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For more than two decades, a third model of higher education has been developing, which integrates some strengths of, yet is distinct from, the research university and the liberal arts college. Ernest Boyer called this the New American College, and reports such as AAC&U’s 2003 Greater Expectations and Carnegie’s Scholarship Reconsidered highlighted the potential two-way contributions that could be made in such a college by professional programs of study and the liberal arts. I am likely biased by affiliation with an institution that attempts to co-develop and follow this model. Nevertheless, I find the case for its special match to the challenges of the 21st century compelling.

The argument made in the sources cited above and elsewhere has more often looked from the liberal arts perspective, focusing on the utilitarian value of liberal education, what Carol Geary Schneider called “practical liberal education.” A complementary alternative is to look from the professional school to the liberal arts, and, reversing the phrase, to seek what might be called “liberal practical education” or perhaps “liberal professional education.” The consequence is to consider not just the practical contribution of liberal education, but the contribution of professional education to self, society, and world. 


Below are some thoughts on why and how this option has been and might be further developed. They build on a literature that may be unfamiliar to the faculty of professional schools, particularly those who entered the academy from professional practice. And to be forthcoming to that audience, they represent a position to one side of an on-going debate.


The transposition and revision of practical liberal to liberal professional acknowledges that, for what might be the large majority of students in professional schools, the professional degree program is a central and defining element of their college experience and has great impact on their future attitudes and endeavors. Thus, if the goal is to help students to grow and develop personally and to become responsible citizens who make significant contributions to society, as is argued by the proponents of liberal education, then the professional school bears a major responsibility for accomplishing this. Defined from such a perspective, the professional school exists to not only help students become professionals in the sense of preparing them for careers, but to help them learn how to contribute to society through their professional lives. A liberal professional education frees (liberates the minds of) and leads (fosters ethical commitments by) students to do so.


Implied by liberal professional education, specifically at the undergraduate level, are curricula that do not simply append liberal arts electives to professional programs—in the extreme, programs that are grounded specifically and solely in corporate/industry competencies and thus reduce professional preparation to little more than trade school burdened by requirements unrelated to the trade—in the same way that a practical liberal education connotes more than simply adding practical objectives to syllabi in the liberal arts. Rather, a substantially different approach to professional study is called for, one in which the liberal arts and professional disciplines are intertwined. Perhaps counter-intuitively, this different approach may lead to great success in the workplace, as well as life in general, in a sense echoing the statement made in support of practical liberal education that, in a rapidly changing world, liberal education may turn out to have greater practical value than dedicated study of professional practice.


But what is the nature of a liberal professional education? How does it differ from other forms? There are likely far more possibilities than there are institutions and professional schools, but some general characteristics can be imagined, based in part on descriptions of existing instances. These differ considerably from the generic criteria typically applied to professional schools and to institutions as a whole, say by accrediting agencies. 


Below are some possible indicators in five sample areas: goals, curriculum, faculty, service, and assessment. To emphasize activity over status, they are expressed in terms of actions that one would observe being taken by those who are engaged in liberal professional education, including students, faculty, staff, administrators, board members, and others associated with such educational institutions.


Those involved in liberal professional education seek synergy of professional and liberal arts study through an integrated and balanced approach, which interconnects professional and non-professional goals at the program and course levels. They give priority to developing self as individual, professional, and citizen (a synergy, not a tradeoff), for example, by defining professional competence as the capacity to contribute to society through professional activity. Courses within the major program of study balance and blend the instrumental and utilitarian with the conceptual and theoretical, consistently connecting all to societal context. 


Those developing the curriculum of liberal professional education enhance rigorous disciplinary study with multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches, not only across schools, departments, and programs, but within them. They emphasize global perspectives, pluralism, and diversity of ideas, for example, by engaging students in a critique of their chosen professional field from the vantage points of others. Also, they and others meaningfully involve students in decisions, as a principle and as an essential component of students’ education—a means to help them learn how to act on behalf of others in the present and future.


A diverse group of stakeholders selects faculty on the basis of typical criteria such as professional expertise and teaching ability, and also on candidates’ proclivity to develop themselves as liberal professional educators, for example, to go beyond their disciplines and model how connections can be made. Once hired, faculty engage in development activities that are significant in depth, breath, and number, and that specifically foster connections between liberal arts and professions. All faculty across all disciplines, departments and schools share and accept responsibility for liberal and professional education, each drawing connections to others’ areas.


Those involved in liberal professional education view service as a gift to others and an expression of values, as well as a first-hand experience that connects studies to societal context. Students and faculty learn by doing things that are challenging and are important for themselves and for others.


Those seeking to appreciate the value of programs that embrace liberal professional education give priority to holistic assessment of student learning and faculty performance, for example, in terms of long-term and overall consequences. They look for coherence among goals, words, policies, structures, processes, and actions, and for synergy(ies) that can be developed from efforts at the college, school, and department levels, which are explicitly intertwined. They demand more than some imagined transfer of skills and knowledge in some imagined future setting as evidence of connections being made and of the liberal quality of professional education in general.

The five categories above—goals, faculty, curriculum, service, and assessment—represent some, not all, of the parts of a system model that one might construct to better understand and pursue liberal professional education. It is my sense that such an endeavor is timely and worthwhile, and has the potential for greater alignment between professional preparation and the individual and collective challenges of the coming decades, particularly those that hold professions accountable for consequences outside their normal areas of concern.


Furthermore, institutions that continue to refer to themselves as comprehensive colleges and universities after the Carnegie Foundation dropped the phrase from its classification scheme may be most naturally disposed and prepared for developing the third model and for fully embracing liberal professional education. If comprehensive is defined in terms of the quality of students’ education, for example, the integration of liberal arts and professional studies in whole learning experiences, rather than simply the availability of certain types of degrees, then the comprehensive college is a place where education in the professions done well would liberate learners—students, faculty, staff, and administration alike—to develop personal meaning of, and the capacity and ethical commitment to contribute simultaneously to, self, society, and world through professional and other activity.
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