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O
n a hot Septem

ber afternoon, four hundred stu-
dents crushed into a sm

all auditorium
, looking for seats on the 

long row
s that curved around like giant horseshoes. A

s the room
 

filled w
ith chattering voices, each one grew

 louder to com
pete w

ith 
the clam

or around them
.

 
A

fter a few
 m

inutes, a tall, thin m
an w

earing w
hite running shoes, 

brow
n trousers, and a blue shirt entered and stood at a podium

 in 
the front of the room

. From
 their seats, m

ost of the students could 
look dow

n at the top of his head. H
e clipped on a lavalier m

icro-
phone and cleared his throat.
 

“I know
 it’s hot in here,” he said, alm

ost shouting over the chat-
ter. “B

ut w
e’ve got w

ork to do.” A
s the students stopped talking, he 

continued. “T
his is H

is tory 112, and I suppose m
ost of you are here 

because you think you’re required to take this class. W
ell, you are 

not,” he said as he m
oved from

 behind the podium
 and looked to-

w
ard the back row

.
 

A
 soft m

urm
ur rippled across the room

 as students turned from
 

side to side and w
hispered expressions of disbelief. “B

ut w
ait,” he 

quickly added, thrusting his hands in the air as if to stop an oncom
-

ing locom
otive. “T

his course is by defi ni tion a part of getting a lib-
eral education at this institution, but nobody in the w

orld is requir-
ing you to pursue such broad learning. You w

ill not be w
hipped in 

Bain, Ken. W
hat the Best C

ollege Students D
o, H

arvard U
niversity Press, 2012. ProQ

uest Ebook C
entral,

         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
/lib/uneedu/detail.action?docID

=3301124.
C

reated from
 uneedu on 2021-08-30 19:29:36.

Copyright © 2012. Harvard University Press. All rights reserved.

from
	Ken	Bain,	W

hat	the	Best	College	Students	Do	(Harvard	U
P,	2012)

w
h

a
t

 
t

h
e

 
b

e
s

t
 

c
o

l
l

e
g

e
 

s
t

u
d

e
n

t
s

 
d

o

200

the public square if you  don’t. N
o one w

ill im
prison or fine you. You 

are in charge of your ow
n education.”

 
A

s students listened, he continued. “I w
ant you to think about 

w
hether you really w

ant to get this kind of education. I w
ant you to 

understand both its beauty and utility, then you can decide if it is 
for you.” T

he room
 grew

 still now
, and a soft breeze floated around 

the space as the air conditioning fi nally kicked in.
 

W
ithin a few

 m
inutes, he had unfurled a brief his tory of liberal 

education, and told them
 that “liberal” cam

e from
 the Latin for 

“free” (liber), and it w
as the kind of schooling that free (as opposed 

to slave) children received in the ancient w
orld. In the m

odern ver-
sion, students explored a host of disciplines from

 the sciences to the 
hum

anities, taking a deep approach to im
 por tant issues that those 

disciplines could help them
 address.

 
W

hen the professor fin ished, he asked the students to do som
e-

thing rather strange. “T
his evening, w

hen you go hom
e or to your 

dorm
 room

,” he said, “I w
ant you to decide w

hether you really w
ant 

to pursue such an education. R
un ev ery body out of the room

, sit in 
the dark for at least thirty m

inutes, and ask yourself, ‘do I really 
w

ant to get a liberal education?’” If you do, he concluded, “com
e 

back on W
ednesday, and prepare for the ride of a lifetim

e.” B
ut 

if you  don’t, “you also know
 w

hat to do. You  don’t really w
ant to 

 attend this college. You should pursue som
e thing else.” N

o one 
dropped the course.
 

M
any students w

ould now
 reject that appeal. T

hey believe that if 
you w

ant to do w
ell in an increasingly specialized w

orld, you m
ust 

concentrate on a single area and becom
e an expert in that field, for-

saking all other subjects. Students study to becom
e doctors, plum

b-
ers, business executives, law

n specialists, account m
anagers, com

-
puter technicians, and other professionals. T

hey often see no reason 
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for the large num
ber of “general education” requirem

ents they face 
in m

ost traditional colleges and universities, and “liberal arts” 
sounds to them

 like som
e thing you pursue if you  don’t have a real 

m
ajor. T

hey speak of courses one m
ust “get out of the w

ay,” and 
their advisors help them

 “check off” those requirem
ents. In the 

m
ost extrem

e version of this thinking, students believe that schools 
exist m

erely to get you the right certificate or degree, not to help 
you develop as a creative, critically intelligent, com

passionate, and 
concerned hum

an being.
 

If truth be know
n, m

any professors and deans also  don’t under-
stand and appreciate w

hy anyone w
ould need to take all those gen-

eral education requirem
ents. 1 T

hey have few
 notions about w

hat the 
w

hole tradition of liberal education entails, except for som
e vague 

sense that it’s “good for the students to be w
ell- rounded.”

2 B
ut this 

is an old m
etaphor that has little appeal anym

ore. W
ho w

ants to be 
a ball in a w

orld that seem
s to require a Sw

iss arm
y knife, som

e-
one w

ith m
ultiple specialized tools to address increasingly com

plex 
prob lem

s?
 

I m
et recently w

ith a group of in flu en tial policy- m
akers in W

ash-
ington, D

.C
., and they too had dif fi culty un der stand ing anything of 

value about education other than preparation for a job. T
hey dis-

m
issed as m

eaningless anything about higher learning that  didn’t 
center on training som

eone to do a task that w
ould m

ake them
 

m
oney.

 
O

ur m
ost creative and productive subjects, how

ever, bucked the 
trend. T

hey found great value in general and liberal education, yet 
they  didn’t becom

e jacks of all trades and m
asters of none. T

hey 
 didn’t just flit about from

 subject to subject forever, never landing 
anyw

here long enough to m
ake a difference. “You see so m

any kids 
com

ing to H
arvard,” one professor in that Ivy League school noted 
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recently, “w
ho are involved in too m

any activities.” O
ur highly cre-

ative and productive subjects, in contrast, learned to m
ake som

e 
tough choices. B

ut here’s the point: their broad educations helped 
them

 to m
ake those choices as they learned to see connections be-

tw
een liberal education and the specialty they w

ould pursue. W
e 

saw
 that ability in R

eyna G
rande and others, and w

e’ll see it again 
here. If w

e are to understand and use w
hat our subjects did that en-

abled them
 to fashion such highly productive and creative lives, w

e 
m

ust appreciate w
hy they valued a broad education before special-

izing in one or tw
o fields.

Liberal A
rts and C

reativity

A
n im

 por tant part of the creative pro cess is the ability to recognize 
good ideas w

hen you encounter them
. T

he im
plications of that no-

tion are profound. To grow
 on the ideas and creations of others, 

w
e m

ust encounter them
, and to do so, w

e m
ust explore the great 

w
orks of the m

ind found in the arts, sciences, m
athem

atics, philos-
ophies, and historical perspectives. W

e have to get excited about 
probing a vast array of subjects and disciplines. T

he w
orld of ideas 

and scholarship be com
es our oyster, and the possibilities becom

e 
alm

ost unlim
ited, at least as large as all of hum

an endeavor and 
achievem

ent throughout his tory.
 

I could m
ake an argum

ent that such creativity bene fits society, 
but that  w

asn’t the only reason given for the diverse interests of the 
highly accom

plished people I interview
ed. T

hey valued creativity be-
cause it helped fulfill a basic hum

an need. It could m
ake their lives 

richer and m
ore robust. T

he A
m

erican philosopher R
ichard Taylor 

echoes sim
ilar ideas in his classic w

ork Virtue Ethics. H
e argues that 

hum
ans, because they have a special intelligence, can live the good 
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life only if they becom
e creative. It is, Taylor w

rote, “w
hat distin-

guishes us from
 all other living things.”

3 Taylor believed that origi-
nal w

ork could occur in any dom
ain. “W

hen w
e think of creativity,” 

the philosopher w
rote, “w

e are apt to construe it narrow
ly, as the 

creation of things, som
etim

es even lim
iting it to things belonging 

to the arts.” B
ut that is too thin, he concluded. “C

reative intelli-
gence is exhibited by a dancer, by athletes, by a chess player, and in-
deed in virtually any activity guided by intelligence.” It can occur in 
gardening and farm

ing or in “the rearing of a beautiful fam
ily.” In 

his ow
n quest for an innovative and good life, Taylor becam

e both 
an internationally renow

ned beekeeper and a philosopher. 4

 
T

he subjects in our study  didn’t just sit around expounding on 
the value of creativity. T

hey found som
e thing that fascinated them

. 
T

hey becam
e interested in prob lem

s they could solve, in w
ork that 

they could do. T
hey becam

e creative because they becam
e lost in 

som
e thing other than them

selves. O
ur subjects realized that their 

grow
th as creative individuals needed food, and that they w

ould 
find that nourishm

ent both in an increasing appreciation for the 
creative w

ork of others and in the special perspectives that they 
could bring to any situation, prob lem

, or proj ect. T
hey had to un-

derstand how
 their brains w

orked best, how
 ideas cam

e up in their 
ow

n m
inds, how

 they thought, and w
here they got those thoughts. 

Fundam
entally, they had to understand them

selves as a product of 
his tory and society, and that required deep com

prehension and ex-
tensive study of both the past and their ow

n w
orld. D

riven by their 
desires to fulfill that hum

an capacity and need for originality, our 
best students explored the rich w

orld of the liberal arts, m
ining the 

hum
anities, arts, and social and natural sciences for the concepts 

and inform
ation that fed their m

inds.
 

C
uriosity and the fun they experienced in learning m

ore played a 
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huge role in shaping their focus. A
 liberal arts education afforded 

them
 the chance to enjoy a richer life because they could get m

ore 
out of ev ery m

om
ent and ev ery experience. W

hat is life, after all? It 
is experiencing reality over tim

e, but if you can take any m
om

ent 
and enhance it, know

 it in historical context, explore its social con-
text, dissect it and all its m

any voices, and integrate it into your ex-
perience, you can derive far m

ore out of any one tim
e and place. You 

can extend your life. A
s A

ndrew
 A

bbott, a sociologist at the U
niver-

sity of C
hicago, told som

e students a few
 years ago, “given the op-

portunity, you are a fool not to avail yourself of ev ery m
eans to ex-

tend your experience in the now
. T

he quality of education is our 
central m

eans for doing that.”
5

 
H

is tory, for exam
ple, is the broadest of disciplines because it en-

com
passes all of hum

an affairs—
from

 the arts to the sciences and 
ev ery thing in betw

een. Im
agine that you are trying to see different 

shades of a color. You can see the difference m
ost clearly if you put 

them
 next to each other. So it is w

ith un der stand ing yourself and 
your ow

n tim
es. U

ntil you have other historical points of reference, 
you can’t really say m

uch about your ow
n society or yourself. You 

m
ight think that certain attitudes—

such as racism
—

are quite natu-
ral until you learn that those feelings and concepts have a his tory 
and have not alw

ays existed. You m
ight think certain people and re-

ligions tend tow
ard violence until you explore the long his tory of 

those sam
e groups and com

pare them
 w

ith other so ci e ties. You 
m

ight think that the people in your society have som
e superior gene 

because of their enhanced ability to build indoor toilets and other 
technologies until you study the lengthy historical forces that 
shaped their prosperity, and realize that in earlier tim

es your ances-
tors had little to brag about.
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Engaging w
ith H

is tory and Justice

Long before he becam
e one of the few

 econom
ists to predict the 

econom
ic collapse in 2008 and a leading advocate for econom

ic jus-
tice, D

ean B
aker built a sum

m
er sem

inar w
ith his older brother. 

Like tw
o siblings constructing a tree house, the B

aker brothers ham
-

m
ered together their ow

n line of study. D
ean had just fin ished his 

freshm
an year at Sw

arthm
ore C

ollege, outside Philadelphia, and his 
brother had com

pleted his junior year at R
eed C

ollege, in Portland. 
T

he B
aker brothers had grow

n up on the north side of C
hicago, liv-

ing w
ith their m

other and grandparents, and they returned hom
e 

that sum
m

er to the old Lakeview
 neighborhood full of ideas and 

questions. T
he older brother had studied his tory at R

eed and had 
encountered a school of A

m
erican historians w

ho questioned m
any 

of the popular assum
ptions about the country’s past.

 
“I  didn’t do that w

ell m
y freshm

an year,” D
ean recalled, “espe-

cially in language. I think it w
as because I  didn’t try hard enough.” 

B
ut he had alw

ays taken an interest in politics, spurred in part by 
the struggles he saw

 around him
 in C

hicago, and w
hen his brother 

cam
e hom

e w
ith new

 research and ideas, the boys found a topic that 
w

ould change D
ean’s w

hole approach to learning. “I spent a lot of 
tim

e w
ith m

y brother that sum
m

er,” the econom
ist rem

em
bered, 

“and it changed m
y m

otivation in school.”
 

A
s sum

m
er tem

peratures edged upw
ard, the boys debated and 

discussed, shared books and perspectives, challenged argum
ents, 

and exam
ined evidence. T

he older brother had been reading books 
by, am

ong other historians, G
abriel K

olko and W
illiam

 A
pplem

an 
W

illiam
s, scholars w

ho disputed the conventional historical narra-
tive, and he shared those books w

ith D
ean. In them

, they found 
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ideas that lit a fire, questioned m
uch of the orthodox interpreta-

tion, and introduced them
 to narratives they had never encountered 

before. T
he boys pored over the texts, interrogating ideas and evi-

dence, exchanging passages, debating the im
plications, and pursu-

ing m
ore inform

ation.
 

C
hicago tem

peratures along the shores of Lake M
ichigan floated 

betw
een the seventies and nineties that sum

m
er, as they do in m

ost 
years, and on the hottest days the sandy beaches lining the edges of 
Lake M

ichigan filled w
ith bathers. O

n the coolest days, a refreshing 
and brisk breeze sw

ept across the lake. N
ot far from

 w
here the boys 

conducted their running conversations, the C
hicago C

ubs played 
baseball at W

rigley Field on those m
agic days of cool w

eather and in 
the heat of an afternoon gam

e on the fourth of July. Even on the 
hottest days, how

ever, the nights usually turned cool enough to 
sleep w

ithout an air conditioner.
 

O
ne historical developm

ent in particular piqued D
ean’s interest 

that sum
m

er and for years to com
e. Years later w

hen he sat in a jury 
pool w

aiting to join the panel that w
ould decide som

eone’s fate, he 
rem

em
bered those stories. “It w

as about M
osaddegh,” he explained, 

“the prim
e m

inister of Iran,” w
ho had been elected to that position 

in 1951, long before the boys w
ere born.

 
M

oham
m

ad M
osaddegh, the sixtieth and sixty- second parlia-

m
entary leader of m

odern Iran, cam
e from

 an aristocratic fam
ily 

but carried out econom
ic reform

s that bene fited w
orkers and peas-

ants. H
e gave them

 unem
ploym

ent bene fits and pay w
hen they w

ere 
sick or injured. Peasants w

on freedom
 from

 forced labor, and 
M

osaddegh taxed landlords to build public proj ects to bene fit com
-

m
on folks. In Iran at the tim

e, w
hat later becam

e B
P (B

ritish Petro-
leum

) controlled m
uch of the econom

y through its ow
nership of 

the oil reserves in the country. T
he prim

e m
inister ran afoul of both 
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the U
.S. and B

ritish governm
ents w

hen he said the w
ells should be-

long to the Iranian people, and on A
ugust 19, 1953, the A

m
erican 

C
entral Intelligence A

gency or ga nized a coup to oust him
 from

 
pow

er.
 

Even though it happened before the B
aker brothers w

ere born, 
the violent overthrow

 of a dem
ocratically elected governm

ent in an-
other country shocked and disturbed both of the boys as they read 
the historical account. Ev ery childhood m

ental m
odel they had con-

structed about U
.S. foreign policy cam

e into question, rocking their 
m

ost cherished beliefs and raising new
 curiosities about how

 the 
international system

 really w
orked. “W

e’d been told that the over-
throw

 of M
osaddegh w

as part of the C
old W

ar struggle against tyr-
anny,” he rem

em
bered, “but that  didn’t m

ake sense in light of the 
historical rec ord. M

osaddegh  w
asn’t a Soviet agent, just a pro gres-

sive reform
er seeking justice for his ow

n people, and he  w
asn’t a 

 tyrant. T
he coup against him

 protected the fi nan cial interest of a 
large oil com

pany.” T
he B

aker boys’ sem
inar explored those issues 

all sum
m

er, driven by curiosity and their ow
n sense of justice. T

hey 
read w

hat intrigued them
. T

hey understood and rem
em

bered w
hat 

seem
ed im

 por tant. A
s July trailed into the w

arm
 days of early A

u-
gust, the boys debated and discussed, picking their ow

n path 
through m

aterial that the older brother brought to the table, and 
the youn ger now

  adopted as his ow
n.

 
T

he fall after that m
agic sum

m
er w

ith his brother, D
ean  didn’t 

return to school but took off to travel around Europe. W
hen he 

cam
e back to cam

pus a year later, he applied for and w
on adm

ission 
to the honors program

 at Sw
arthm

ore, w
hich had produced m

any 
creative and critical thinkers. In an environm

ent of sm
all sem

inars 
m

eeting w
eekly, students engaged in dialogue and often led the dis-

cussion w
ith their ow

n w
ork. D

ean learned to question ev ery thing. 
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H
e looked for the assum

ptions behind argum
ents and the concepts 

they em
ployed. H

e thought about their im
plications and applica-

tions, and asked for evidence, questioning the source and nature of 
that supporting inform

ation. H
e analyzed the reasoning em

ployed 
by his classm

ates and in the source m
aterial, noting in particular 

the w
ay language is som

etim
es used to distort thought and enflam

e 
passions.
 

Even before joining the honors program
, he took a m

ultidisci-
plinary course on behaviorism

 and explored one central question: 
W

hat controls hum
an actions? “You had to understand before you 

could critique,” D
ean explained, “and the professor  didn’t tolerate a 

bunch of stupid criticism
.” T

he next year, he took a course in U
.S. 

econom
ic his tory, in w

hich som
e of the questions of that sopho-

m
ore class once m

ore cam
e into play.

 
In the honors program

 at Sw
arthm

ore, professors becam
e pri-

m
arily coaches and m

entors, helping students to prepare, rather 
than judges m

aking final assessm
ents of students’ w

ork. D
ean and 

his classm
ates spent tw

o years preparing for tw
o days at the end 

of their se nior year w
hen outside exam

iners—
experts in the field—

w
ould com

e to cam
pus to evaluate their w

ork, engage them
 in con-

versations, exchange ideas, challenge their thinking, and decide 
w

hether they received honors for their w
ork.

 
D

ean cam
e to understand his ow

n learning style and knew
 that 

he w
orked best w

hen he had m
ore freedom

, w
hen he could help de-

sign his ow
n education. “T

hat’s w
hy I w

ent to Sw
arthm

ore,” he ex-
plained. “I chose it also,” he said, “because they had an em

phasis on 
undergraduate education and good teaching.” T

he quality of in-
struction m

ade a difference to him
, but his grow

ing fascination 
w

ith and concern for the w
orld carried the day. “M

ost of the teach-
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ers I had w
ere quite good,” he noted, “but even if they  w

eren’t, I 
could usually find som

e thing interesting to read in the course.”
 

Increasingly, D
ean becam

e fascinated w
ith how

 econom
ic forces 

shape people’s lives and how
 econom

ies w
ork. A

s he plunged into a 
w

ide va ri ety of disciplines, he could tap the w
isdom

 of those fields 
w

hile thinking constantly about w
hat he believed and w

hy, integrat-
ing and questioning. “I w

as alw
ays looking for argum

ents in som
e-

thing I read,” he explained, “and then pinpointing the evidence to 
see how

 it w
as used.” H

is deep em
pathy w

ith other people bolstered 
his quest, but so did his ability to chuckle at him

self and the absur-
dities around him

. W
ith laughter and seriousness, he learned to 

solve prob lem
s and ask questions that no one else bothered to raise. 

B
y bringing his ow

n, broad perspective reasoned from
 the evidence 

and from
 the insights of others, he could sift critically through a 

rich array of argum
ents and keep only those that m

et his highest 
standards of reasoning and evidence. Years later, after he had ac-
quired a doctorate in econom

ics from
 the U

niversity of M
ichigan, 

he used those critical habits to see through the faulty argum
ents of 

econom
ists w

ho w
anted to roll back social security paym

ents and 
later to see a loom

ing econom
ic collapse w

hen few
 others saw

 it 
com

ing. G
rades, how

ever, never played a large role in his education. 
“I just  didn’t care about them

,” he explained. “T
hey w

ere decent 
enough, and that’s all that m

attered. I w
as m

ore interested in w
hat 

fascinated m
e.”

 
T

he philosopher A
ndrew

 C
hrucky could have been describing the 

kind of education D
ean received w

hen he w
rote that liberal educa-

tion helps people find just w
ays to resolve con flict. “Liberal educa-

tion should,” he w
rote, “em

pow
er individuals to try to reach agree-

m
ents . . . on w

hat is econom
ically and po lit i cally advantageous to 
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ev ery one.” Such an outcom
e stem

s from
 dialogue, he argued, from

 
struggles w

ith m
oral prob lem

s draw
n out of “his tory, anthropol-

ogy, sociology, econom
ics, and politics.”

6 In that kind of liberal edu-
cation, students learn to engage in those exchanges as they com

e to 
understand the nature of discussion “through a study of rhetoric 
and logic,” and as they discover how

 to express them
selves in w

rit-
ing and speaking. T

hey engage in discussions in w
hich they chal-

lenge one another’s argum
ents, pointing out any prob lem

s w
ith 

 evidence or reasoning. T
hey reject or accept argum

ents not out of 
personal w

him
 but because they have engaged in the highest ratio-

nal judgm
ents. A

 liberal education helps them
 develop the ability to 

do that re flective thinking.
 

O
ur best students generally crafted that kind of education for 

them
selves, engaging in dialogues that brought their ow

n perspec-
tives to bear yet tested them

 against the values and concepts of oth-
ers and against the rules of reason and the standards of evidence. 
T

hey told us about long discussions w
ith friends in the dorm

itory 
and library; the som

etim
es fierce debates that erupted; the personal 

struggles they had w
ith questions of m

orality, justice, and other 
 issues; the som

etim
es all- night m

ental battles they joined w
ith an 

author they had read. T
hey pinpointed the differences betw

een 
agreeing (or disagreeing) w

ith som
eone’s facts, or agreeing (or dis-

agreeing) w
ith their attitudes.

 
Stephen C

olbert, w
ho m

ade his fam
e and fortune in com

edy, 
struggled w

ith R
obert B

olt’s essay on values. Jeff H
aw

kins, the com
-

puting pioneer, pondered the w
ork of philosophers, using the 

thinking of John Searle to distinguish in his ow
n m

ind betw
een 

w
hat com

puters and hum
an thought can do. Journalist D

avid Prot-
ess engaged in those running sem

inars w
ith professors and other 

students. D
uncan C

am
pbell looked for justice, entered law

 school 
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hoping to find it there, but eventually discovered it in his ow
n proj-

ect to help disadvantaged youth. M
ary A

nn H
opkins explored the 

perform
ing arts, hum

anities, and the sciences, searching for exam
-

ples of justice for w
ar- torn and poverty- ridden w

orlds, but ulti-
m

ately find ing the answ
ers in her ow

n actions. R
epeatedly, w

e heard 
stories of m

ultidisciplinary expeditions; of conversations late into 
the night; of lifetim

es of reading absolutely ev ery thing; of explora-
tions for those insights, ideas, and facts that could feed their brains. 
W

e heard in all of that a thirst for know
ledge, a quest for originality, 

and a pervasive concern for justice.

T
he Freedom

 to C
hoose

Em
m

a M
urphy m

ajored in po lit i cal and social thought, studied 
R

ussian literature, and had never taken the standard pre- m
ed 

courses or the M
C

AT
 exam

ination that usually determ
ines w

ho gets 
into m

edical school. Yet during her junior year at the U
niversity of 

V
irginia, she w

on adm
ission to M

ount Sinai School of M
edicine. If 

she accepts the appointm
ent, she w

ill join a long line of students 
w

ith hum
anities and social science backgrounds w

ho have attended 
m

edical school.
 

M
ount Sinai School of M

edicine began the program
 to attract 

students w
ith broad liberal arts educations into a profession that 

 doesn’t alw
ays encourage that kind of educational depth. H

ow
 have 

these students perform
ed in com

parison w
ith students w

ho had 
m

ore traditional preparations that focused alm
ost exclusively on 

the sciences?
 

R
esearchers at the school recently com

pared the tw
o groups and 

found that on a w
ide va ri ety of m

ea sures the liberal arts students 
did just as w

ell or better than students w
ho  didn’t necessarily pur-
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sue that broad undergraduate education. 7 T
hey perform

ed w
ith dis-

tinction in the clinic, in clerkships, and in the classroom
, and w

ere 
m

ore likely to do scholarly research and “graduate w
ith D

istinction 
in R

esearch.” Furtherm
ore, they m

ore frequently chose prim
ary care 

specialties. Em
m

a believes that her experiences have m
ade her m

ore 
com

passionate and em
pathetic, able to understand better the plight 

of her future patients. “T
hese students,” noted D

ennis C
harney, 

dean of the m
edical school, “help to diversify our student body” and 

create a “vibrant educational com
m

unity and a m
ore stim

ulating 
training experience.”
 

M
uch of Em

m
a’s schooling and fam

ily life had nurtured deep ap-
proaches to learning and a concern for big issues in life. W

hen she 
w

as grow
ing up in suburban M

aryland, her parents, both physi-
cians, encouraged her curiosity. “M

y father w
ould sit dow

n and dis-
cuss anything w

ith m
e,” she recalled. Em

m
a cam

e from
 a hom

e w
ith 

rich religious roots w
here values, purpose, and faith fil tered into 

nearly ev ery thing she did. “R
eligion w

as alw
ays a structure in our 

w
eekly routine,” she related. “In high school, personal faith becam

e 
a very im

 por tant aspect of m
y life.” From

 the first through the 
tw

elfth grade, she attended a “w
onderful in de pen dent private 

school” that offered sm
all classes and an em

phasis on the liberal 
arts. “M

y classes w
ere no bigger than ten or tw

elve people,” she re-
called, and in those surroundings, she explored m

ajor questions 
and learned to read critically and to w

rite w
ell. H

er teachers shared 
their passion “for w

hat they w
ere doing,” and their devotion had a 

strong in flu ence on the young girl. “I w
as encouraged,” she em

pha-
sized, “to ask questions.”
 

B
ut Em

m
a lived in a w

orld that also fostered strategic concerns 
and buffeted her w

ith pow
erful extrinsic m

otivations. H
er parents 

w
anted their three daughters to do w

ell in school academ
ically, and 
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her society took pride in the students w
ho w

on adm
ission to the 

m
ost prestigious private colleges. H

er older sister w
ent to Prince ton 

U
niversity, and she saw

 herself going to an Ivy League school as w
ell. 

In class, she faced subtle pressures to m
ake the grade. “I had been 

trained in high school to m
ea sure m

y studies by w
hat the teacher 

said, as if I w
as quantitatively m

apped on som
e graph,” she con-

fessed. Like m
any young girls of her social class, she took up bal-

let, in w
hich she also excelled. B

ut in this activity, as in her school-
w

ork, she felt pressured to follow
 a certain path in life. “In that 

pre- professional environm
ent, I developed anorexia and had to en-

ter a treatm
ent center for a m

onth,” she explained. C
on fined to a 

hospital, Em
m

a felt isolated and abandoned but never hopeless. 
T

he incident had a profound in flu ence on her thinking and values, 
and later encouraged a deep em

pathy for anyone facing incarcera-
tion. It w

as perhaps the beginning of a transform
ation that ex-

tended into her w
ork at the U

niversity of V
irginia.

 
W

hen Em
m

a w
ent off to college, she stood betw

een tw
o w

orlds, 
one ready to in ten sify those extrinsic pressures and drive her tow

ard 
a concern for strategic considerations, the other appealing to life’s 
purpose, its values and personal developm

ent. T
he first m

ight have 
prom

ised a fast trip to academ
ic honors, glory, and a fat paycheck, 

but the second raised questions about the m
eaning of life. She cam

e 
to V

irginia alm
ost by accident, w

ith an application for the Jefferson 
Scholarship program

 subm
itted at the last m

inute. She visited the 
cam

pus before she entered and found “passionate and creative” stu-
dents. “It w

as an easy decision to m
ake,” she decided.

 
H

er curriculum
 allow

ed the M
aryland native “to chart her ow

n 
course of study” around politics and society, and that freedom

 
sparked deep intentions and broad interests. Early in her studies, 
she took several classes from

 B
ill W

ilson in the religion departm
ent 
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that helped shape the direction she w
ould take. “W

hen you w
ere 

grappling w
ith a text,” she explained, “he never took the attitude 

that he w
as the expert and if our interpretation  didn’t m

atch his w
e 

w
ere som

ehow
 failing.” Em

m
a rem

em
bered that her professor val-

ued the questions she raised and how
 she tackled them

 in her w
rit-

ing and thinking. “G
rades becam

e irrelevant to that discussion,” 
she concluded.
 

In her junior year, Em
m

a took an unusual class that cem
ented 

her com
m

itm
ents to a broad and deep liberal education. Students 

in a R
ussian literature class conducted regular sem

inars for resi-
dents of a juvenile detention center. “W

e  w
eren’t reading to w

rite 
papers just to sit on som

e professor’s desk,” Em
m

a explained, “but 
to search for key m

eanings and personal connections. W
e had to ex-

plore the R
ussian classics from

 the perspective of the child w
ho had 

been m
arginalized by the justice system

.” Em
m

a’s life had little in 
com

m
on w

ith the boys she m
et at the detention center. Yet she 

could pull from
 her ow

n experience as she struggled to com
prehend 

their plight. “I could rem
em

ber,” she explained, “w
hen I w

as con-
fined to the hospital and w

anting to get back to a healthier place.” 
T

he experience sparked a larger concern for justice, and for the 
 issues of purpose and the values that the literature raised. She 
em

erged from
 the class conscious of the com

m
on hum

anity w
e 

share, and w
ith a strong sense of control over her ow

n education.
 

Em
m

a  isn’t sure if she w
ill take the offer to attend m

edical school. 
She w

ants prim
arily to pursue a career that brings her into contact 

w
ith other people and allow

s her to be creative. A
m

ong the people 
w

e studied, w
e saw

 the sam
e pattern repeatedly of w

anting m
ore 

than a rote challenge or prestige from
 their careers. T

hey sought an 
education that  didn’t leave out contem

plation or a sense of w
onder, 

even if they had to blaze their ow
n trail.
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Selecting a Path

O
n a crisp spring day in northern C

alifornia, young D
udley H

ersch-
bach w

alked along a creek bed looking at ev ery thing around him
. 

H
e took such w

alks often, m
arveling at the trees and rocks, ripples 

of w
ater that stood in sm

all pools and flow
ed  gently to som

e other 
spot, and the little creatures that populated these m

iniature w
orlds. 

H
e noticed the birds, the incredible array of fly ing feathered spe-

cies that som
etim

es perched on a lim
b or sw

ooped in for a m
eal. 

M
any years later, long after he had gone to Stanford U

niversity to 
play football, turned dow

n an invitation to try out for the R
am

s 
professional football team

, w
on a N

obel Prize in C
hem

istry, and 
done a voiceover for the Sim

psons, he rem
em

bered those birds and 
the w

alks he took. T
hey w

ere like good teachers, raising questions, 
sparking im

agination, and invoking aw
e w

ith his w
orld. “I had a lot 

of tim
e to m

yself just to daydream
,” he rem

em
bered.

 
D

udley w
as the oldest of three boys and three girls, children of 

parents w
ho struggled during tough econom

ic tim
es. H

is father 
built houses to m

ake a living and took pride in the details of his 
w

ork. “M
y father w

ould tell stories about his craft and how
 im

 por-
tant it w

as to do a job right,” the scientist recalled. “H
e alw

ays said, 
som

eday som
eone w

ill take this house apart and realize how
 w

ell it 
has been built. D

oing it right requires a little  longer.”
 

Stories becam
e a big part of his young life. W

hen he w
as four and 

five, his house often filled w
ith aunts and uncles—

his father’s broth-
ers and their fam

ilies m
ostly—

w
ho gathered to tell tales of their ad-

ventures in the w
orld. H

is grandfather could spin a yarn about en-
counters w

ith bears that w
ere bigger than a garage, w

hich w
ould 

both scare and beguile the young children gathered around him
. 

Soon D
udley learned to read his ow

n stories. “W
hen I w

as three and 
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four,” he reported, “I kept w
ondering w

hat w
as in those balloons 

that pointed at the heads of the cartoon characters in the funny 
 paper.” Like an archaeologist deciphering an ancient M

ayan code, 
D

udley painstakingly uncovered the secrets of all those letters in 
the com

ic balloons. “I rem
em

ber once,” he said, “going through the 
new

s paper w
ith a red pencil and underlining all the w

ords I knew
.” 

H
is m

other helped him
 w

ith som
e, but he read others in context 

and decoded their m
eaning.

 
A

fter he learned to read, his fam
ily bought him

 a three- volum
e 

set of the his tory of the w
orld that had been w

ritten for children, 
and D

udley raced through all of them
 before he started the first 

grade. “W
e  didn’t have an intellectual household,” he stated. “B

e-
fore that encyclopedia w

e only had copies of the B
ible, Ellery Q

ueen 
m

ystery novels, and R
eader’s D

igest.” W
hen he w

as nine or ten, 
those books perished w

hen his house burned to the ground early 
one m

orning. A
fter the fire, D

udley becam
e de pen dent on the li-

brary and a librarian w
ho recom

m
ended books. “She played a large 

role in m
y education,” he recognized.

 
H

e read his tory, science, and som
e literature. H

is parents often 
gave him

 books for C
hristm

as or for his birthday, and he explored 
Trea sure Island and traveled w

ith R
obinson C

rusoe. W
hen he w

as 
eleven, he picked up an issue of N

ational G
eographic that focused on 

planets and constellations and fell in love w
ith the m

ysteries of na-
ture. H

e searched for other books on the heavens and m
ade star 

m
aps. It w

as his first m
ajor sci en tific exploration, and w

hile science 
and m

ath increasingly becam
e his focus, he continued to explore 

literature, his tory, and biography. “I realized,” he explained, “that 
you are only one person in one period of tim

e. R
eading allow

s you 
to expand, to live other lives in other tim

es. You learn to w
rite from

 
w

hat you read.” In high school, he discovered the rich tapestry of 
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Shakespeare’s plays and eventually loved the m
usic of m

athem
atics 

and probability.
 

Such exploration produced an extraordinary im
agination. H

e 
learned to hop easily from

 one perspective to another, to m
ake con-

nections that few
 had im

agined, and to ask questions that no one 
had fram

ed before. “B
ecause I had a lot of tim

e as a kid to day-
dream

 w
ithout any adult telling m

e w
hat to do,” D

udley observed, 
“I learned to think like a hound dog sniffing out its prey. M

y think-
ing bounces around a lot rather than follow

ing a linear path.”
 

D
udley H

erschbach fell in love w
ith life—

 its m
ysteries, intrigues, 

beauties, prob lem
s, challenges, and even its tragedies. Like so m

any 
of our other subjects, he pursued a broad education, dipping into 
a va ri ety of disciplines, yet ultim

ately concentrated deeply on the 
w

orld of chem
ical science. H

e enjoyed the thrill of conquest and the 
fascination of an unsolved prob lem

, and took that joy into playing 
right end on the football field, but he also took it into the class-
room

. D
udley has a strong sense of his uniqueness, born both out 

of his personal his tory and from
 the learning he achieved. In his 

m
ind his intelligence and personality are not frozen in place but 

constantly evolving, perm
anently changed by ev ery thing he learns. 

“You think of yourself differently,” he said, “if you have m
astered 

som
e thing. You realize that you are separate, you are different. You 

have been em
pow

ered in a special w
ay.”

 
Like so m

any of our subjects, D
udley discovered early in life the 

pow
er of teaching. In high school, he began to tutor his football 

buddies w
ho struggled w

ith his tory, m
ath, chem

istry, and a va ri ety 
of subjects. In their conversations, D

udley and his team
m

ates built 
their un der stand ing, socially constructing the ideas that em

erged. 
It offered the budding scientist a chance to m

ake sense of com
plex 

concepts and to explain them
 to others in w

ays that m
ade sense to 
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him
. H

e once took a m
ath class in high school from

 a rotund fellow
 

fresh from
 the w

ar w
ho lacked deep insight into his subject but ex-

pected each student to “explain w
hy you calculated the prob lem

 the 
w

ay you did.” In m
ore than one class, teachers insisted that their 

students take the lead and explain m
atters to one another. “I think 

this m
ight be called peer instruction today,” D

udley surm
ised m

any 
years later.
 

D
udley loved sports and keeping physically fit. T

he gam
es he 

played—
football and basketball—

cam
e from

 a tw
entieth- century 

corporate culture and trafficked in tim
e, space, and lines. U

nlike 
the nineteenth- century gam

e of baseball, in w
hich ev ery individual 

stands alone at the plate exercising an individual opportunity to hit 
the ball, these com

petitions em
phasized coordination and coopera-

tion, and in that sense bore a resem
blance to the w

orld of sci en tific 
research, w

here he w
ould eventually land. W

hen he entered Stan-
ford, the university had offered him

 both an academ
ic and athletic 

scholarship, but D
udley chose to accept only the form

er, giving him
 

the freedom
 to m

ake a fateful choice. W
hen his football coach told 

him
 he  couldn’t take any science labs because they w

ould interfere 
w

ith practice, he quit football. Even w
hen the Los A

ngeles R
am

s 
later tried to entice him

 into a tryout for their team
, he “ w

asn’t even 
tem

pted.” H
e’d m

ade one of those tough choices that distinguished 
m

any of our subjects.
 

A
lthough he pursued a broad education, he recognized that he 

w
ould not excel in all areas. “I alw

ays have to rem
ind m

yself that Yo 
Yo M

a once said, ‘I can’t sing, but I can play the cello.’ You can ex-
plore the w

orld, but you  don’t have to be superior in ev ery thing.” 
H

e rem
em

bered a colleague, a distinguished scientist, w
ho never 

felt com
fortable solving quadratic equations, but he did w

orld- class 
w

ork in organic chem
istry. D

udley, like so m
any of our subjects, 

 didn’t beat him
self up over w

hat he  couldn’t do best but instead 
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found those areas that appealed to him
. H

e constantly looked for 
new

 associations that could broaden his perspective rather than 
narrow

 his vision to a single focus. H
e  w

asn’t afraid to try new
 areas 

sim
ply because he m

ight not shine. Instead, he looked for w
ays to 

connect, to see som
e thing from

 a new
 perspective. Years later, after 

D
udley received his N

obel Prize for w
ork on colliding m

olecules in 
chem

istry, he m
used that m

aybe his interest cam
e from

 those colli-
sions on the sports field.
 

A
t Stanford, D

udley felt both the freedom
 to do as he pleased and 

the responsibility to becom
e or ga nized. H

e found a little nook in 
the library w

here he did m
ost of his studying, and in that quiet place 

w
ith no distractions, ev ery m

orning from
 nine to tw

elve, he studied 
his tory, science, m

ath, and other intellectual subjects. H
e could lose 

him
self in ideas and stories, prob lem

s and solutions. B
ecause he 

took a deep approach to these, he becam
e absorbed w

ith ev ery sub-
ject, m

aking outlines of w
hat he w

as learning, connecting dots in 
one area to the circles and squares in another, and losing track of 
tim

e. “Som
e of m

y friends thought I never studied,” he recalled, 
“but I w

as just w
ell or ga nized and concentrated intensely.”

 
W

ithin each subject, he learned to ask new
 kinds of questions 

that other fields  didn’t necessarily explore, and he acquired a diverse 
capacity to solve prob lem

s that, in turn, helped him
 learn deeply in 

any one field. “Som
e authorities,” he w

ould w
rite m

any years later, 
“object to allow

ing students to sam
ple alm

ost w
illy- nilly the sm

or-
gasbord of courses.” B

ut for D
udley, the great virtue of such an edu-

cation cam
e in learning to question in different kinds of w

ays. “In 
such sam

pling, [w
e] m

eet different kinds of questions and w
ildly 

diverse criteria for evaluating answ
ers,” he explained. W

ith that lib-
eral arts experience, “w

e learn to challenge evidence and patiently 
puzzle out our ow

n answ
ers.” T

he liberal art of questioning and 
m

easuring answ
ers w

ith “various yardsticks,” the scientist con-
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cluded, becam
e “essential for scholarly w

ork” and for “m
eaningful 

par tic i pa tion in a dem
ocratic society.”

 
N

o one explanation can capture w
hy our subjects developed such 

broad interests and pursued vigorously that liberal education for 
the free person. A

bility and success alone cannot explain the choices 
they m

ade. A
lthough curiosity played a central role, so did a sense 

of purpose, a devotion to som
e greater cause, and a concern for 

a just society. T
hey loved beauty in all its form

s, often learned as 
children the pow

er of stories and the excitem
ent of solving puzzles, 

and they used their college experience to engage and stim
ulate their 

m
inds. T

hey understood education as a developm
ental pro cess in 

w
hich they sought to grow

 the pow
er of their m

inds, and that too 
in flu enced the kind of learning they attem

pted.
 

Som
e pursued that broad and integrated study earlier and m

ore 
vigorously than did others, and those in our group w

ho pursued it 
m

ost consistently and extensively exhibited the m
ost im

pressive ac-
com

plishm
ents. Furtherm

ore, w
hile our best students developed 

broad interests and the capacity to integrate abilities and insights 
from

 a w
ide va ri ety of dom

ains, they ultim
ately chose a stage upon 

w
hich to play out their lives and careers. For som

e, that venue 
changed from

 tim
e to tim

e, and for m
ost, it com

bined activities in 
unusual w

ays, but they knew
 w

hen to focus, to perfect their talents. 
T

he decision to specialize  didn’t m
ean turning off all those other 

interests. R
ather it m

eant using ev ery thing they had learned to cre-
ate in one or tw

o prim
ary areas. M

ost im
 por tant, they  didn’t de fine 

them
selves in term

s of the profession they pursued, the contraption 
they invented, or the song they sang, but instead as creative, curi-
ous, com

passionate, concerned, and caring hum
an beings, citizens 

of the w
orld.
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