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TITLE : What a Liberal Arts College Is and What

Students Should Know
U.S. News / July 7, 2022

Through smaller class sizes, wide-ranging curricula and
tight-knit communities, liberal arts colleges are designed
to develop intellectually curious students into free thinkers
who are versatile in the professional workforce, experts
say.

"The goal is to become broadly educated, well-rounded
members of society that can understand lots of different
domains of knowledge, learn how to learn and have a
specialization of sorts,"” says Mark Montgomery, founder
and CEO of Great College Advice, a college admissions
consultancy with offices across the U.S.

Some common notions about liberal arts colleges are
misconceptions, experts say. For example, the phrase
"liberal arts" does not reflect a political alliance.

"Kids get mixed up," Montgomery says. "'Liberal’ means
freedom — freedom of the mind."

Marcheta Evans, president of Bloomfield College, a
predominantly Black liberal arts institution in New Jersey,
warns  prospective  students  against  making
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generalizations about student bodies at liberal arts
colleges. Since the tuition for these schools is often higher
than other universities, some assume only affluent
students attend, which isn't true.

"Some liberal arts institutions have very privileged kids,"
she says. "But you also have institutions like mine, where
a lot of kids are first-generation college students."

What Is a Liberal Arts College?

Liberal arts colleges are four-year undergraduate
institutions that emphasize degrees in the liberal arts fields
of study, including humanities, sciences and social
sciences.

Maud S. Mandel, president of Williams College in
Massachusetts, describes a liberal arts education as "an
introduction to general knowledge." The Association of
American Colleges and Universities notes its emphasis on
integrating "academic and experiential learning" and
developing skills "that are essential to work, citizenship,
and life."

Most liberal arts colleges do not offer separate
professional education programs, such as business and
engineering schools, which are designed to give students
specialized training for specific professional practice.



Students at liberal arts schools are typically required to
take a number of general education courses, regardless of
their major. At Pomona College in California, for example,
students must fulfill a Social Institutions and Human
Behavior requirement, and can do so by taking courses in
areas such as anthropology, public policy analysis or
sociology.

What Is the Difference Between Liberal Arts Colleges
and Universities?

Though every liberal arts college is unique, most tend to
differ from large universities in three ways:

*  Size.

*  Educational approach.
*  Price.

Size

Liberal arts colleges tend to be smaller than large
universities.

Every top 50 National Liberal Arts College in U.S. News
rankings had an undergraduate enrollment of fewer than
5,000 students in fall 2020. The same was true at only
eight of the top 50 National Universities ranked the same
year by U.S. News.

Most liberal arts colleges do not offer graduate school
programs, unlike other universities. They also tend to have
small campuses and class sizes; in fact, many classes have
fewer than 20 students.

Evans says some students find comfort in the sense of
community that these more intimate settings can create.
"Some students thrive in larger settings," she says. "Others
need that smaller, family-like environment."”

Compared to typical universities, students at liberal arts
colleges can interact with their professors more easily and
regularly because of lower student-teacher ratios, experts
say.

"You have a relationship with your professors,”
Montgomery says. "It's a luxurious kind of education."”

Peggy Baker, an independent educational consultant
based in Asheville, North Carolina, says there's "real
mentoring involved™ in liberal arts college classrooms.

"1 have students all the time who go to a liberal arts school
and establish a relationship with a professor, and it makes
all the difference," Baker says.

Students at liberal arts colleges typically have easier
access to extracurricular activities than their counterparts
at large universities, Montgomery says.

"The opportunities for leadership and participation,
broadly, are greater," he says. "If you are trying to be the
president of a club, you have much better odds of being it
at a smaller college."

And most liberal arts colleges focus exclusively on

undergraduate students. "You have that accessibility to
research, or that lab assistant job, which would otherwise
go to a graduate student,” Baker explains.

Educational Approach

Most large universities offer Bachelor of Arts degrees,
which use a liberal arts curriculum. This kind of degree
emphasizes a broad education and so-called soft skills like
communication and writing proficiency, analytical
thinking and leadership ability.

At liberal arts colleges, Montgomery explains, all students
follow this liberal arts curriculum design, regardless of
major.

And he notes that students who have specific professional
interests shouldn't exclude liberal arts colleges from their
school search — these schools can also prepare students for
careers in fields like engineering and business.

"You can still do engineering,"” he says. "There are places
where you can do engineering and liberal arts together."”

Many liberal arts colleges have Phi Beta Kappa Society
chapters. Often referred to as PBK, this prestigious
national academic honor society recognizes students who
excelled academically in the arts and sciences at their
college or university.

Price

Many liberal arts colleges are private institutions,
meaning they are not directly government-funded. As a
result, liberal arts colleges are typically more reliant than
public schools on tuition.

Prospective college students and their families sometimes
turn away from liberal arts schools because of
intimidating sticker prices — the total yearly cost of an
education before any financial aid is applied. However,
these numbers can be deceptive, experts point out.

Montgomery finds that liberal arts colleges are often
generous in providing merit scholarships to students who
demonstrate interest in their school.

"They want the students who want them," he says. "At
some liberal arts colleges, 100% of the student body gets
merit-based aid. In other words, no one pays the sticker
price."

Evans encourages all students to consider the impact that
financial aid could have on their education costs before
ruling out small colleges. The Free Application for
Federal Student Aid, commonly known as the FAFSA,
helps determine a student's qualification for federal need-
based aid such as the Pell Grant, loans and work-study.
Most colleges require students to submit the form
annually to be considered for institutional aid.

"Completing the FAFSA is one of the first steps you need
to take before you even think about different institutions,"
Evans says.

When students factor merit and other aid considerations

5



into their college pricing calculations, they may be
pleasantly surprised by the final cost of attending a liberal
arts college.

"There are dozens — if not hundreds — of high-quality
liberal arts colleges in America that, in the end, will not be

much more expensive, or maybe even the same price, as
going to the flagship university in your home state,”
Montgomery says.
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Research universities offer students unique academic
and career opportunities. These institutions
concentrate on facilitating research conducted by
professors and graduate students, which makes them
appropriate for learners who have already completed
undergraduate programs or plan on higher academic
pursuits. Here are five benefits you might be able to
take advantage of by pursuing education at a research
university.

1. Improved Course Selection
The fact that they often receive business, alumni and
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government funding means that many research
universities are relatively large facilities with
multiple departments. Students who attend research
schools may find it easier to choose from unique
classes and academic programs that let them fine-
tune their majors. Research universities that also
offer undergraduate programs often confer similar
benefits upon their undergrad attendees, who may
get to learn from experts and utilize improved
educational tools.

Schools vary in the way they’re structured, but
attending a research university could ultimately be
better for highly passionate students. Because these
schools have a greater wealth of resources, they can
accommodate specialized academic endeavors, like
double majors and degrees in new fields that most
people haven’t even heard of.



2. Passionate Educators

Professors and other faculty at research universities
are known for being dedicated to academic pursuits.
Working at a research university gives them the
chance to complete projects that the corporate world
might not support. For instance, an observational or
cohort pharmaceutical study that tracks patients over
decades may be easier to complete when the focus is
on increasing knowledge and not simply trying to
create a market-ready drug product.

True, research universities are accountable for how
they use funds and resources. Nonetheless, the
expectation that they’ll pursue knowledge fosters
more academic and intellectual freedom, which may
attract top educators.

3. The Chance to Make a Difference With Your
Passions

Research universities have long contributed to social
advancement, and education experts say they
account for the majority of the essential scientific
study undertaken in the modern United States. Along
with partner government facilities and labs, research
universities create amazing advances in medicine,
agriculture, social sciences, transportation, energy
production, engineering and other vital modern
fields.

Attending a research school could be your chance to
play a part in the advancement of human knowledge.
These facilities often encourage students to publish
their work in respected academic journals, and many
students go on to found new industries.

4. Educational and Career Connections

One of the big advantages of enrolling at a research
university is that you can learn directly from your
scientific idols and mentors. Because these faculty
are usually experts in their specialized fields, they’re
natural go-to sources of advanced knowledge.

Working with research leaders can also make it
easier to obtain internships and become involved in
the professional research community. Those who
excel as students may be offered formal positions by
the schools they attend.

5. High-Level Credentials

Research universities’ continuing role as producers
of cutting-edge technologies and innovations gives
them widespread prestige. As such, they’re
commonly featured in the news for their unique
projects, and major industry players routinely partner
with research universities to fund their academic
missions.

These reputation-building events also benefit
students and faculty. Those who attend research
universities may find that their careers benefit
greatly from having taken part in endeavors like
space exploration, cancer treatments and other lofty
pursuits.

Attending a research university is a great way to
advance your academic career and simultaneously
advance our general understanding of the world we
share. Whether you become involved with a public
or private institution as a student or eventual faculty
member, these schools offer unparalleled chances for
educational attainment.
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TITLE: SO YOU WANT TO BE A LIBERAL
ARTS COLLEGE PROFESSOR?
The Duck of Minerva / January 18, 2013

Ok, you went to Oberlin or maybe Swarthmore or
Bowdoin or Haverford or Macalester. It was your
first experience away from home — your first real
intellectual stimulation, the drugs, the sex — it was
a total mind blowing experience. You had dinner at
a professor’s house and then stayed late into the night
discussing the Russian  Revolution.  You
experimented with Marxism, liberation theology, or
maybe even poetry. From the moment you left
college, you knew you would get your Ph.D. and
become a liberal arts college professor.
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Sorry to burst the bubble, but let me be blunt here.
You can’t get it back. Seriously, you can’t. When
you finish your Ph.D. and land that job in a liberal
arts college — you are not a student experiencing new
and “fresh” ideas for the first time in your life. You
are an untenured assistant professor. (With an
emphasis on untenured and assistant). There is
nothing “fresh” about being untenured and assistant
(emphasis is still there). And, there is no more
experimentation.

And for those of you interviewing for a job in a
liberal arts college and planing to tell us all about
how “the liberal arts education transformed” your
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life. Don’t. Really.

OK, perhaps this is a bit too blunt. It actually is a
great gig. [’ve been one for the past 13 years —as a
Five College professor in western Massachusetts —
with a tenured joint appointment at Amherst College,
Hampshire College, Mount Holyoke College, Smith
College, and the University of Massachusetts-
Ambherst. And, while 'm pretty satisfied in my
position, | recently toyed with making a lateral move
to a prominent research university. A very
interesting and eye-opening experience.
Throughout the deliberation process it really struck
me that there is a big gap between the two types of
institutions. Yes we all teach, research, write, and do
some administrative work but we do so in really
different ways. The profession in a liberal arts
college is very different from the academic
profession in a research university. It is also a very
different profession from the one for which we are
trained as graduate students.

So, I thought I’d write up a few observations and
hence, this is the first in a series of posts, on
academic life in a liberal arts college (I’ll also add a
post or two on holding a joint appointment across
five different institutions — four liberal arts colleges
and a state university).

Today’s post:  research in the liberal arts college.
First, it’s probably somewhat obvious, but the
research expectations and support at a liberal arts
college are significantly different from a research
institution. Twenty years ago, and after decades of
pleas from faculty, many of the top-tier liberal arts
colleges moved from 3-2 to 2-2 teaching loads with
the expectation that the faculty would increase their
research profiles. (Curiously, the deans and trustees
got this new religion just as faculty research
production and reputation became part of US News
and World Reports ranking methodologies...) And,
somewhere along the line many of these colleges re-
designated themselves as liberal arts research
colleges. Yet, let’s not fool ourselves.  The reality
is that with all of the pressure on liberal arts colleges
to demonstrate their relevance (and justify their price
tags), teaching and individualized undergraduate
advising are the most important missions to these
institutions. Research is clearly secondary.

Don’t get me wrong, good research is expected —
usually a book from the dissertation plus three or so
refereed journal articles and misc. other publications
— for tenure. But, there are clear differences
between a liberal arts college and a major research
institution. Here are my top three:

1. Research support. Even at the top-tier liberal arts
college, there is only very modest support for
research and travel — and it pales in comparison to
the institutional support, budgets, and leave policies
at major research universities. Most liberal arts
colleges have small or non-existent offices of
sponsored research so grant writing and support is a
self-help and labor-intensive enterprise here. | had a
recent conversation with an NSF program director in
the social sciences who wondered why she receives
so few NSF grant applications from liberal arts
college faculty. After | explained our institutional
research support structures, her response was an
apologetic “oh.” Furthermore, departments are small
and with teaching the priority, most institutions
discourage or simply don’t allow faculty to buy out
courses with external money. Not only is it difficult
to replace courses with graduate students (we don’t
have them — see below), large numbers of visitors
lead to dings in the rankings.

This isn’t to say that there is no research support.
Money does flow into these institutions. You just
have to be flexible, innovative, and aggressive —
and you have to plan ahead. There are several
foundations like Mellon and others that provide
generous support for a variety of institutional
initiatives. At a small institution, there are usually
plenty of ways to help structure these institutional
initiatives and build in various pockets of money for
travel and summer stipends to support research —
especially if the research can be tied broadly to new
course development or pedagogic innovations.

Also, if your research agenda is flexible, research
support can come from fulfilling other institutional
commitments — I’ve been to China six times in the
last eight years including a summer in Beijing and a
summer split between Shanghai and Seoul to set up
and support college programs. | parlayed those trips
into a focused research project, extensive interviews,
and ultimately, produced a co-edited volume on
China. This was not something on my radar ten years
ago, but it came up along the way.

2. No graduate students. It probably goes without
saying to many of you that this can be a really good
thing. I get it. But, not having graduate students also
has its drawbacks — really, hear me out on this. No
graduate students means no graduate-level survey
seminars; no advanced seminars built around
specialized research projects; no comprehensive or
qualifying exams to read/grade; and, no lengthy
dissertation lit reviews to read and mark-up.
Obviously, there are a number of plusses to all of this,
but without teaching and working with graduate
students, there is little in the day-to-day teaching
routine in a liberal arts college to keep one up to date,
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challenged, and engaged on the latest scholarship in
the field. It is rare to assign an 1/O, 1SQ, Security
Studies, APSR or even an I/S article — they are often
too narrow and specialized for undergraduate
instruction. And, with more content and specialized
publications it is particularly hard to keep up with
literature that can’t be integrated into the classroom.
I really could use a decent continuing education
program for routine updates on new trends in the
literature.

3. Breadth over depth. We live and work in very
small departments with only a handful of IR faculty
to teach a wide range of courses. | teach courses on
IR theory, international security, regional conflict,
American foreign policy, human rights, and human
rights advocacy and fill in with courses on
international organization, international law, and
methods when needed. Prepping and maintaining
courses across such breadth is great fun, but it does
sacrifice depth and it does consume a lot of time that
might otherwise be used for research. This isn’t
unique to liberal arts colleges — there are plenty of
universities with small numbers of IR faculty. But,
in liberal arts colleges, we are also expected to advise
half a dozen or so senior thesis projects every year as
well as a number of other independent studies
projects on topics that are not covered during the
normal course offerings.

All of these — limited research support, no graduate
students, and lack of specialization — have
implications. First, if not for the drinking and poker
the professional networking, ISA would probably
really suck. The profession is becoming increasingly
more specialized and I sit in on plenty of ISA panels
wondering how folks have the time and support to do
the work they do. It triggers a certain amount of
anxiety watching the field seemingly pass one by.

But, more broadly, faculty at liberal arts colleges
appear to focus on a different kind of research and
produce at a different pace than those working at
research institutions. A few years back at a
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conference coordinated by Stacey Goddard at
Wellesley, Sue Peterson reported on some initial
findings (unpublished) from the TRIP data in which
she looked specifically at the data on security studies
and the liberal arts. The data appeared to suggest that
liberal arts college faculty tend to publish more
review essays and book chapters (presumably
because these can be easily fed back into the
classroom for instruction) and are generally
underrepresented in publications in the top tier and
more specialized journals. I don’t want to overstate
this — there are plenty of highly talented scholars in
our midst — but generally, liberal arts faculty
produce at a slower rate and in different forms of
publications.

Finally, research is only one part of our job
description as a liberal arts college professor — and,
it is probably the part of the job in which we spend
the least amount of time during the academic year.
Even with a 2/2 teaching load, most of us are doing
increasingly more work on enhanced advising, more
work on independent studies, more work developing
an experiential learning component to the curriculum,
and more engagement in the shared faculty
governance of the institution than ever before. When
the workload is increased on teaching, advising, and
service something has to give — at least in part. In
the liberal arts colleges, that tends to be the research
side of the equation. I’ll admit that for me there is a
certain degree of envy watching others produce their
scholarship faster and speak more fluently about the
literature.

Overall, though, there are a lot of other differences —
in teaching and throughout the institutions — that led
to my decision to stay in the liberal arts — at least for
now. I’ll address some of them in my next post in the
series. In the meantime, I’d love hear if this matches
any of your experiences. Comment away...

https://www. duckofminerva. com/2016/04/so-you-want-to-be-a-1iberal-arts-col lege-

professor-life-in-the-liberal-arts-edition-part—i.html
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