
  

From the Co-Editors: Academic Advising for Liberal and Practical 
Education 

The NACADA Journal is devoting the majority 
of space in its 2009 issues to reflection on 
NACADA’s evolution as an association and a field 
in higher education. This overview of NACADA’s 
history should remind everyone that its founda­
tion was solid and its growth and influence in 
higher education has been profound. 

From the time Harvard College was founded in 
1636 through the end of the 1800s, colleges offered 
a classical liberal-arts curriculum. The courses in 
this curriculum were designed to develop ministers, 
lawyers, and doctors for an emerging society. Typical 
courses included Latin, Greek, and mathematics, but 
no electives (Morison, 1946, p. 12). “In classical 
antiquity, the term [liberal] designated the educa­
tion proper for a freeman (Latin: liber, ‘free’) as 
opposed to a slave” (Wikipedia, 2009b). Liberal 
education was intended to develop the intellectual 
and ethical capacities of individuals. In modern 
institutions, students taking the liberal education cur­
riculum typically take courses in a wide range of 
fields that include art, literature, languages, phi­
losophy, politics, history, mathematics, and sci­
ence. These are often grouped into the social 
sciences, humanities, and natural sciences. Students 
are to be generally educated and to acquire a trans­
ferable set of intellectual competencies “such as 
communication, and analytical and problem-solv­
ing skills” (Association of American Colleges and 
Universities, 2009). In short, as a result of a liberal 
education, students acquire the intellectual capac­
ity and knowledge to live the life of the mind. 

The trend toward more specialized curricula, 
the purpose of which was to teach students practi­
cal skills directly applicable to the workplace, was 
started in the 1870s when electives were first intro­
duced. The inclusion of electives in the curriculum 
also began to produce specialized advising pro­
grams at Harvard, The Johns Hopkins, and Kenyon 
colleges (Kuhn, 2008). In 1891, Andrew Carnegie 
called attention to a different curricular trend when 
he “congratulated the graduates of Pierce College 
of Business for being ‘fully occupied in obtaining 
a knowledge of shorthand and typewriting’ rather 
than wasting time ‘upon dead languages’” (as cited 
in Powers, 2009). This aspersion of the classical lib­
eral curriculum reflected Carnegie’s desire for col­
leges to provide a more relevant and practical 
education that could be directly applied to the 
improvement of society. 

While still reflecting the need for students to have 
a general education to develop such academically 
oriented skills in reading, computation, and general 
knowledge of the world, recent trends in higher 
education suggest an increasing emphasis on pro­
fessional, vocational, and technical education. For 
some time, colleges and universities have offered 
majors in nursing, education, and business admin­
istration, which prepare students to enter professions 
or employment in business or industry. More 
recently, corporate and for-profit (proprietary) insti­
tutions have emerged, unabashedly promoting the 
employability of their graduates. Corporate insti­
tutions such as Hamburger University and Toyota 
University offer courses and degrees that are cus­
tomized and closely linked to the company’s strate­
gic mission (Wikipedia, 2009a). The need for more 
specialized education in the business world has 
been propelled by advancing technology, global­
ization, and the shift from an industrial to a knowl­
edge-based economy. Generic continuing-education 
programs offered by universities could not deliver 
classes tailored to the mission-specific needs and 
worldviews needed by employees from different 
companies (Corporate University Enterprise, 2009). 

While this massive change in the nature of 
higher education institutions was taking place, the 
student body, too, was undergoing a shift from tra­
ditional 18-year-old students who entered college 
right out of high school, to ever-increasing numbers 
of nontraditional students who delay enrollment 
in college after graduation from high school, work 
full-time while enrolled part-time, are financially 
independent, have children, are single parents, and 
either do not complete high school or complete it 
with a General Educational Development (GED) 
credential or other certificate. Proprietary schools 
as well as traditional colleges and universities offer 
courses during evenings and weekends to cater to 
these types of students. Moreover, increasing num­
bers of students are enrolling simultaneously in 
two or more institutions to achieve their personal 
educational objectives within the prerogatives of 
their employment and personal lifestyles. 

The trend toward curricular relevancy and prac­
tical application in the workplace has been exac­
erbated because of the recent downturn in the world 
economy. Even though we empathize with our stu­
dents’ desires and need to get jobs, we think they 
need to acquire reading and computational skills as 
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well as a healthy amount of general knowledge so 
they can function well in personal, social, and busi­
ness contexts. These basic academic skills are fun­
damental to a liberal education and undergird 
success in all studies and occupations. The ubiq­
uitous nature of technology requires all profes­
sionals and workers to be able to read, compute, and 
communicate in oral and written form; only those 
who master these skills will be able to obtain an edu­
cation that is practical, utilitarian, and directed at 
a career. 

What are the implications of this socioeconomic 
climate for advisors’ work with students regarding 
the liberal and career aspects of their education? 
Should advisors feel good about directing students 
to a trade school where liberal education is mini­
mized (if existent)? Can advisors be authentic if they 
advise students to sit in large lecture halls taught by 
a graduate assistant? Does the content of a course 
outweigh who is teaching it? Should students be 
advised to encounter the best minds on a campus? 
When the grade and credit shown on the transcript 
are the same, is there a difference between taking 
history of the United States in a large lecture class 
taught by an apprentice faculty member and taking 
it in a seminar format from a senior scholar of his­
tory who lives and loves his subject matter? The 
answers to these questions reside in the conflu­
ence of an academic advisor’s beliefs, institutional 
curricular offerings, and student abilities and inter­
ests. In this climate of change, the practice and 
process of academic advising will help shape the 

education and character of students. 
Terry Kuhn 

Gary Padak 

References 

Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
(2009). What is liberal education? Retrieved 
June 19, 2009, from www.aacu.org/leap/ 
What_is_Liberal_Education.cfm 

Corporate University Enterprise. (2009). History of 
corporate universities. Retrieved June 19, 2009, 
from www.cuenterprise.com/777about/cuhis­
tory.php 

Kuhn, T. L. (2008). Historical foundations of aca­
demic advising. In V. N. Gordon, W. R. Habley, 
& T. Grites (Eds.), Academic advising: A com­
prehensive handbook (2nd Ed.) (pp. 3–16). San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass and the National 
Academic Advising Association. 

Morison, S. E. (1946). Three centuries of Harvard: 
1636–1936. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer­
sity Press. 

Powers, P. K. (2009). Read, write, now: Humanists, 
despise thyselves. Retrieved June 19, 2009, from 
http://readwritenow.wordpress.com/2009/01/23/h 
umanists-despise-thyself/ 

Wikipedia. (2009a). Corporate universities. 
Retrieved June 19, 2009, from http://en.wiki 
pedia.org/wiki/Corporate_universities 

Wikipedia. (2009b). Liberal arts. Retrieved June 19, 
2009, from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Liberal_arts 

NACADA Journal Volume 29 (2) Fall 2009 4 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-10-20 via free access

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki
http://en.wiki
http://readwritenow.wordpress.com/2009/01/23/h
www.cuenterprise.com/777about/cuhis
www.aacu.org/leap

