





So what is my academic vision as an administrator? The task is to use budgets, hiring, and curricular leadership to promote faculty
research and enhance student learning. And the skills we're building should be no strangers to academic deans. Before moving into
administration, over long careers in graduate school (and for those of us lucky enough, in the classroom), curiosity and the impulse to
teach defined our work -- as it does that of the faculty we serve.

Of course, I'm only an associate dean. | work within a much larger structure, under a president and senior administrative team that
combines with the faculty’s academic vision to build an institutional culture. Still, I'd argue that liberal arts colleges that embrace a culture
of curiosity and teaching have a quite distinctive profile, in terms of curriculum, structure, and values.

Institutions with a culture of curiosity and teaching use the curriculum to help drive students to areas of study otherwise unthought of, and
allow faculty to construct courses that test ideas in new contexts and combinations. General education programs range widely, helping
students sample broadly enough to educate their academic palates, while major requirements sink deeply into subject matter, guiding
young scholars toward the nuances of disciplinary cuisine.

Such a curriculum demands that the administration be nimble and open to change, supportive of both classical and emergent fields. The
president must lead discussions defining institutional goals and the dean of faculty must propound a theory of which academic issues and
programs trump dollar costs. And since no institution can spend all the money required to do everything, even the CFO will need to
teach: how shall we reallocate resources effectively to bring on new programs while closing down those that no longer meet institutional
goals?

Liberal arts colleges that pursue a vision of curiosity and teaching will also have certain predictable structures. Foremost among these is
the wave of interdisciplinarity that began on campuses in the late 1970s. Interdisciplinary programs and centers arise when faculty and
student curiosity about a topic exceeds disciplinary possibilities: for example, environmental studies is born when a group of faculty
realizes that biology and botany cannot answer all of their critical questions, and wants to consult regularly with colleagues from
chemistry, public policy, and sociology, as well as literature and others.

The shifting nature of the disciplines raises questions that must be engaged: At the limits of interdisciplinarity, what guides the granting of
positions, the allocation of budgets, the support of the community? An institution that has fostered curiosity in labs, studios, and
classrooms will have answers to such questions, because curiosity and teaching propel faculty to build bridges between subjects, leading
to multidisciplinary appointments and calls for newly intersecting programs and emerging fields. By contrast, an institution that has not
attended to such matters will be caught up short when its faculty meet across the divide between disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity.

Finally, an institutional commitment to curiosity and teaching will result in an embrace of the values of liberal education, from critical
thinking and self-development to understanding matters of difference and diversity.

The hallmark of small, residential liberal arts institutions is close student-faculty engagement in and out of the classroom, lab, and studio.
Such apprenticeships of the mind aim to develop students’ abilities toward critical thinking. Students attempt to create principles
abstracted from a set of facts and circumstances, and then to apply those principles in situations never before encountered. Successful
students gain a facile (and curious) mind that is both critical and adaptable. Such intellectual formation must happen everywhere on
campus and shape the student as a whole. And as students demonstrate what they have learned -- in written essays, oral presentations,
in logical or mathematical proofs, scientific lab reports, and artistic presentations -- they go beyond mere mastery of facts to critical
argument (and, indeed, to teaching one another).

The object of curiosity in this type of institution is the entire world around us, from the cosmos at one extreme to quantum states at the
other. But a particular focus on humanity and our place within the universe of meaning emerges from the social nature of a residential
college. That is to say, curiosity about “The Other” (here understood as a focus of inquiry, not an epithet) becomes a critical part of the
academic curriculum. Institutional values of diversity and equity of necessity shift from the periphery toward the center; administrative
support for such curricular and community attention emerges during complex conversations about resources and structures, all the while
cognizant that a diverse faculty and curriculum can better serve a community curious to be taught about culture and difference.

In the end, of course, academic planning must begin with an institution’s mission and core values. And when that mission centers on
liberal education, an entire community of students, faculty, and administrators must find common ground in the face of critical issues,
from resource allocation to interdisciplinarity and diversity. | remain convinced of my original reply: the best academic vision builds on
intellectual curiosity and the impulse to teach.
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