning in 
the world beyond college.    
 
Responsive to Integrity’s embrace of professional and vocational majors, AAC leaders now 
began to work extensively on the relations between liberal learning and students’ career 
interests and studies.  Indeed, the 1986 AAC annual meeting, planned immediately after the 

                                                           
12 The other recommended experiences were “Literacy: writing, reading, speaking, listening,” “understanding 
numerical data,” and “study in depth.”  Integrity, 16-18, 23-26.  Having excoriated the chaotic state of majors, 
Integrity sketched organizing principles for study in depth across all fields of study, 27-32. 
13 Quoted in Schneider, “Challenge and Response,” 2.   
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release of Integrity, headlined this interest in its chosen title:  “Liberal Learning and the Working 
World.”  With support from philanthropy and active encouragment from then-president John 
Chandler, formerly president of both Hamilton and Williams, AAC&U would subsequently 
sponsor numerous grant-funded efforts throughout the 1980s and 1990s to help institutions 
connect the liberal arts (especially the humanities and social sciences) with such professional 
majors as business, engineering, and teacher education. 
 
Beyond Breadth and Depth:  Urging Essential Skills, Vertical Design, and “Connected 
Learning” as Priorities for the College Curriculum 
 
Following Integrity’s 1985 release, AAC began to challenge the “breadth/depth” design for 
college learning that had become standard in the first decades of the twentieth century, with 
breadth provided through students’ selection from a broad array of discipline-specific 
introductory courses in the first two years of college, and depth provided, as Integrity had noted 
disapprovingly, by completing a requisite number of largely stand-alone courses in a single 
department.    Many of AAC’s grant-funded projects after the mid-1980s worked on vertical and 
integrative designs for college study, both in general education and in majors, and in 
connections between them.   
 
Two initiatives and their respective reports illustrate the kind of changes AAC was now 
encouraging.   The first of these—the work of a National Task Group on General Education-- 
was proposed and initiated by AAC campus leaders as an immediate next step following 
Integrity’s release.  Professor Joseph Katz of State University of New York-Stony Brook served 
as chair and lead scribe for Task Group.  Its report, titled A New Vitality in General Education, 
was published in 1988 and became a runaway success, going through several printings.   
 
The second initiative was a far-reaching AAC effort, conceived by AAC President John 
Chandler, that was designed to build on Integrity’s constructive proposals about how majors 
could more intentionally cultivate students’ engagement with the modes of inquiry characteristic 
of their own and other fields.  Titled “Liberal Learning, Study-in-Depth, and the Arts and 
Sciences Major,” this initiative was conducted in partnership with working groups from a dozen 
different scholarly societies, ranging from venerable disciplines like history, philosophy, 
mathematics and physics to newer fields like women’s studies and the entire realm of 
interdisciplinary or integrative studies.14  
 
General Education: To start with A New Vitality in General Education, the funding behind this 
work was comparatively modest, in contrast to the significant grants that supported Integrity and 
AAC&U’s later signature initiatives.15 However, the National Task Group was able to draw from 
earlier work on general education models (GEM) that had been led for several years by the 
Society for Values in Higher Education (SVHE).  One member of the Task Group, Jerry Gaff, 
had designed and led the earlier SVHE project, helped staff the work behind Integrity in the  

                                                           
14 AAC&U led multiple projects on college majors, including professional majors,  beginning in 1986.  But the 
project on the Arts and Sciences Major was the most far reaching of these efforts.  The full list of partner 
disciplines includes history, philosophy, religion, economics, political science, psychology, sociology, biology, 
mathematics, physics, women’s studies, and interdisciplinary studies. Influentially for AAC&U’s later work, the 
latter report called for interdisciplinary fields to foster deliberately synthetic or integrative thinking.   
15 Funding was provided by the Exxon Education Foundation and the Johnson Foundation.  The latter likely 
supported the Wingspread Convening which discussed a first draft of the report.  New Vitality, 1-2.   John 
Chandler, who became AAC president in 1986, told Carol Schneider in 1987 that he had not even known the Task 
Group existed until their report was delivered.   
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College Curriculum, and now contributed to the ideas articulated in New Vitality. 16  But all the 
key leaders in this National Task Group were seasoned veterans in educational renewal and 
general education reform.  Together, they brought practical wisdom to their explorations of the 
goals and recommended practices for an effective general education program. 
 
The Task Group’s 1997 New Vitality report outlined many of the key ideas that would persist in 
AAC/AAC&U’s work on curriculum redesign for the next three decades.  Four concepts stand 
out:   
 1) Identifying “essential skills” or “competencies” that students will need for inquiry 
 learning and life beyond college;  
 2) Fostering those skills across all four years of study (the report explicitly cites writing-
 across-the curriculum as its model for helping students develop any complex 
 competency or skill);  
 3) Emphasizing active learning and enlisting students as “co-inquirers” concerning their 
 own learning journeys and intellectual development;  
 4) Repudiating the idea that general education should be “confined” to the first and 
 second  year of college, and proposing instead that it should be organized as a four-year 
 design  to help students achieve advanced competence in modes of inquiry and learn to 
 apply multi-disciplinary lenses to complex questions.   
 
The Task Group had declared, on the first page of New Vitality, its intention to build on the 
foundations set forth in Integrity.  While there certainly are clear connections between the two 
reports, there also were key differences. 
 
Where Integrity was aspirational and visionary, New Vitality doubled down on practical 
guidance.  Reflecting the authors’ experience in guiding campus-based general education 
reforms, New Vitality translated lofty Integrity ideas like “science” exploration as one of the 
necessary baccalaureate experiences into very practical specific examples of how to design 
science inquiry courses and how to engage students recursively, across multiple years of 
college, with complex science concepts.  Where Integrity emphasized “styles of inquiry,” New 
Vitality provided guidance on how to help students develop specific intellectual skills or 
competencies through deliberately guided practice from first to final year.  Similarly, the authors 
walked readers through a step-by-step plan for succeeding with comprehensive general 
education redesign that was informed by multiple institutional examples of reform done well. 
 
At the same time, New Vitality perhaps unwittingly also drew educators’ attention away from that 
“whole curriculum/whole experience” approach to college study that  Integrity’s authors had so 
insistently offered.  Where Integrity called for inquiry learning to be fostered across general 
education and major programs alike, New Vitality showed how the development of intellectual 
skills or competencies could be used to organize a general education program, which by 
definition encompasses only part of the curriculum, one quarter to one third in most institutions.  
 
Arts and Sciences Majors:  In contrast to New Vitality, AAC’s 1990 signature report on 
redesigning arts and sciences majors, The Challenge of Connecting Learning, did address the 
whole of students’ educational journeys, including their advanced general (or what the report 

                                                           
16 In 1991, Gaff would become a vice president at AAC, where he helped shape the organization’s ongoing efforts 
to drive transformative change in the purposes, design, and practice of general education.  He also shaped another 
signature AAC initiative that Integrity had recommended, Preparing Future Faculty, which sought to involve 
graduate students with their future roles in shaping the direction of undergraduate learning.   
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called “generalizing”) studies. This was not the original intention when this project on “Liberal 
Learning, Study-in-Depth and the Arts and Sciences Major “was initially designed. 17 However, 
as the project on the major evolved, the National Advisory Committee guiding it decided to 
challenge the conventional notion that general education necessarily and desirably preceded 
study in depth.   
 
The National Advisory Committee’s report on The Challenge of Connecting Learning assigned 
to college majors themselves a central role in fostering advanced, cross-disciplinary, or 
integrative learning that would deliberately connect students’ specialized learning in the major 
with their general or “generalizing” learning.18  With this recommendation, the project’s initial 
focus on one component of the college curriculum—the major--expanded to encompass both 
general education and advanced cross-disciplinary study.   
 
The Challenge vision was developed by a National Advisory Committee headed by University of 
Chicago scholar Jonathan Z. Smith, who had also helped shape Integrity’s stinging critique of 
majors.  Collectively, the Advisory Committee agreed that majors should be designed to help 
students “connect” their advanced studies with the perspectives of other fields and with issues 
important in society and to students themselves.   
 
This implied that general education should include upper level components that would help 
students integrate their general and specialized learning, a point reinforced by specific campus 
examples included in the second part of the report. The authors also contended that it was the 
responsibility of each academic field to catalyze such connected or integrative learning.  
Students should not be left entirely on their own to discover and explore such connections.19    
 
“Connected Learning” as a Priority for Majors:  Challenge, like Integrity, is in part a scholars’ 
approach to liberal learning.  One of higher education’s core missions is the advancement of 
knowledge.  The scholars who framed both Integrity and Challenge were concerned to ensure 
that students themselves would take part in these explorations, becoming conversant with 
diverse “styles of inquiry”, skilled in using specific inquiry strategies important in their major, and 
attentive to alternative inquiry strategies used in other fields.   
 
At the same time, by proposing “connected learning” as one of the primary organizing principles 
for all college majors, Challenge’s authors also opened the door to what would eventually 
become a much more developed theme in AAC’s work: a new intentionality about preparing 
students for their lives beyond the academy.  Taking note that most students do not go on to 
advanced graduate study in their chosen major, Challenge’s authors urged faculty to help 
students think beyond the disciplinary lenses they were acquiring through their major.     

                                                           
17 The project secured two significant grants, first from the U.S. Department of Education’s Fund for the 
Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) and then from the Ford Foundation.   
18 The author directed this project, took part in the discussions about expanding the reach of this project, and 
became an advocate for the National Advisory Committee’s more expansive vision. 
19 Challenge was the lead report from this project on the arts and sciences major.  The project also produced, in 
concert with partner  learned societies, twelve separate reports on organizing principles for majors in history, 
philosophy, religion,  political science,  sociology, economics, biology, physics, mathematics, chemistry, women’s 
studies and interdisciplinary studies.  The latter report emphasized the importance of deliberately engaging diverse 
approaches to knowledge as the primary purpose of interdisiplinary majors.  The relevant learned societies 
published their own reports while AAC published synopses of all twelve reports in Reports from the Fields, 1990. 
AAC secured further funding to help institutions apply the Challenge recommendations to their own majors and 
continued work on “re-forming majors” through the 1990s.   



11 
 

 
 For most students in most major programs, fostering capacities for reflection on what 
 happens beyond the academy must be the major goal….Students come into the 
 academic ‘home,’ not to become permanent residents, but to be nurtured and supported 
 as they develop the capabilities they need to enter, negotiate, and make connections 
 across  communities…both within and without the academy.  (14) 
 
 [The major] should allow students to see and explore the connections between primary 
 issues in the field and their own significant interests and concerns…. [Students deserve] 
 opportunities…to test the assumptions and proposals of the [major] field against 
 questions and  evidence drawn from their own experience. (16  Emphasis added)   
 
Charting a New Course for Liberal Education: Over time, the core themes outlined in Integrity, 
New Vitality, and Challenge would become central to AAC/AAC&U’s vision of core purposes 
and needed change in liberal education.  The rest of higher education continued, as AAC had 
once done, to identify liberal education with a strong emphasis on liberal arts and sciences 
disciplines—preferably as chosen majors or at least as the focus for general education 
requirements.  But AAC had started down a new path, defining liberal learning in terms of: 
 

 New connections between career studies and the liberal arts and sciences, 

 Intellectual and inquiry skills cultivated from first to final year,  

 First to final year designs for general education,  

 Integrative or “connected” and cross-disciplinary learning as an expressed goal both for 
general education and for majors, 

 Connections between college learning and students’ lives in the wider society. 
 
There were other dimensions yet to add to this emerging outline of what should be included in a 
horizon-expanding and empowering liberal education. AAC&U’s nascent exploration of needed 
connections between college learning and the wider society would be more fully developed in its 
next eras of work.  But the priorities listed above became and remain staples of AAC&U’s 
ongoing approach to liberal learning.  They were catalytic in their influence on both the LEAP 
campaign and the content of AAC&U’s Essential Learning Outcomes (ELOs). 
 
AAC Contends that Engagement with Diversity, Democracy, and Disparity Should 
Become Central Themes in Liberal Learning 
 
Starting in the 1980s, AAC began to explore ways of serving the “new” students–students of 
color, older students, low income students—who were seeking expanded opportunity through 
higher education.  Its initial work on diversity as a focus for college learning was at best 
tentative.  Integrity gestured in the direction of “international” and “multicultural learning” but 
broke new ground mainly by saying that these were essential parts of college learning.  New 
Vitality and Challenge were more concerned with including and supporting diverse students 
than with the expansion of the curriculum to encompass world and U.S. diversity content.   
 
A 1988-1994 AAC project on “Engaging Cultural Legacies”  in general education went much 
further into the question of diversity learning.  Funded twice by grants from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), the Cultural Legacies project helped institutions develop 
designs for required core sequences, at least one year in duration, that would deliberately 
explore both global cultures and marginalized U.S. cultures.  In addition, AAC had been since 
1971 a home to the Project on the Status and Education of Women (PSEW).  While PSEW’s 
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work initially focused mainly on campus and classroom climate, and on expanding the ranks of 
women faculty and leaders, by the late 1980s AAC had begun to emphasize the feminist critique 
of established disciplines as well.20   
 
AAC and the Ford CDI Initiative:  For a combination of reasons—AAC’s bold calls for 
transformative educational change in the college curriculum, its long-standing support for 
gender equity, and its recent work on requiring the study of diverse cultures in general 
education—AAC was invited in 1992 to become  the primary intermediary partner (from 1992 to 
2002) for the Ford Foundation’s Campus Diversity Initiative (CDI),  a long-term effort to establish 
diversity as a shared priority for student learning in higher education. In the context of the Ford 
CDI initiative, and with very generous funding from Ford21, AAC conceived and launched what it 
called “American Commitments:  Diversity, Democracy, and Liberal Learning.”   
 
American Commitments was a major endeavor in itself, begun in 1992 and funded through 2002 
by Ford, the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), the Hewlett Packard Foundation, 
and other philanthropies.  In its scope and scale, it provided the model for AAC&U’s later long-
term and large scale educational change initiatives, including the LEAP initiative. 
 
Concurrently, American Commitments was a major node in the Ford Foundation’s own multi-
front CDI efforts to advance diversity as an educational asset and “not just a demographic.” 22 
As the Ford program officer, Edgar Beckham, frequently explained to AAC staff, the foundation 
wanted higher education to develop the capacity to continue work on diversity as an integral 
component of quality learning once Ford’s funding for CDI reforms came to an end.    
 
To help higher education build this ongoing diversity leadership capacity, the CDI brought 
together both “big tent” national associations—AAC and the American Council for Education 
(ACE) in particular—and also multiple regional associations serving both public and private 
higher education.  Across a series of interrelated grants, the CDI and AAC’s American 
Commitments initiative would work intensively on presidential leadership for diversity, 
institutional climate and student support practices, curricular and pedagogical change, faculty 
diversity, assessment of student learning from diversity courses and experiences, and higher 
education’s engagement with the wider community on such issues as racial legacies and 
affirmative action.  
 
The CDI, with AAC as a primary partner, also worked on communications strategies, investing 
in public opinion research and providing communications training for grantees, including AAC 
staff,  in how to “make the diversity case” to the public.  With support from Ford, AAC developed 

                                                           
20 It was for this reason that AAC invited the National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) to provide one of the 
twelve academic field reports produced through the project on Study-in-Depth.  NWSA’s critique of disciplinary 
practices, published in AAC’s Reports from the Fields (1990)   was far-reaching.  Two of the report’s authors, Caryn 
McTighe Musil and Johnnella Butler would later help shape AAC’s work on diversity, democracy and liberal 
learning, McTighe as a senior staff member and then senior vice president at AAC/AAC&U and both Musil and 
Butler as members of the National Panel guiding AAC’s American Commitments initiative.  Both Musil and Butler 
provide intellectual leadership for AAC&U to the present day. 
21 Alison R. Bernstein, “Addressing Diversity and Inclusion on College Campues:  Assessing a Partnership between 
AAC&U and the Ford Foundation,” Liberal Education, 102(2), 26-33.  Bernstein, a Ford vice president during this 
period, traces the larger history of the CDI and the American Commitments initiative.  The article errs in failing to 
name Paula B. Brownlee as AAC/AAC&U’s president for most of the CDI era.  Brownlee strongly supported this 
work. 
22 Bernstein, 28. 



13 
 

both digital and print communications vehicles—including AAC&U’s ongoing publication, 
Diversity and Democracy,23 to help advance diversity-minded change on campus and to 
disseminate information about the effects of these changes.   
 
AAC’s diversity work thus stretched across a very wide canvass, ultimately involving faculty and 
leaders from hundreds of two- and four-year college and university campuses.24  Consistent 
with AAC’s concern with the purposes of a liberal education, however, the centerpiece of 
American Commitments was a careful look at the aims, recommended practices, and 
demonstrable results of “diversity learning” for U.S. students preparing for lives in a society that 
drew its members from all parts of the globe.   
 
Over time, the American Commitments initiative’s answers to these questions would 
significantly expand and reconfigure AAC’s conception of liberal learning.  Where AAC’s most 
influential previous work on the curriculum had addressed students’ proficiency in inquiry-based 
and integrative, cross-disciplinary learning, American Commitments now staked out new goals 
for liberal education by developing a conception of civic learning that was directly engaged both 
with diversity and with the entrenched disparities that disfigure U.S. and other societies. 
 
By the time Ford invited AAC to conceive an approach to diversity and college learning, the 
association already had a strong tradition of working in concert with both scholars and reform-
minded practioners.  And so, once again, AAC formed a “National Panel,” this time composed of 
leaders in women’s studies, ethnic studies, and campus diversity studies, but also including 
scholar-teachers who had written extensively about education for democracy and about the 
need for transformative change in the assumptions and practices that undergird liberal learning. 
 
The National Panel chair, Frank Wong, then Provost and Vice President at University of 
Redlands, was a veteran of campus diversity reforms, a scholar of U.S. history, and an active 
leader in efforts to articulate a distinctive “American” vision of liberal education.  While Wong 
died before the American Commitments reports were completed, his insistence that AAC’s work 
must address different groups’ long and difficult struggles for full recognition in U.S. democracy 
significantly influenced the entire direction of AAC&U’s conception of diversity and democracy 
learning.  The other members of this panel carefully worked intensively and collaboratively from 
1992 through 1995 to translate these broad ideas into the multiple American Commitments 
reports that were published and widely disseminated in 1995.25 
 

                                                           
23 Reflecting the advice of communications specialists, this quarterly was initially called Diversity Digest.  Begun in 
1996, it was the first AAC&U quarterly to be published both in digital and print form.  Thanks to grant support, it 
was distributed without charge.   
24 AAC/AAC&U published numerous reports on diversity-related institutional change in the 1990s and later.  Those 
fall outside the scope of the present analysis.   
25 The other National Panel members and their affiliations at the time were:  Suzanne Benally, Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher Education (WICHE), Alfred H. Bloom, Swarthmore College, Johnnella Butler, University of 
Washington, Carlos Cortes, University of California-Riverside, Bonnie Thornton Dill, University of Maryland, Troy 
Duster, University of California-Berkeley, Ramon Gutierrez, University of California-San Diego, Patrick J. Hill, 
Evergreen State College, Harry H. Kitano, University of California-Los Angeles, Lee Knefelkamp, Teachers College, 
Columbia, Elizabeth Minnich, The Union Institute, Caryn McTighe Musil, AAC&U (and former head of the National 
Women’s Studies Association), Gayle Pemberton, Wesleyan University, Uri Treisman, University of Texas-Austin, 
and, ex officio, Carol Geary Schneider, AAC&U.  Hill, Musil, Treisman and Schneider each had contributed to 
AAC&U’s earlier work on the arts and sciences major.   
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In addition, the American Commitments leaders worked closely with empirical scholars such as 
Sylvia Hurtado, Patricia Gurin, and their colleagues at the University of Michigan who, with 
separate philanthropic support, were taking a close look at how diversity studies and 
experiences correlated with positive change in cognitive complexity, interpersonal effectiveness, 
and democracy outcomes such as openness to differing beliefs and value systems.  With 
challenges to affirmative action very likely to reach the Supreme Court, progressive philanthropy 
was helping to build a fuller understanding of what students gain from diversity studies and 
experiences.    AAC’s own work on diversity learning benefitted from the emergent empircal 
insights about the educational and societal benefits of diversity-related learning. 
 
Why Diversity and Democracy?  The importance of these scholarly partnerships 
notwithstanding, it was AAC’s own members who provided the original catalyst for for the 
American Commitments effort to examine diversity in the context of democratic values and 
quests for justice.  As noted above, before AAC became  an intermediary with the Ford CDI, the 
association had worked for several years with some 63 competitively selected public and private 
institutions that all were seeking to create a core curriculum—lasting one year or more—that 
would, in ways appropriate to institutional mission, engage diverse cultural legacies. 
 
As the director for this “Engaging Cultural Legacies” project, AAC’s Executive Vice President 
Carol Schneider noticed that only one quarter of the 63 project designs for diversifying core 
curricula addressed U.S. diversity at all. Most of the participating institutions focused exclusively 
on incorporating world cultures (e.g., Asia, Africa, Latin America) into general education.26 
 
Schneider also noticed, however, that a handful of the institutions whose core curricula did 
explore U.S. diversities also deliberately connected diversity histories with democratic values 
and struggles.  Informed by these campus examples, Schneider came to believe that studying 
world cultures, while both valuable and necessary,27 was an insufficient preparation for 
graduates who would hold civic responsibility in a diverse U.S. democracy still riven by deep 
inequities and conflicted about its own pluralism. 
 
As she and another project leader, Betty Schmitz, wrote during the period that AAC was 
developing its strategy for American Commitments, “In the syllabi reviewed for…[the Cultural 
Legacies’ project,] civic values, virtues, and institutions seem to be an assumed background 
rather than an essential foreground for explorations of diversity.  Too often, democracy and 
democratic pluralism are taken as givens, not as hard-won, historically situated values and 
practices still in negotiation in this country and internationally.” 28  
 
With this insight as the prompt (and with Ford’s assent), American Commitments deliberately 
brought the dialectic of diversity and democratic values together, organizing an open-ended 
inquiry into the kind of learning needed for responsible and constructive participation in a 
democracy that was (and remains) both extraordinarily diverse and highly inequitable.  The 
goal, American Commitments leaders declared, was to graduate students who would be both 
prepared and inspired to help create a more inclusive and egalitarian U.S. democracy. 
 

                                                           
26 Carol G. Schneider and Betty Schmitz, “Afterword” to Betth Schmitz, Core Curriculum and Cultural Pluralism, 
1992, 111. 
27 AAC/AAC&U did continue its work to incorporate global learning in the curriculum through other initiatives that 
it led from the 1990s to the present day.  The goal for American Commitments was to provide a complementary 
focus on learning relevant to the challenges facing U.S. democracy.   
28 Schneider and Schmitz, 112. 
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By the time the three American Commitments reports were released in 1995, AAC had officially 
changed its name, becoming the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U).   
AAC&U is the named publisher of all three reports and the associations’s new name is used in 
the remainder of this essay.   
 
The Dialectic of Diversity, Democracy, and Disparity: The American Commitments reports 
marked a new departure for AAC&U by outlining direct connections between the needs of 
society and the content of the college curriculum.  There were three 1995 reports: The Drama of 
Diversity and Democracy, which explored higher education’s role in building civic capacity for a 
diverse democracy; American Pluralism and the College Curriculum, which translated those 
broad ideas into specific curricular recommendations and illustrations, and Liberal Learning and 
the Arts of Connection for the New Academy which explored the implication of this 
diversity/democracy dialectic for the future of liberal education. 
 
The anchor report, The Drama of Diversity and Democracy, spelled out the organizing principles 
for diversity and democracy.   Democracy, the authors observed,  
 
 refers to the ideal that all human beings have equal value, deserve equal respect, and   
 should be given equal opportunity to fully participate in the life and direction of the 
 society. Diversity refers to the variety created within any society (and within any 
 individual) by the presence of different points of view and different ways of making 
 meaning which generally flow from the influence of different cultural and religious 
 heritages, from the differences in how we socialize men and women, and from the 
 differences that emerge from class, age, and developed ability. 
  
 Each of these concepts…enriches and enobles the meaning and value of the other. 
 Either considered without the other is diminished both in its meaning and its value. 
 (xx, italics in original) 
 
However, as Drama explained further, where a society is characterized by “patterned inequity 
and persistent marginalization of specific groups,” that is a sign both of democracy’s failure and 
of the society’s unwillingness “to confront continuing injustices.” (xx)  Since all societies are 
riddled with such systemic inequities, diversity learning must necessarily address disparities and 
the ongoing search for equality, as well as the ideals and histories undergirding the conception 
of a diverse and inclusive democracy.   
 
Citing evidence organized by National Panel member Troy Duster, a sociologist, Drama pointed 
out that most U.S. students prepare for college in highly segregated public schools. Thus, 
whatever higher education’s own limitations as fully inclusive communities, U.S. campuses were 
likely more diverse—and more commited to diversity—than their students’ previous educational 
environments. (xiv-xvi)   Both the curriculum and the co-curriculum, accordingly, should be 
thoughtfully designed to help students both explore the varieties of societal diversity—including 
the variety within specific ethnic or racial groups--and also learn about diverse communities’ 
long histories of struggle toward full recognition and inclusion in U.S. democracy.   
 
Preparing Students for Participatory Democracies:  Drama’s analysis of higher education’s 
catalytic role in a  de facto segregated democracy set the context for AAC&U’s specific 
recommendations about students’ diversity/democracy learning in college.  These 
recommendations, released in the second American Commitments report, American Pluralism 
and the College Curriculum, outlined a course of study that would encompass both general 
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education and majors.  American Pluralism recommended four kinds of courses and 
experiences, outlined below.  All quotations are from page 25.   
 

1. “EXPERIENCE, IDENTITY AND ASPIRATION.  The study of one’s own particular 
inherited and constructed traditions, identity communities, and significant questions, in 
their complexity.”  In effect, American Commitments expanded the traditional exhortation 
to “know thyself” to include an exploration of one’s own diversity or identity history, 
undertaken in dialogue with other students about their varied diversity histories and 
aspirations. The Panel recommended that such explorations come early in students’ 
college studies, creating a fully inclusive meeting ground for all students’ more advanced 
explorations of diversity and democracy;   

 
2. “UNITED STATES PLURALISM AND THE PURSUITS OF JUSTICE.  An extended and 

comparative exploration of diverse peoples in U.S. society, with significant attention to 
their differing experiences of United States democracy and the pursuits—sometimes 
successful, sometimes frustrated—of equal opportunity.”  This recommendation 
assumed that most students arrive in college with at least some knowledge of the big 
developments in U.S. history.  Building on that foundation, student should now explore 
both democratic aspirations and values, and also the nation’s complicated and highly 
contested history with such issues as race, class, religion, exclusionary immigration 
practices, gender and sexual orientation discrimination, and the ongoing movements to 
win justice and opportunity for marginalized communities and individuals;  
 

3. “EXPERIENCES IN JUSTICE SEEKING.  Encounters with systemic constraints on the 
development of human potential in the United States and experiences in community-
based efforts to articulate principles of justice, expand opportunity, and redress 
inequities.”  With this recommendation, the National Panel embraced community-based 
and experiential learning as necessary components of a diversity/democracy curriculum.  
The Panel further specified that the specific “justice-seeking” agenda should be defined 
by community leaders, and not determined for the community by the educational 
institution.  Experiences in “justice-seeking” should cover the breadth and complexity of 
America aspirations--left, right and center--to foster a broad and inclusive dialogue about 
the increase of both justice and opportunity in U.S. society.  Calls for fundamental 
societal change were being promoted on the right as well as the left, and the Panel took 
note that students might work with community groups such as “the Christian right.”  
Given the variety of students’ likely experiences, faculty should provide students with 
opportunities to discuss, compare, and deepen their experiential learning.  
 

4. “MULTIPLICITY AND RELATIONAL PLURALISM IN MAJORS, CONCENTRATIONS, 
AND PROGRAMS.  Extensive participation in forms of learning that foster sustained 
exploration of and deliberation about contested issues important in particular 
communities of inquiry and practice.”  This recommendation reflected AAC&U’s view, by 
now well established, that important educational goals needed to be addressed both in 
college majors and also in the general education curriculum.  The recommendation also 
cast a wide net to include different kinds of “conflictual difference,” including but not 
limited to issues related to cultural differences.  The key idea behind this 
recommendation is that college study in the major should help students develop the 
deliberative capacities necessary both to learn from diverse viewpoints and also to forge 
a direction in the face of difficult differences.   
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“Taken together,” the Panel said about its four recommendations, “these complementary 
forms of learning—personal, societal, participatory, dialogical—constitute a strong 
curriculum for diversity and democracy.”  These recommendations “take it as a given” that 
liberal education must prepare students “to grapple…with multiplicity, ambiguity, and 
irreducable differences as defining conditions in the contemporary world.” (25) 
 
From Universalism to Interdependence:  Liberal Learning and the “New Academy” 
 
In its earlier major reports on college learning, AAC had not directly engaged the multiple 
controversies that swirled around the meaning and practice of liberal education in the 1980s.  
Integrity, for example, simply ignored calls by conservative scholars such as William Bennett 
for higher education to “return” liberal learning to a strong grounding in classical texts and 
the questions they explored. 
 
The 1990s American Commitments initiative, by contrast, plunged directly into these 
turbulent waters.  American Pluralism and the College Curriculum vigorously challenged 
what the authors called “universalizing tendencies” in earlier iterations of liberal education, 
tendencies which, in their view, helped fuel academic resistance to proposals that diversity 
deserved standing both in scholarship and in college learning.  To illustrate the mindset 
American Commitments sought to reconceive, American Pluralism quoted a 1993 essay by 
philosopher John Searle on western thought and its implications for liberal education.   
 
The western tradition, Searle had written approvingly, features 
 
 a peculiar combination of what one might call extreme universalism and extreme 
 individualism….The idea is that the most precious thing in the universe is the human 
 Individual, but that the…individual is precious as part of the universal human 
 civilization….[O]ne achieves one’s maximum intellectual individual potential by coming 
 to see oneself as part of a universal human species with a universal human culture. 
 
In this configuration, strong attachment to a particular cultural or identity tradition is a 
limitation rather than an asset for liberal learning.  As Searle explained: 
 
 One of the things we are trying to do is to enable our students to overcome the 
 mediocrity, provincialism, or other limitations of whatever background from which they 
 may have come….One of the aims of a liberal education is to liberate our students 
 from…[these] contingencies…[We offer] what one might call an invitation to 
 transcendence. (12)29 
 
Searle’s vision was hardly unique.  As the third American Commitments report on Liberal 
Learning pointed out, Cardinal Newman’s classic writing on liberal education contained a 
similar vision of people coming from all parts of the world to imbibe “one large true wisdom.” 
(4)   Robert Maynard Hutchins had famously promoted a comparably universalist vision for 
liberal education from the University of Chicago.  Even Integrity’s authors had invoked the 
notion that all study is intended to break down the “provincial vision with which we are born,” 
although Integrity pivoted promptly to affirm that multicultural experiences will help students 
achieve that goal. (22) 
  

                                                           
29 These quotations in American Pluralism are drawn from John Searle, “Is There a Crisis in American Higher 
Education?”  Partisan Review 60 (4): 693-709. 
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The difficulty with positioning liberal learning as a route to membership in a “universal 
human culture”, the Panel contended in American Pluralism, is that this transcendence 
neglects far too much that is central, both for individuals and for democratic societies, 
including: 
 
 conceptions of particular cultures, distinctive traditions, or situated communal 
 commitments and obligations.  There is no sense of the individual’s dependence on or  
 obligations to specific communities.  Nor is there a sense of the importance, both to the 
 individual and to the society, of mediating communities [e.g., ethnic and racial 
 communities or communities of affiliation for gay, lesbian, bi-sexual or transgender 
 persons] that provide meaning and support for individuals and families.  Lacking as well 
 is any sense of the complex intersections among such communities, of the borderland 
 areas in which individuals negotiate multiple and often competing obligations and 
 commitments. (12) 
 
To help students navigate a world of democratic responsibility and pluralist 
interdependence, liberal education would need to be reconceived.    Proposing a “new 
educational ethos” that would encompass diversity and “democratic communality”, the 
American Commitments National Panel called for a shared determination to produce 
graduates who would bring self-knowledge, principles, intentionality, and experience to the 
making of more just and inclusive democracies.      
 
“We call,” the Panel collectively affirmed, “for five interrelated educational commitments: 
 

 an exploration of grounded selves, enabled by understanding of self and others, to 
enter into 
 

 relational pluralism, pluralism redefined, reassessed, and given particular meaning 
by 
 

 contextualized knowing and knowledge, that informs developing capacities for 
 

 mutually respectful  dialogues among cultures and multiple meaning systems,  in the 
context and for the sake of 

 

 fully participatory democracies. (27)  
 

This set of educational “commitments,” carefully worked out by the National Panel as a group, 
was published in the final report from the American Commitments initiative, Liberal Learning and 
the Arts of Connection for the New Academy.   
 
Envisioning a “New Academy”:  Liberal Learning was drafted for the panel by panel member 
Elizabeth Kamarck Minnich, a philospher whose 1990 book Transforming Knowledge had won 
AAC&U’s 1991 Ness Award for the best book on liberal education published the previous year.  
As with the other American Commitments reports, early drafts of Liberal Learning were 
discussed with the entire Panel and in a series of constructive dialogues with AAC&U members 
and with other educational groups.   
 
Liberal Learning, however,  more than the other American Comitments reports, featured 
Minnich’s own distinctive observations about the connections among “new scholarship,” new 
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societal contexts for liberal learning, new challenges to exclusionary hierarchies, and students’ 
preparation to help build more inclusive and “fully participatory democracies.”  Where Integrity 
and Challenge show a strong orientation to established academic fields in their discussion of the 
aims of liberal learning, Liberal Learning centered on the emergence of a “new academy” – an 
academy being created across a host of “new fields” such as women’s studies, ethnic studies, 
Holocaust studies, peace and justice studies, gay and lesbian studies, deaf studies, labor 
studies, environmental studies, centers for collaborative studies, and many more.   
 
These new academy fields, Minnich wrote, already were working to break down the “invidious 
divisions” that have led some to be deemed less worthy than others without erasing the 
differences “that make us all who we are.”  New academy scholars also worked more directly 
than many better established disciplines with the non-academic communities to whom they 
sought to give voice. Moreover, since many new academy scholars held double appointments 
both in their emerging fields and in established departments, the creative critique emerging from 
the new scholarship was already invigorating higher education as a whole.  Educational 
institutions that fully support these “newer programs” have “created a tensely exciting, creative 
mix of people, communities, and programs that led someone to call such campuses ‘cauldrons 
of democracy.’ “(1-4)  
 
To democracy’s detriment, the reigning conceptions of what counts as knowledge had been 
deformed by established and exclusionary hierarchies of power and standing. The new 
academy’s scholarly and educational work could help repair these fault lines.  
 
 [A]s educators we must care about racism and racialization, sexism, 
 homophobia, class barriers, anti-Semitism, and all other expressions of the  
 failures of aspirational democracy.  These are failures of mind as much as they are 
 failures of heart.  They have infected epistemologies as well as practices of justice, 
 because what we think…has everything to do with the ways we make judgments and 
 choices, the ways we act, and the systems we establish….Who speaks and who is not 
 heard; what is studied and what is neglected; who is supported and who is devalued… 
 affect the future of this country as it continues to be shaped by and to shape its 
 educational institutions. (37)  
 
In this context, Liberal Learning continues, “we are proposing…that liberal learning for our 
moment in history is specifically challenged to help us learn how to cross borders and boundary 
lands, how to work across and with the resources of all our differences….”  (37; Italics in 
original) 
 
Needed now, the report urged, was new attention to the “arts of translation,” translation across 
both categories of knowledge and diverse communal contexts and cultures.  As they open to 
communities and ways of being once either ignored or despised, “educational institutions can 
serve as culturally complex middle grounds where the skills of participatory democracy can be 
learned and practiced.”  (34-35) 
 
Engaging “Big Questions”:  Much later, with the 2007 release of the ELOs and the companion 
LEAP Principles of Excellence, AAC&U would call on its members to engage students with “big 
questions, both contemporary and enduring.”  That language was fresh when the ELOs were 
first forumulated.  But the concept of engaging students with big questions—contemporary and 
enduring—was drawn directly from the American Commitments initiative, with its laser focus 
both on enduring questions of justice, human dignity and power and on very contemporary 
questions of how to create a more equitable and inclusive democracy. 
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A New Academy Vision for Liberal Eduation:. The concept of a “new academy” also would live 
on in AAC&U’s educational work well into the twenty-first century, framing, for example, 
AAC&U’s initial description of LEAP priorities when that initiative was first launched in 2005:   
 
 Drawing from the insights and work of philosopher Elizabeth Minnich, this association 
 has begun to speak of…a “New Academy” that is growing up around and within the 
 contours of the established academy.  Collectively, the innovations that form this New 
 Academy have begun to create both a new ethos for liberal education and new forms of 
 teaching, learning and scholarship that, by design are both more intentional and more 
 powerful in they way they educate today’s new majority students—those who wouldn’t 
 have been on our campuses at all in the early years of this association.30 
  
Civic Liberal Learning for “Our Moment in History”:  Liberal education, the American 
Commitments National Panel declared emphatically in Liberal Learning, is always informed by 
and “entangled with” the issues of a given time.  “There are no essential liberal arts enscribed 
somewhere by a suprahuman wisdom.”  The twentieth century “jumble of disciplines” was very 
different from an older classical curriculum, and both were different in intention and practice 
from the dialogical and relational forms of liberal learning that the American Commitments 
initiative worked to articulate. (1-2) 
  
For “our moment in history,” AAC&U declared through its American Commitments initiative, 
liberal education must reclaim its role, readily acknowledged in earlier centuries, as an 
indispensable resource for a democratic republic ‘still in the making.”  But the nature of that role 
needed to be fundamentally rethought, with respectful and deliberative engagement across 
difference recognized as a critical democractic capacity. It was a mistake to think of U.S. 
democracy mainly as a social contract between autonomous individuals and their government; 
the U.S. needed to acknowledge and promote the constructive role of communities themselves 
in teaching the arts of mutuality and democratic community.31  
 
Education for a diverse democracy would also require direct experience with societal challenges 
and community-led problem-solving.   Community-based and experiential learning had entered 
the mix as critical components for college learning, and AAC&U was starting to look carefully at 
such pedagogies as collaborative inquiry, thematically organized learning communities, service 
learning embedded in courses, intergroup dialogue, and project-based learning.  All of these 
concerns would deepen and expand as AAC&U continued its work on educational change and 
renewal into the twenty-first century. 
 
But What About the Economy? 
 
Looking back at the American Commitments work from over two decades later, two 
developments become clear.  First, AAC&U became proactive and even relentless in its 
determination to promote civic, democratic, and intercultural learning as necessary components 

                                                           
30 Carol Geary Schneider, “Making Excellence Inclusive: Liberal Education and America’s Promise,” an article 
adapted from her 2005 Annual Meeting speech announcing that AAC&U would commit to guide LEAP for a decade.  
Liberal Education, 91(2); reprinted in Liberal Education 100 (4) as part of AAC&U’s Centennial.   
31 Drama, in a long chapter on “Diversity and Community” that was crafted by the entire National Panel, contended 
that individuals’ participation in “particular communities of affiliation…guide our vision and form our values.  They 
introduce us to mutuality, obligation, and justice—or their absence—as concrete experiences rather than as 
abstract ideas.” (29-30) 
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of all students’ college accomplishment.  With the foundations laid in the nineties,  that 
commitment only grew over the next two decades.    Second, AAC&U developed its civic and 
equity-minded vision for college learning at a time when virtually the entirety of U.S. policy 
dialogue was moving in a quite different direction.   
 
“It’s the economy, stupid,” Bill Clinton said memorably as he fought to win the U.S. presidency in 
1992.  In an increasingly fast-paced and globally inflected economy, Americans were starting to 
ask how well higher education prepared students either to acquire and or to succeed in well-
paying jobs.   Economic needs had always been a part of the U.S. approach to higher 
education, going back to the eighteenth century.   But in a far more competitive economic 
environment, the connections between college and jobs would come to dominate all else, for 
policy, the public, and media alike.   
 
With Integrity, AAC had embraced career-related studies as a licit site for developing students’ 
inquiry capacities.  With American Commitments, AAC&U showed how students could develop 
diverse democracy capacities in any chosen field, including career-related majors.  But AAC&U 
had yet to say how, or whether, liberal education itself helped strengthen students’ preparation 
for career success.   
 
Moreover, most of U.S. society continued to believe, as AAC had once done, that there were 
fundamental differences in kind between liberal learning, which fostered qualities of mind and 
heart—aka personal development--and professional preparation, which taught students how to 
function and contribute in specific fields of endeavor.  (See Table 2)   
 
In its next era of work on liberal learning, AAC&U would begin to tackle that increasingly 
dangerous curricular divide. 
 
Part II: Toward a New Synthesis:  Urging “Greater Expectations,” AAC&U Works to Make 

Liberal Education Inclusive, Empowering, Public-Spirited, and Practical. 
 

In 1995, AAC, which by now included hundreds of universities, both public and private, had 
finally changed its name and become the Association of American Colleges and Universities or 
AAC&U.    Two years later, under the leadership of then-president Paula Brownlee, AAC&U 
crystallized its commitment to educational reform with a new mission statement.  Henceforth, 
the association would work to “make the aims of liberal learning a vigorous and constant 
influence on institutional purpose and educational practice in higher education.  (Adopted in 
April, 1997.  Emphasis added.) 
 
Brownlee retired shortly after the new mission statement was adopted and later in 1997, the 
Board of Directors selected Carol Geary Schneider as her successor.  The only AAC&U 
president to be promoted from within the AAC&U staff, Schneider had played a central role for 
the previous decade in AAC&U’s work on the major, general education reform, and diversity and 
democracy.   
 
Given her history with AAC&U, she brought two convictions to her presidency.  The first was 
that AAC&U would need a new and contemporary description to help members understand 
what the association actually meant by the “aims of liberal learning.”   
 
Integrity, she believed, was dated.  American Commitments had added dramatically 
reconfigured dimensions to AAC&U leaders’ conception of liberal learning, but had spelled out 
the implications of these dimensions only in relation to diversity requirements.   
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What did the “New Academy” vision mean for the entirety of undergraduate learning?  For 
science and technology?    For the jobs of the future?  For all those career fields in which the 
great majority of U.S. college students now majored?   
 
AAC&U needed, she believed, a new conceptual framing for liberal education in the twenty-first 
century that would bring together the different components of its work on the undergraduate 
curriculum over the past fifteen years.  And, with AAC&U now urging generative connections 
between college learning and the needs of society, that framing would have to address 
students’ success in the economy.  
 
Schneider’s second strong conviction was that this new framing for the “aims of liberal learning” 
should be developed in dialogue with the wider AAC&U community, colleges, universities and 
community colleges, public and private.  She had come to believe that AAC&U worked most 
effectively when it drew from its members’ creativity and she wanted to work with members on a 
major new initiative, on the same scale as American Commitments, that would both articulate 
and advance a “new vision for quality”–keyed to the U.S. as a globally engaged democracy and 
attentive to students’ preparation for the economy. 
 
The practical limitation with this “major initiative approach” to “the aims of liberal learning” is that 
major initiatives generally take several years to implement.  They need first to secure sufficient 
funding, second, to engage diverse institutions and leaders in the work, and finally to produce a 
“report” on college learning that has the potential to be both compelling and influential.    
 
Unwilling to leave members waiting for years for a succinct description of AAC&U’s views on the 
“aims of liberal learning,” Schneider turned to the Board of Directors for AAC&U’s first “official” 
description of those aims.   
 
AAC&U’s Board of Directors Provides a Summary of the “Aims of Liberal Learning”: 
 
AAC&U’s Board Chair, Peter Stanley, agreed that AAC&U’s Board should take a stand on the 
aims of liberal learning, and agreed also to write a draft of that “statement.”  In October 1998, 
following discussion of Stanley’s draft and amendment by the entire board, AAC&U released a 
one-page Board of Directors Statement on Liberal Learning.32   
 
Stanley, who at the time was president of Pomona College, was in many ways the ideal person 
to provide a succinct overview of AAC&U’s position on the aims of liberal learning.   He was 
conversant with Integrity, and, as a program officer at the Ford Foundation, had both funded 
and carefully followed AAC&U’s work on the major.  Stanley also played a key role in launching 
Ford’s CDI initiative and had developed his own perspectives on pluralism and liberal education.  
And, crucially, as a seasoned faculty member and academic leader himself,   he crafted a 
statement intended to be resonant with AAC&U’s key constituencies, academic leaders and 
faculty members.   
 
Decisively, this 1998 Board of Directors “Statement on Liberal Learning” encompassed all fields 
of college study, not just the liberal arts and sciences: 
 

                                                           
32 Later, as AAC&U committed itself assertively to the goal of “liberal education for all college students,” the Board 
statement was re-titled AAC&U Statement on Liberal Education. 
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 Liberal learning is not confined to specific fields of study.  What matters in liberal 
 education is substantial content, rigorous methodology and an active engagement with 
 the societal, ethical, and practical implications of our learning. The spirit and value of 
 liberal learning are equally relevant to all forms of higher education and to all students. 
 
This assertion—discussed and approved with enthusiasm by the AAC&U Board--confirmed the 
turn taken when Integrity’s authors developed a vision for college learning that applied to all 
fields of study, including those “vocational” studies that the organization had once resisted.   
 
Notably, with its clear assertion that liberal education should foster active engagement with  
“practical applications of our learning,” the board statement also stood tacitly at odds with earlier 
claims that liberal learning was—in contrast to vocational learning—intrinsically “valuable “as an 
end in itself.” 33   
 
 “Practical” had not been a featured concept in AAC&U’s discussions of liberal learning prior to 
1998 and at least one college president, a humanist, wrote indignantly to Schneider to say that 
she could never endorse such deviance.    Very soon, however, and with the Board’s 
endorsement, the concept of liberal education as “practical” would assume new prominence in 
AAC&U’s approach to liberal education. 
 
In addition, embracing AAC&U’s 1990s work on diversity and democracy, the Board of Directors 
Statement on Liberal Learning asserted: 
 
 By its nature,…liberal learning is global and pluralistic.  It embraces the diversity of ideas 
 and experiences that characterize the social, natural, and intellectual world.  To 
 acknowledge such diversity in all its forms is both an intellectual commitment and a 
 social responsibility for nothing less will equip us to understand our world and to pursue 
 fruitful lives.   
 
With this passage, the Board of Directors strongly affirmed diversity learning as a necessary 
component of educational excellence.  The board did not call, however, for democracy itself to 
be included in college study. 
 
Released in 1998 and widely promulgated thereafter, the Board of Directors’ Statement on 
Liberal Learning brought the immediate benefits of synthesis and clarity to AAC&U’s stance on 
the aims and inclusiveness of liberal education. The brevity of this framing statement helped 
plant another important “seed,” the notion that a single page could play a critical role in 
AAC&U’s reform efforts.  It would take almost another decade, however, for that seed to bear 
fruit in AAC&U’s LEAP translation of liberal education’s “Essential Learning Outcomes.”   
 
AAC&U Commits to “Greater Expectations”:  Developing a Shared Framework for All 
Students’ Quality Learning  
 
Publication of the Board of Directors Statement on Liberal Learning marked the beginning of 
AAC&U’s twenty-first century work to advance liberal learning.  It was one thing to describe the 
nature and value of a liberal education and something else again to help higher education 

                                                           
33 As president of AAC, John Chandler had crafted a working description of liberal learning in the 1990s.  That 
statement ended with the words, “since liberal learning fulfills the most distinctive human capacity—the ability to 
know for the sake of knowing—it is also valuable as an end in itself.”  Included in the end pages of Carol Geary 
Schneider and Robert Shoenberg,  Contemporary Understandings of Liberal Education, 1998, AAC&U, 28. 
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commit to ensure that all or most students would reap that value.  With reform in day-to-day 
educational practice as the goal, AAC&U set out to provide twenty-first century guidelines for 
the learning college students need.   
 
As early as 1994, while helping to craft the three American Commitments reports, Schneider 
had begun to see the need for a shared framework of educational goals that would be used 
across the entirety of higher education to guide students in their quests for an empowering 
education.  Integrity, she pointed out in a published analysis of that report’s influence on 
AAC&U’s work, “tacitly assumed…that most students take their degrees in a single institution” 
and therefore that improving educational coherence within each institution would raise the 
quality of student achievement.34  
 
That assumption was out of sync, she pointed out, with students’ peripatetic enrollment 
patterns.   Transfer was increasingly common, especially for those students who were the 
special focus of AAC&U’s work on diversity and disparity:  students from low-income families, 
minoritized racial and ethnic groups, and/or students who enrolled in college as working adults.   
Many of these largely first-generation students enrolled initially in community college which 
meant transfer would necessarily be part of their baccalaureate journeys.  Many stopped in and 
out of college, often changing institutions as they amassed enough credits to gain a degree. 
   
With students increasingly engaged in what researchers would later describe as “swirl,” 
Schneider proposed in this 1994 essay that higher education education needed a shared 
“interinstitutional framework” for quality college learning that would guide students’ sense of 
purpose across multiple institutional boundaries, linking two-and four-year institutions.  (Italics 
added).   
 
That needed interinstitutional framework would, she assumed, incorporate elements from 
AAC&U’s earlier work on liberal learning: intellectual skills, global, cross-cultural and scientific 
capacities, integrative learning of different kinds.  But the framework would also need, she 
thought privately, to fully address the most important driver of college enrollments:  students’ 
high expectations that college study would prepare them for good jobs and expanded economic 
opportunity.35   
 
It would take several years for AAC&U to win funding support to help develop this intended 
framework of shared goals for students’ quality learning.  But by 1999, a few philanthropies 
were finally open to the idea.   
 
In 1999, FIPSE awarded AAC&U a grant to examine shared college learning goals in the 
context of transfer.  The Pew Charitable Trusts, prompted by its own interest in “accountability,” 
provided 1.5 million dollars in 2000 for AAC&U to re-examine the over-arching purposes of 
quality learning and recommend ways to both foster and assess important student learning 
outcomes.   The Pew grant further supported AAC&U collaboration with accreditors on these 

                                                           
34 Schneider, “Challenge and Response,” 6-7. 
35 In public opinion research not released to the public, Ford’s CDI initiative had shown decisively that, for most 
adult respondents, the only compelling goals for college learning were economic.  Civic learning was not even on 
the public’s radar screen as a goal for college accomplishment.  Eventually, Ford-sponsored public opinion research 
would find a way to make the “public good” case for diversity: namely that Americans saw themselves becoming 
more divided and agreed that diversity learning in college could help overcome those divisions.  But Ford’s  
unreleased polling on public attitudes helped persuade  Schneider that AAC&U’s approach to liberal learning 
remained too disconnected from the nation’s and students’ economic and employment concerns. 
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issues.   In addition, Carnegie Corporation of New York provided AAC&U with two million dollars 
to explore ways to strengthen students’ achievement of liberal learning outcomes such as 
critical thinking, integrative learning, and global and civic learning.  
 
Together, these three grants supported six distinct but complementary educational change 
projects:  1) defining cross-cutting goals for college accomplishment within and across 
institutions, 2) identifying evidence-based practices that would help students achieve the 
intended learning, 3) assessing and providing accountability for student achievement of key 
goals at the institutional level and at the accreditor level; 4) helping institutions build the capacity 
to take shared responsibility for the intended learning outcomes within their curricula; 5) helping 
state system leaders and institutions build the capacity to advance the same learning outcomes 
in contexts of transfer; and 6) building AAC&U’s own capacity, through an ongoing summer 
institute,36 to help institutions and system leaders advance the intended educational redesigns.         
 
While these projects could have been implemented as separate spheres of activity, AAC&U  
combined them all into a single high visibility initiative titled Greater Expectations:  The 
Commitment to Quality as a Nation Goes to College.37  Launched at a 2000 Annual Meeting 
devoted to that topic, the Greater Expectations call to help students meet high expectations for 
their college learning became a synthesizing theme across much of AAC&U’s work for the next 
five years. 
 
Students Face a Challenging Future: The key idea behind the Greater Expectations initiative – 
hereafter, GEX -- was that the world itself, led by changes in the economy, the technology 
revolution, and a shrinking globe, was raising the bar for college-level knowledge, skill, and 
readiness to deal with complex challenges.  A curriculum design focused mainly around areas 
of content knowledge—broad study across arts and sciences disciplines; specialized study in a 
specific area—was insufficient for a world faced with the dynamics of chronic, rapid change.   
  
As U.S. students flocked in ever greater numbers to college, higher education would need new 
clarity about the capacities all students need to navigate a complex world,  and new 
determination to  to help the nation’s diverse students meet the world’s “greater expectations,” 
across all institutions, two- and four-year alike.  The project took as a given that many students 
were underprepared for college.  Thus GEX addressed from the outset the relations between 
school and college and ways to better align students’ learning across those pathways. 
 
AAC&U leaders never doubted that students would need a big picture liberal education to 
navigate a complex and globally interdependent world.  But Greater Expectations: the 
Commitment to Quality as a Nation Goes to College, was named and launched with the 
understanding that neither employers nor policy leaders understood (or likely had even heard 
about) AAC&U’s ecumenical conception of liberal learning fostered across all fields of study.   
 

                                                           
3636 The current AAC&U Summer Institute on “High-Impact Practices and Student Success “ was launched through 
these grants, with a focus on institutional practices that would support diverse students’ sense of belonging and 
quality learning.  The first versions of the institute also focused on advancing “sustainable” change. 
37 The decision to combine these separate grants in a headline signature initiative was directly influenced by 
AAC&U’s perception of its ow success with American Commitments.  That initiative also included multiple discreet 
grants, from Ford and several other philanthropies, over the course of ten years.  But AAC&U had woven them all 
together under the common headline of the American Commitments initiative.  It applied a similar strategy in 
framing “Greater Expectations.” 
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With an expansive set of stakeholders as partners—campus educators, state system policy 
leaders, accreditors, school leaders and employers—GEX set out to build a new case both that 
U.S. higher education urgently needed a comprehensive framework to guide quality learning 
across all sectors and levels of learning, and that key components of a liberal education--broad 
learning, inquiry skills, integrative capacities, and diversity/ global/scientific acumen—should be 
included in that framework.   
 
Once funding for GEX was secured, AAC&U conducted a national search to find the right leader 
for this ambitious and complicated effort.   The person selected was Andrea Leskes, a biologist 
who was then serving as provost at the American University of Paris (AUP).  Leskes was deeply 
versed in AAC&U’s signature work on college learning, which she had used in leading major 
curriculum revisions, both at Northeastern University and at AUP.   
 
Well pepared by her campus experience and organizational talents for this new challenge, 
Leskes would lead the complex initiative with focus, aplomb, and meticulous attention to every 
component of the sprawling multi-project endeavor.   Leskes was joined in her work by a new 
National Panel, this time chaired by Judith Ramaley who was then president of the University of 
Vermont and would later become Assistant Director for Education and Human Resources at the 
National Science Foundation (NSF). 
 
The GEX Consortium on Quality Education: With support from the Carnegie Corporation grant, 
Leskes and AAC&U staff designed and spear-headed a highly demanding national competition 
to select what became twenty-two institutional members of a Greater Expectations Consortium 
on Quality Education.  These diverse institutions—including both selective and broad access 
universities, colleges and community colleges--were chosen because they already were pace-
setters in defining contemporary goals for quality learning and in comprehensively reorganizing 
their degree pathways and student support systems to help students meet those standards.38   
 
Seventy-five institutions submitted comprehensive and highly detailed overviews of their work 
on educational purpose and practice to the competition. About two dozen were chosen for 
evaluative campus visits by AAC&U leaders and advisors.  Sixteen institutions, including three 
community colleges, were finally selected to advise AAC&U on what “greater expectations” 
should mean for educational and institutional practice. AAC&U then added to the consortium six 
colleges and universities institutions that had been previously singled out by Pew for their 
innovative leadership in quality undergraduate education.  These twenty-two institutions formed 
the GEX Consortium on Quality.   
 
Each institution presented its reforms-in-the-making to the GEX National Panel in a catalytic set 
of discussions during 2001.  Those exchanges raised GEX leaders’ optimism that the 
recommendations GEX was formulating—shared and cross-cutting goals for quality learning; 
engaged learning practices;  intentional and integrative pathways to learning; cross-cultural and 
active community engagement;  and faculty-led assessment of learning outcomes--could be 
successfully implemented across a very wide array of institutions, from selective research 
universities to broad access community colleges.   
 
When the National Panel published its 2002 signature report, Greater Expectations:  A New 
Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to College, the report included side-bar illustrative “stories” 

                                                           
38 AAC&U also had intended to select institutions that did an exemplary job in assessing student learning 
outcomes.  As Schneider would later quip, insisting on that criterion would have reduced the consortium to about 
five participating institutions.  In 2002, assessment remained a notably weak link it U.S. higher education practice. 
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from all the Consortium institutions and numerous other reform leaders, across school and 
college, as well.   
 
Employers, Policy Leaders and Accreditors – With Faculty--Help Shape the Shared  
Framework for All Students’ Quality Learning 
 
As with AAC&U’s earlier major initiatives, Greater Expectations drew much of its reform energy 
from member institutions’ leadership and examples, both those included in the Consortium and 
others working on related reforms.   But, quite deliberately, GEX further sought to address 
multiple stakeholders’ views of college learning, rather than scholarly and educator views 
exclusively.   
 
For the first time, AAC&U included representatives from the employer community on the 
National Panel for a major initiative.  Roberts Jones, then president of the National Alliance of 
Business and a leader in efforts to connect business and higher education, became an active 
and influential GEX leader, advocating both for the views of the business community and for the 
value of broad learning in helping students succeed in a turbo-paced economy.  Jones 
emphasized how quickly jobs were changing.  A quality education needed to prepare students 
to navigate those changes and respond both rapidly and creatively in a context of constant 
innovation.   Arthur Martinez, then the head of Sears, Roebuck and Company, was less active 
but met privately with GEX leaders to share his own thoughts on what the GEX report should 
say.  He wanted higher education to place much more evidence on strong analytical skills.   
 
The National Panel further included leaders from the policy community, including public schools 
leaders and educators, the state superintendant for schools in Maryland, and a former head of 
the National Education Association (NEA).    Eduardo Padron, the legendary president of Miami-
Dade Community College and a potent force in national policy circles, took an active role.  
Sylvia Hurtado, whose research on student learning outcomes had been an important resource 
for American Commitments, now brought a researcher’s mindset and knowledge base to the 
initiative’s description of the systemic barriers to quality that were already making college a 
revolving door for too many students.  Lee Knefelkamp, a scholar of students’ intellectual and 
ethical development and a veteran of the American Commitments National Panel, would play a 
key role in connecting GEX concepts with research on student learning. Two of the participating 
college presidents, Richard Hersh, then-president of Trinity College (CT), and Richard Morrill, 
then-chancellor of the University of Richmond, each were active scholars of ethical and moral 
development.    
 
Relationships with the States: Beyond the National Panel, the FIPSE GEX grant included 
funding for AAC&U to convene and work with educational leaders from state systems and 
coordinating boards, to respond to the GEX recommendations and to contribute their views and 
expertise on how to better align students’ learning journeys across institutional boundaries.39  
For the first time, AAC&U began to confront the disconnect between its own redesign 
recommendations for general education, and the rules that actually govern general education in 
many states.  AAC&U might be focused on inquiry skills, diversity learning, and integrative 
cross-disciplinary learning across all four years, but state rules at the time were still firmly 
focused on ensuring that students would complete their general education requirements in the 

                                                           
39 The transfer project supported state-wide work on learning and transfer in Georgia, Maryland, and Utah.  But 
the grant further supported convenings with leaders from all states to engage the GEX work on shared frameworks 
for student learning.  Representatives from eighteen states took part.   
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first two years, by taking the right number of credits in selected content categories: the 
humanities, social sciences, science, mathematics and communication.   
 
Working with system academic leaders in multiple states, AAC&U began to explore how those 
content-oriented rules could be changed.  AAC&U also started to form collegial alliances with 
state system educators who themselves wanted to promote more capacious goals for student 
learning.   
 
Relationships with Accreditors:  With Pew support, GEX also included a Project on Accreditation 
and Assessment (PAA) which explored what “accountability” should mean, both at the 
institutional and at the accreditor level.  Conceived, organized and led by John Nichols, an NEH 
distinguished teaching professor at St. Joseph’s College (IN) and AAC&U senior fellow, this 
GEX project brought together regional and specialized accreditors and a diverse group of higher 
education associations.  Participants contributed to the recommendations set forth by the GEX 
National Panel and further developed  their own guiding principles, both for creating intentional 
and integrative practice across different parts of student learning, and for using students’ 
projects as the basis for assessing learning outcomes.   
 
One partner in this PAA project, the Accreditng Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET), 
provided a particularly useful exemplar for AAC&U’s future work on quality learning.   Pressed 
directly by employers, who reportedly were unhappy with graduates’ proficiencies, ABET had 
already redefined the degree, not as a set of courses to be taken, but rather as eleven expected 
“learning outcomes.”  Seven of the outcomes addressed broad rather than technology learning, 
but notably, ABET held accredited departments responsible for showing that students had 
developed all eleven learning outcomes.   
 
The ABET model aligned well with AAC&U’s by then long-standing recommendation—
articulated in The Challenge of Connecting Learning and updated in the PAA project’s own 2004 
report--that students’ majors should take responsibility for helping students integrate their broad 
and specialized learning.  This example also helped build AAC&U’ growing conviction that, 
whether they used the language of liberal learning or not, employers actively sought the results 
of a liberal education.  The broad outcomes ABET now required were: 
 

 The ability to communicate effectively 

 The ability to design and  conduct scientific experiments and to analyze 
and interpret data 

 Knowledge of contemporary issues 

 Understanding of professional and ethical responsibility 

 The ability to function on multidisciplinary teams 

 The broad education necessary to understand the impact of engineering 
solutions in a global context 

 Recognition of the need for, and the ability to engage in, lifelong learning.40 
 
Identifying  Quality with “Learning Outcomes”:   By the time GEX-PAA began its work, 
accreditors were increasingly requiring institutions to define and assess expected learning 
outcomes, although they still largely left it up to institutions to decide what these learning 
outcomes would be.  Seeing this development, Schneider and other GEX leaders made a 

                                                           
40 The description is taken verbatim from the 2004 PAA report, Taking Responsibility for the Quality of the 
Baccalaureate Degree, 3. 
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conscious decision that if accreditors were requiring that institutions must specify their required 
learning oucomes, then AAC&U would make every possible effort to ensure that those learning 
outcomes would be aligned with the goals of a quality liberal education.   
 
Through its PAA collaboration with the accreditors, AAC&U would shift decisively toward 
describing liberal education, not only as a set of “aims” or “purposes,” but also as a set of 
expected “learning outcomes.”41  The language of “learning outcomes” was (and remains to 
many) clunky and off-putting.  But AAC&U leaders saw an opportunity to move liberal learning 
into the center of new directions for “accountability.”  They decided to to seize it.   
 
Greater Expectations Also Works to Address AAC&U’s Internal Coherence:  
 
Beyond its considerable external ambitions, the Greater Expectations initiative also was 
deliberately organized to build AAC&U’s own internal capacity to help advance a shared higher 
education framework for student learning in college.  Why was this a concern? 
 
Prior to 1998, different educational affairs offices at AAC/AAC&U largely went their own 
separate ways across different spheres of educational reform, with no attempt to visibly 
integrate, for example, the organization’s grant-funded work on global learning on the one hand 
and its grant-funded work on diversity and democracy on the other.  (After 1994, these areas of 
work were led by different vice presidential offices.) 
 
Institutions that sent faculty teams to AAC&U’s annual institute on general education would 
encounter one view of a purposeful general education program, while those who sent teams to 
the American Commitments’ grant-funded summer institutes would explore a very different set 
of general education recommendations (described in Part I above).  In its day-to-day practice, 
AAC&U was largely leaving its members to figure out for themselves how different parts of 
AAC&U’s work added up. 
 
While this dissonance was certainly noticed internally, AAC&U’s senior leaders treasured both 
their their own discrete projects and the autonomy of their respective offices. They resisted 
proposals for concept integration or coordinated messaging, and until 1998, AAC&U presidents 
assented to their autonomy.    
 
Schneider had come to believe, however, that the resulting cacophony of conflicting purposes 
and strategies depleted AAC&U’s ability to fulfill its mission.  If AAC&U was going to help higher 
education develop a shared framework for student accomplishment in college, anchored in the 
aims of liberal learning, then AAC&U staff would need to be partners, both in building the 
educational vision and in collaboratively leading efforts to advance it.  A fan of Integrity’s urgent 
call for faculty to bring shared purposes and coherence to the college curriculum, she wanted 
shared purpose and discernible coherence for AAC&U’s educational work as well.  
 
Accordingly, while Leskes led the overall GEX initiative, at Schneider’s behest, each of 
AAC&U’s (then) four educational affairs offices, including communications, took a major role in 
guiding and integrating different aspects of the overall GEX multi-project effort.  AAC&U’s vice 

                                                           
41 This shift appears in the2004 and 2006 reports from the GEX project on Accreditation and Assessment and from 
the GEX Carnegie Corporation-supported project on practices that foster expected learning.  The 2004 report, 
Taking Reponsibility, titled chapter one:  Quality Defined by Learning Outcomes.  The 2006 report moved learning 
outcomes into the title of the report:  Purposeful Pathways:  Helping Students Achieve Key Learning Outcomes.  
The 2006 report explained the value and power of what AAC&U would later label “high impact practices.”   
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president for Institutional Renewal, Alma Clayton-Pedersen, developed and led the Greater 
Expectations summer institute on learning-centered institutional change.  Vice President for 
Communications, Debra Humphreys, both led the GEX work on practices that foster integrative 
learning and also helped Leskes create an ongoing communications megaphone for the GEX 
work.  Senior Vice President Caryn McTighe Musil, a key leader in AAC&U’s American 
Commitments initiative, now led the GEX work on how to foster students’ civic learning.    
 
Seasoned senior fellows contributed as well.  Robert Shoenberg, one of the authors of 
Challenge and a long-time colleague both of Schneider and of Leskes, led the GEX project on 
transfer and shared goals for learning in state systems. Senior scholar Jerry Gaff, a former vice 
president and veteran of all AAC&U’s educational work on liberal learning dating back to 
Integrity, helped John Nichols implement the GEX Project on Accreditation and Assessment.42 
 
Greater Expectations, in short, was decisively different than anything AAC&U had ever 
attempted before.  Across  the half-dozen discrete project initiatives, and across half a dozen 
discrete project reports, Greater Expectations laid the foundation for AAC&U’s later work on 
learning outcomes and rubrics to describe them; guided learning pathways; high impact 
educational practices; approaches to assessment centered on student’s curricular work;   and 
new partnerships between academic and student affairs to support student success.  It also laid 
the foundations for AAC&U’s later work with state systems and with employers. Through 
conscious effort, the initiaive also fostered a higher degree of staff “ownership” of AAC&U’s 
approach to liberal learning,43 than AAC&U had previously exhibited.   
 
The LEAP initiative built directly on GEX and would not have been possible without its 
foundational work.  And, crucially, the Greater Expectations projects together constructed the 
conceptual framework for quality student learning that AAC&U had promised.  That work also 
helped shape the LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes (ELOs). 
 
We turn now to the key report on that framework, authored by the GEX National Panel with 
Leskes serving as scribe, and published by AAC&U in the fall of 2002.  The report announced 
its goal in the title:  Greater Expectations:  A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to 
College.  
 
The Learning All Students Need:  The Greater Expectations Report 
 
The Greater Expectations report acknowledged in the opening chapter that students, faculty, 
employers, policy leaders, and the public held divergent expectations for what students needed 
to accomplish in college. (8-9)   But the National Panel also held that 
  
 a deepened understanding of the purposes of college for the twenty-first century can 
 bring together these divergent expectations. Through this report and the New Academy 

                                                           
42 Gaff served as an AAC&U vice president from 1991 to 2002 and helped craft the GEX Pew proposal in that role.  
After 2002, he became a senior fellow, working, among other assignments, with the PAA project. 
43 This ownership was never complete, however,   During the time described, AAC&U also received a five million 
dollar grant from the National Science Foundation for “SENCER,” a project on Science Education for New Civic 
Engagement and Responsibility.  This project worked to connect introductory work in science with societal 
challenges such as HIV-AIDs, cancer, water supply, obesity, and the like.  While in principle SENCER was aligned 
with the GEX call for “real world engagement,” SENCER’s leaders moved the grant to another organization—a 
start-up science university—rathr than remain at AAC&U.  They told their program officer that SENCER needed to 
remain separate to establish its ‘brand.”  (Personal communication from Myles Boylan at NSF to Schneider.) 
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 it describes, the panel proposes a comprehensive vision of college learning, a vision that 
 acknowledges the multiple purposes of higher learning in a complex society.” (9) 
 
The heart of the vision was a call to prepare students as “intentional and integrative learners,” 
lifelong learners well prepared to bring purpose, self-awareness, and responsibility for the uses 
of knowledge to all aspects of their lives: personal, societal, and work-related.    
 
 “Intentional learners are integrative thinkers who can see connections in seemingly 
 disparate information and draw on a wide range of knowledge to make decisions.” (21).  
 
“To thrive in a complex world, these intentional learners should also become: 
 
 Empowered through the mastery of intellectual and practical skills 
 Informed by knowledge about the natural and social worlds, and 
  about forms of inquiry basic to those studies 
 Responsible for their personal actions and for civic values.” (xi) 
 
Taken together, these four goals provided new organizing categories for AAC&U’s approach to 
quality: “integrative” learning; “intellectual and practical skills,” “personal and social 
responsibility,” and “knowledge about the natural and social worlds.”    At one level, these 
organizing categories offered an updated framing for AAC&U’s previous work on liberal 
learning.  Listing specific learning goals under the organizing categories listed above, the 
Greater Expectations report called for students to learn about “modes of inquiry,” integrative 
learning, diversity/democracy, global interactions, and science and the natural world.   (21-24) 
 
But the specific learning outcomes included much that was new in the AAC&U landscape.   
The description of “intellectual and practical skills” in particular, clearly reflects exployers’ 
interest in such competencies as “working well in teams,” “managing change,” or “resolving 
difficult issues creatively by employing multiple systems and tools.”   
 
Similarly, the discussion of the “responsible” learner included concepts that were drawn from 
American Commitments—e.g., students’ responsibility to learn from diverse people and to help 
create a more just society.  But there were new elements as well such as intellectual integrity, 
ethical reasoning and action, and attention to intuition and feeling as important sources of 
insight.   
 
A Call for Change in the Core Premises of Liberal Education: Arguably, however, the most 
important recommendation in this “new vision for quality” was a ringing call for liberal education 
to change in decisive ways.  The Greater Expectations vision for quality learning built on the 
strengths of liberal education, the National Panel’s report explained forthrightly.  (24) But the 
panel also urged that liberal education should commit to two fundamental transformations.     
 
First, liberal education must connect directly with the wider world, and deliberately become both 
empowering and “practical.”   
  
 Liberal education for the new century looks beyond the campus to the issues of 
 society and the workplace. ..It has the strongest impact when studies reach beyond the 
 classroom to the larger community, asking students to apply their developing analytical 
 skills and ethical judgment to concrete problems in the world around them, and to 
 connect theory with the insights gained from practice. (25-26) 
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 By expecting students to work productively with people who are unlike them, a liberal 
 education strengthens skills useful in the workplace and in community life. (26) 
 
It was time, the report contended, to erase the “artificial distinctions” between “studies deemed 
liberal” and “those called practical” because of their presumed importance for work.  The 
capacities cultivated through liberal education—“analytical skills, effective communication, 
practical intelligence, ethical judgment and social responsibilty”--were indeed already “practical” 
because they were needed by “every thinking adult.”  And, by connecting liberal learning with 
the wider world, educators would ensure even greater practical impact from students’ liberal 
education. (26) 
 
Second, the report continued, liberal education needs to become dramatically more inclusive, 
both in who is included, and in what they learn.   
 
Liberal education has traditionally been society’s way of developing its leaders.  But now, as 
ever larger numbers of American enroll in college, there is a new opportunity to include the 
majority of Americans in forms of learning that expand horizons and develop agility in the face of 
change.   
 
 The true benefits arise, however, not merely from letting everyone in.  In its very 
 essence, liberal education for the twenty-first century…seeks out varied perspectives, 
 crosses disciplinary lines, pursues wisdom from multiple cultures, and employs 
 a range of teaching strategies [keyed to students’ diverse backgrounds and needs]. (27-
 28) 
 
Liberal education should occur in all kinds of colleges, open access as well as selective, and in 
all courses of study, including those in professional schools.  The enrichment created by more 
diverse and inclusive environments is “essential to preparing all students for the challenges 
ahead.  Education’s responsibility to society demands no less.” (28)  
 
Making Excellence Inclusive:  Soon after the release of the GEX report, AAC&U staff would 
begin to articulate the concept of “making excellence inclusive” which eventually evolved into a 
framework for “inclusive excellence.” 44 The GEX report did not use those words.  But it did set 
forth the core components of “making excellence inclusive”: 1) clarifying the hallmarks of quality 
learning and applying them to all learners and all levels of student learning, not just to some 
learners and selected programs; 2) identifying diversity and cross-cultural learning as necessary 
components of quality; and 3) supporting comprehensive redesigns of students’ educational 
pathways so that school and college would work together to foster the practical liberal learning 
“all students need.” 
 
AAC&U Members Hold Community Forums on the Greater Expectations Call to Action 
 
Once the Greater Expectations report was released in the fall of 2002, AAC&U spent part of the 
next two years discussing its call to action in a series of open-ended dialogues with employers 
and community leaders across the country.  Thanks to support from Carnegie Corporation, 

                                                           
44 Eventually “inclusive excellence” became the headline title for several of AAC&U’s diversity and equity 
projects—in effect, another “signature initiative.”  But the ideas were formulated in the context of AAC&U’s 
internal discussion about how to help underserved students actually meet the “greater expectations” goals for 
college learning.   
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there were over two dozen forums, many involving two or three collaborating host institutions.  
Altogether, over 2500 people took part.   
 
The forums were initially sponsored and organized by AAC&U member campuses directly 
involved with GEX or led by AAC&U board members.  Eventually, however, many would be 
hosted by other AAC&U member institutions that wanted to use the new report to promote their 
own educational reforms.  By design, the forums were organized to elicit employer and civic 
leader perspectives.  Some also gave prominent members of the press (e.g., Jay Mathews of 
the Washington Post; a conservative editor of the Indianapolis Star) a turn at the podium.    
 
The forums did not ask:  what do you think of the Greater Expectations report?  Rather, they 
asked employers and other civic leaders what they themselves considered important 
capabilities in a well-prepared college graduate.   
 
The discussions in these forums brought home three realities to AAC&U leaders, especially (but 
not only) its president.  The first was a recognition that the kind of learning GEX recommended 
was indeed what employers and community leaders thought students needed.   
 
Listening carefully in these forums, AAC&U leaders heard again and again that stakeholders 
wanted graduates to arrive on the job with strong analytical and problem-solving skills, excellent 
communication skills, diversity acumen and commitment, ethical responsibility, and the mindset 
needed to work in cross-disciplinary teams.   
 
Many employers also spoke passionately about how critical innovation was to their growth and 
survival.  They sought and needed employees who would be committed to innovation and who 
would work non-stop to make innovation successful.  They did not want, some said, graduates 
of “Microsoft Training” who were prepared to do things exactly as taught, with no deviation. 
 
Civic learning, however, was much more rarely addressed.  AAC&U leaders were hearing 
directly what Ford public opinion research for the CDI had shown a few years earlier.  Even for 
college-educated Americans, college study is mainly about succeeding in the economy.45 
 
The second reality was that almost none of the employers or civic leaders identified the 
capacities they valued so highly with the liberal arts tradition in U.S. higher education.  
Employers and civic leaders alike wanted higher education to produce people with all the 
hallmark competencies of liberal learning.  But if asked–and Schneider did ask—how they 
thought the liberal arts related to quality learning, these educated citizens were mostly 
perplexed.  “I think of liberal arts as what you do in small colleges,” some said.  “Well, aren’t 
those the less useful majors?” others volunteered.  General education, a perennial focus of 
reform for most AAC&U members, was never brought up.  
 
In 2004, a series of employer focus groups Hart Research held for AAC&U in Atlanta, Wisconsin 
and Virginia would confirm these disparaging views of the liberal arts.  Employers did indeed 
actively seek the analytic inquiry, communication, diversity, ethical, and collaborative problem-
solving capacities that the GEX report identified with liberal learning.  But the “liberal arts” 
disciplines were not on their radar screen as a means to the desired capacities.46   
 

                                                           
45See note 35 for details.  
46 Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Report of Findings Based on Focus Groups Among Business Executives, 2006, 
retrieved from https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/PrivateEmployersFindings.pdf  See pp 9-12. 

https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/PrivateEmployersFindings.pdf


34 
 

The third reality was that the kind of reforms GEX was recommending existed mainly as “islands 
of innovation” in a sea of learning activity that remained (then and now) highly fragmented and 
frustrating to students.  Indeed, in the very first forum, held at one of the GEX Consortium on 
Quality institutions, the first participant to speak was an African student who had read the 
Greater Expectations report with interest.  “I think you need to explain all this to the faculty,” he 
volunteered earnestly, waving the report in front of the audience. 
 
LEAP:  AAC&U Commits to a Long-Term Advocacy and Action Campaign to Make  
Liberal Education Empowering, Inclusive, and Valued  
 
And so, as much through listening to these community forums as through heeding GEX’s 
thoughtful recommendations, the concept of an even larger and much longer-term campaign to 
advance GEX-style reforms was born. 
 
GEX had provided a new framework for quality liberal learning that addressed the learning 
students needed for work, civic participation, and their own continued personal development.  
Through the 2004 PAA report and the final 2006 report, Purposeful Pathways: Helping Students 
Achieve Key Learning Outcomes, it had further provided redesign principles for strengthening 
student learning pathways from school through college.    
 
Most of all, GEX had emboldened AAC&U to both redefine and headline the concept of liberal 
education as the nation’s most empowering educational tradition.   
 
The next campaign would advance the kind of learning GEX described.  But with new clarity and 
determination, this campaign would work to position liberal education—made practical and 
inclusive--as the shared responsibility of all educational programs, career-related and arts and 
science alike.  
 
Liberal Education and America’s Promise or LEAP was launched in 2005 at an AAC&U Annual 
Meeting titled “Liberal Education and the New Academy.”  Then celebrating its ninetieth year, 
AAC&U committed to continue LEAP through AAC&U’s 2015 Centennial.47  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
47 Later, in planning the Centennial, the AAC&U Board of Directors removed the ten-year timeline and made LEAP 
an ongoing AAC&U initiative.   
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Part III:  AAC&U Creates the LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes (ELOs) 
  

Even while the 2002 Greater Expectations report was being prepared for publication, AAC&U’s 
Vice President Debra Humphreys urged that its learning recommendations should be 
synthesized on a single page.  But that would have required rewriting them and did not 
happen.48 
 
As AAC&U began to envision a long-term advocacy and reform initiative for liberal education, 
Humphreys returned to that proposal and senior staff began to work on the needed single page.  
But now, in contrast to the Board of Directors’ rhetorically eloquent statement on liberal learning, 
the goal was to create a framework for the LEAP campaign that would make crystal clear the 
cross-cutting learning outcomes that liberal education, across school and college, should help 
students acquire.   
 
Notably, however, AAC&U leaders did not import the specific learning outcomes included in the 
LEAP framework from the Greater Expectations report.   The outcomes were instead distilled 
from analytical work that Leskes had undertaken in dialogue with the GEX Project on 
Assessment and Accountability (PAA).  
 
As explained above, the PAA project had brought together regional and specialized accreditors, 
as well as higher education associations.  The 2004 PAA report, Taking Responsibility for the 
Quality of the Baccalaureate Degree, called much more explicitly than the earlier 2002 Greater 
Expectations report for quality to be identified with intended learning outcomes.    
 
In helping PAA prepare its 2004 report, Leskes undertook an inductive comparison of different 
stakeholders’ views on desired learning outcomes.  The stakeholders reviewed included 
accreditors within the PAA project, including regional accreditors that had just rewritten their 
academic standards) and specialized accreditors for business, engineering/technology, and 
nursing.   Leskes also reviewed a recent report from the Boeing Corporation, a combined list of 
learning outcomes that PAA had generated, the learning goals in the Greater Expectations 
report and a paper on 1998 AAC&U publication on liberal education written by Carol Schneider 
and Robert Shoenberg.49      
 
What Leskes found was a high degree of overlap across all these different sources on the 
learning outcomes the stakeholders either recommended or were already requiring.  Leskes’ 
inductive findings on the commonalities across all these different stakeholder views became the 
centerpiece—literally, a centerfold comparative chart—for the report on Taking Responsibility 
for the Quality of the Baccalaureate Degree.   AAC&U labeled the findings “Growing Consensus 
on Important Learning Outcomes of College.” (12-13) 
 
Highlighting a “Growing Consensus” on the Most Important Student Learning Outcomes:    
For AAC&U, Leskes’ identification of important commonalities across many different frameworks 
for college learning was a decisive breakthrough.  Already planning the LEAP initiative, 
Schneider and AAC&U senior staff warmed immediately to the notion of focusing LEAP reforms 
on learning outcomes that were mutually expected both by liberal learning advocates and by 

                                                           
48 Humphreys did, however, produce a single page version for a separately published executive summary of the 
Greater Expectations report.   
49 Carol Geary Schneider and Robert Shoenberg ,  Contemporary Understandings of Liberal Education, 1998.  
Written while AAC&U was seeking funding for the GEX initiative, this paper articulates the thinking behind that 
effort.   
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those who wanted students to be well prepared for careers in specific parts of the economy, 
from business to technology to health. 
 
The LEAP learning outcomes did not, then, represent AAC&U’s views alone.  Rather, they 
described forms of learning considered valuable across a wide array of organizational contexts 
and perspectives.  
 
In constructing the LEAP framework for liberal learning,  however, Schneider and the AAC&U 
vice presidents did use the headline categories that had been outlined in the Greater 
Expectations report, putting Knowledge first, Intellectual and Practical Skills second, Personal 
and Social Responsibility third and Integrative Learning as the final strand. 
 
There were multiple iterations of the LEAP framework.  The first version, prepared for the launch 
of LEAP at AAC&U’s 2005 Annual Meeting, was called Liberal Education and America’s 
Promise: Preparing Students for an Era of Greater Expectations.50   
 
The LEAP framework was published again, later in 2005, in the first report from the LEAP 
initiative.  That report, titled, Liberal Education Outcomes, was written to show both that 
educators and those outside the academy valued “liberal education outcomes and also that 
there was little evidence, beyond opinion surveys, on whether students were achieving these 
outcomes.51  In this report, the LEAP framework was titled Liberal Education Outcomes. (2) 
 
In 2006, Schneider would bring the LEAP framework to the LEAP National Leadership Council 
(NLC), a group that included employers and communications specialists, as well as educators.  
The NLC members endorsed the recommended learning outcomes.52  But they urged a different 
title for the framework.   
 
“Call them essential,” the NLC members recommended.  “They are essential and that should be 
AAC&U’s headline message.”   The change was made, and when AAC&U published the 2007 
anchor LEAP report, College Learning for a New Global Century, the recommended learning 
was titled Essential Learning Outcomes.   
 
Later, there would be one additional substantive change to the ELOs.  Working with employers, 
both on the NLC and through Hart Research focus groups and employer opinion polling, 
AAC&U leaders realized that employers thought higher education should spend far more time 
teaching students how to apply their learning to problems beyond the classroom.  This, as 
explained above, had also been a critical priority for the American Commitments initiative, and a 
core theme in the Greater Expectations report as well. 
 
Accordingly, the ELOs were amended one more time, to underscore AAC&U’s conviction that a 
contemporary liberal education should provide many opportunities for students to translate their 
learning to new problems and settings.  The final ELO strand became Integrative and Applied 
Learning. 

                                                           
50 This version of the LEAP framework was published in Liberal Education in a Schneider essay on “Making 
Excellence Inclusive”, adapted from her launch speech at the 2005 Annual Meeting.   
51 Carol Geary Scheider and Ross Miller, Liberal Education Outcomes: A Preliminary Report on Student Achievement 
in College, 2005.   
52 The NLC made one addition to the list of learning outcomes:  “languages.”  Language study was not in fact part 
of the “growing consensus” on learning outcomes, Schneider advised the NLC.  Well, it should be, NLC members 
declared.  Languages were added.   
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The ELOs also Feature AAC&U Reform Priorities:  As Parts I and II of this report have reported 
in detail,  AAC&U has focused simultaneously over nearly three decades both on the aims of an 
empowering liberal education and on the need for significant changes in educational practice to 
help students achieve those aims.   
 
With this in mind, when the “official” version of the LEAP ELOs was prepared for publication in 
2007, Schneider herself added—in dialogue with AAC&U’s vice presidents—a series of taglines 
for each strand in the ELOs.  The taglines were intended to distill key themes in AAC&U’s work 
on the “how” of liberal education, that is, on systemic changes needed to help more students 
achieve the intended learning.   
 
The ELOs combine, in other words, AAC&U priorities for effective educational practice with the 
listed learning outcomes.  The following summary explains the practices AAC&U was 
recommending and the specific AAC&U change initiatives from which these recommendations 
were drawn: 
 

 Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical and Natural World 
Placed first in the framework, this strand underscores the importance of the full array of 
arts and sciences disciplines in students’ liberal learning.   Both the content and the 
positioning of this strand highlight AAC&U’s continuing view that all students need 
grounding in the liberal arts and sciences—across school and college--to explore the 
contours of the world they inherit.     
 
The tagline asserts further, however, that such studies should be “focused by 
engagement with big questions, both contemporary and enduring.” The goal for 
broad learning, in other words, was not just exposure to different disciplines.  The goal, 
as AAC&U’s Challenge report on college majors had urged, should be helping students 
use multiple lenses to explore complex problems.  Those complex problems, as 
American Commitments exhorted, needed to include issues foundational to the creation 
of a more inclusive and just society. They would likely also include, as the Greater 
Expectations report advised, complex problems related to the economy. 
 

 Intellectual and Practical Skills 
This set of learning outcomes combines AAC&U’s continuing concern with inquiry 
learning—the central theme in the 1985 Integrity report--and its more recently acquired 
concern with the practical value of liberal education. The specific learning outcomes 
included in this strand are those most commonly endorsed both by educators and by 
employers.  The list was distilled from GEX-PAA’s discovery of “Growing Consensus” 
among many stakeholders on necessary learning from college. 
 
Echoing the Greater Expectations report and the 1987 New Vitality report, the tagline 
urged that these skills should be “practiced extensively, across the curriculum53 in 
the context of progressively more challenging problems, projects, and standards 
for performance.”   The tagline implicitly challenges the widespread campus practice of 

                                                           
53 The preface to the ELOS stresses that students’ work on these skills and on the other ELOs should 
have begun in school.  Subsequently, AAC&U produced three guides elaborating this point for colleges 
to distribute to their feeder schools.  These texts--Why Do I Have to Take This Course?; 
What Will I Learn in College?;  and  What is a Liberal Education?--are AAC&U’s all-time “best-selling” publications.    
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assigning such critical skills to a single course (e.g., one course in writing, one course in 
mathematics).  It also reasserts the ELOs’ framing call to foster the intended learning 
outcomes across school and college. 
. 

 Personal and Social Responsibility 
This strand in the framework lifts up and headlines the long-standing connections—
clearly articulated by eighteenth and nineteenth century US leaders--between liberal 
learning and the civic capacities, including “civic virtue,” needed to sustain a self-
governing republic.  However, drawing from AAC&U’s much more recent work on 
diversity, democracy and global learning, these personal and social responsibility 
capacities are situated in both “local and global” contexts.   
 
Reflecting (albeit faintly) the American Commitments recommendation that students 
should participate directly in community-led “justice-seeking,” the tagline urges that 
civic, diversity, and ethical learning should be “anchored through active 
involvement with diverse communities and real-world challenges.”  With this 
exhortation, AAC&U de facto incorporated experiential learning as an integral part of a 
contemorary liberal education. 

 

 Integrative and Applied Learning   
This final strand in the ELOs was designed to underscore the point that liberal learning 
requires the integration of knowledge, skills and a developed sense of responsibility.  It 
further crystallizes AAC&U’s contention, articulated in multiple reports between 1985 and 
2005, that students’ college studies should include culminating work—called 
“advanced accomplishment”—that, by design, will prompt students to synthesize their 
learning from general and specialized studies. 
 
Echoing similar statements in the 2002 Greater Expectations report, employers’ 
recommendations about how to strengthen college learning, and  AAC&U’s work on 
diversity and democracy, this strand in the ELOs also points to the world beyond 
college, stressing that students should be prepared to adapt and apply their learning to 
“new settings” and challenges.   

 
The ELOs, in sum, were both descriptive and aspirational.  They captured goals for learning that 
already were resonating both with educators and with many employers.   But they also pointed 
to practices that were by no means standard: inquiry learning across all disciplines; engagement 
with “big questions, both contemporary and enduring” as the ultimate point of general education; 
guided practice on key intellectual/practical skills from first to final year; ethical and social 
responsibility addressed across-the-educational experience, and not just in first year 
experiences; and culminating or integrative projects for all students. 
 
From 2007 to the present, AAC&U has promulgated the ELO framework for liberal learning far 
and wide.  The ELOs have been reprinted in numerous AAC&U reports published since 2005 
and used proactively in AAC&U’s multiple working conferences and summer institutes for 
campus teams concerned with educational change and renewal.   
 
The ELOs provide a “north star” for the entire LEAP initiative.  By making clear from the outset 
the kind of learning AAC&U recommended, they freed the larger LEAP initiative to focus 
primarily on the need for systemic change both in the organization of college learning and in the 
way that learning is assessed. 
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In developing the LEAP ELOs, AAC&U made a “big bet” that its members would embrace these 
learning outcomes.   In 2005, that “big bet” was a judgment call, albeit a judgment call grounded 
in extensive work with hundreds of diverse colleges, universities and community colleges.    
In 2009 and 2015, AAC&U released commissioned Hart Research studies on the extent to 
which campus goals for learning outcomes did in fact align with the LEAP ELOs.  The results 
are presented in Table 3.  As Table 3 suggests, the LEAP framework held wide appeal.  Table 3 
also shows, however, that AAC&U’s long-term emphasis both on integrative learning and on 
civic learning has been less widely adopted than the other learning outcomes.  Support is 
strong, with two thirds of institutions saying they prioritize both integrative and civic learning.  
But many other learning outcomes on the ELO list have much higher or even near universal 
endorsement.  
 
Liberal Education:  Enduring Goals, Evolving Practices 
 
Liberal education is one of the world’s great educational traditions, influential in many parts of 
the globe but directly tied, in the United States, to democracy’s need for an educated citizenry, 
for people who can bring both analytical inquiry and a sense of ethical responsibility to 
significant questions, both to the public square and to their own lives. 
 
Yet liberal education is always an evolving construct.  As the analysis offered above seeks to 
illustrate, AAC&U worked tirelessly, for nearly four decades, to guide liberal education beyond 
its twentieth century instantiation mainly as a preferred or privileged “set of disciplines,” 
specifically disciplines related to the humanities, social sciences, sciences, and arts.    
 
Starting with Integrity’s strong emphasis on “inquiry” and “modes of acess to knowledge,” 
AAC&U has moved steadily forward toward a clear emphasis on connecting knowledge with 
examined choices and responsible action.  The organization has never wavered in its view that 
the humanities, social sciences, sciences and arts contribute “essential” components of a 
horizon-expanding education.  But since 1985, AAC&U has been equally unwavering in its 
insistence that the goals of liberal learning – now termed the Essential Learning Outcomes—
need to be fostered across all areas of study, from school through college, and not in the so-
called “liberal arts” alone. 
 
Liberal education is perhaps best understood, across the centuries, as a combination of over-
arching goals that privilege knowledge necessary to make sense of the world, developing the 
powers of the mind, and fostering a sense of ethical responsibility, both to self and others.  But 
the actual substance of those goals, and the practices used to achieve them, are always 
evolving, as society evolves and students’ needs change with that evolution.  
 
The most recent formulations of AAC&U’s stance on the meaning and purpose of a liberal 
education were completed a decade ago.  The ELOs were a critical focus of that articulation, but 
like every distillation of the aims and core practices necessary to liberal learning, they reflect the 
era in which they were crafted.   
 
This report—the first part of a longer history of AAC&U’s work since 1982--may help AAC&U 
determine, for its next era of leadership for liberal education and inclusive excellence, which 
aspects of its conception of liberal education need reinforcement and which newly articulated 
priorities need to become part of AAC&U’s future guiding vision.  
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Table 3  


