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he morning news announces a
olun 0 butid an 3-foot wail
around a pudtic school in Au-
susta. Georgia, {0 protect |
from stray builets cominyg from
i an apartment complex next
door. Describing shopkeezers in the South
Bronx who weuar pulletproot vests, Jonathan
Kozol writes in Amazing Grace, “defeasicle
stores. detensibie parks. defensible 2atrances
10 housing orojects, defensible schoois....All
these strategies are needed (if our society in-
tends to Keep on placing those it sees as un-
clean in the unclean places.” ln a soctety that
no longer works, fortification sometimes
seems our only recourse.
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Just when memational communications.
sconomic forces. and eceiogrezi realites hiave
olaced us on a new slobal commons marked by
unprecsdented interdependence, it is ronic that
many Americans dre retreating 2ver {urther into
private enclaves. erectng wdeological. finan-
cial. ethnic, and protessional fortificutions
zround oursetves (o seaf out others who are in
some way ditferent and who appeur o threaten
our sense of wio “we " are. [ndeed. as sociolo-
gist Robert Putnam has persuasively shown in
anow-clussic Journal of Democracy article.,
“Bowiing Alone: America’s Declining Social
Capieal.” the pust decude has seen a steady
flight on the part of many in our society from
public insttutions, civic commitments., and un
sconomic siake in a larger common good.

Muainstream higher education has always
placed the cultivation of citizenship among its
central purposes. and muny on campus are con-
cemed about this endency toward intensitied
individuatism and tribalisim. Yet caught in the
riptde of postmodemism. and struyggling 1o re-
locate our own culture on the global commons.
we ftave foundered as we se=k to discern a
more adequate form of citizenship for the 2 [st
century. What does it mean to educate people
for citizenship on the new commons? How do
people form and sustain commitment to a com-
mon good that includes the whole earth com-
munity? What is the role ot higher education in
the formation of the people we need for citizen-
ship on the new commons of the 21st century?
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COMMITMENT TO THE COMMON
Goop—100 LIVES

Bill Wailace. a chemical engineer. is
founder and CEQ of Enviro-iech. 2 major toxic
waste grocessing irm outside of Philadelpnia.
Keeping up with changing technoiogy and
siufting government regulatons is a suff chai-
lenge. “We've been proneers i what's called
bioremediation.” he explains. “using indige-
nous mMICroorganisms (o clean ep in a natural
way, as opposed to putting a lot of iron on the
site and burning evervthing o a crisp. So we
try to be reiutively nnovative and cost-2tfec-
tive. and at the same ume meet the reguiatory
requirements—or go bevond them if we can.”

For vears. Louisa Juckson, has been help-
ing low-income women in Denver and their
children to {ind economic stabiiity. In her
current work as a fousing advocate. she has
2nabled dozens of single mothers (0 improve
the living conditions for their chiidren. Re-
cendly. she coached a group of homeless
women {or 1 successtul meeting with the
govemnor (o discuss housing policy.

Prime maover in the formation of the Amert-
can arm of a major international relter organiza-
sien. Lowell Rankin now manages a specialized
investment {irm in St. Louis directing donors ic-
ward worthy projects. Recently, these have in-
cluded support for reforestation in Negal. the
creadon of an eConomic ceoperatve among vil-
fugers in Bolivia. and funding f{or 2 conrersnce
of inner-city sheiter managers (o increase col-
laborauon.

For at least u decade. and in most cases
fonger. 2zch of these people nas susiained a
steady commitment o the common good in
:he face of sometimes overwheiming com-
slexitv and discouragement. As different as
they are. thev hold in common a concem for a
future that includes everyone. a conviciion
that regardless of difference. evervone counts.

What vas the nature of the 2nvironments
in which these people’s lives were formed?
What stements now sustain thetr commitment
in the fuce of complexity and ambiguity?

Over the last five veurs. we have been
studyving the lives of people like Wallace.
jackson. and Runkin who have venwured be-
vond their own tribal campfires to share 2
common fire. We have conducted detailed in-
erviews with 4 representative sample of over
100 people who have demonsirated commit-
ment to the common good through sustained
work (i such areas as education. 2conomic
devetopment. social chuange. science and
medicine. and a host of other fields. We have
sought to fearn what kinds of experiences 2n-
couraged them to understand themsetves us
part of a wider world. and what sors of reta-

ionships. opportunities. insttutions, and
habits of mind helped them as aduits o sus-
tain work on behalf of the whoie.

We have idenufied many fuctors that ap-
pear to be significant during the first three
decades of a person's life. Notall appear in
zvery life. and no single one is determinative,
but in a variety of combinations they appear
to increase the probaoiiity of living a life of
commitment (0 a larger whole. They inciude
publicly active parents. hospiable homes,
sare and diverse netghborhoods. active par-
dcipation in rejtgious iife. community adults
~ho modei commiument. youth group service
opportunities. mentors. 4nd ror aimost al of
those we interviewed. critical experiences in
college or graduate school.

THE IMPORTANCE OF HIGHER
EpucaTiON

Higher sducation is not essential for com-
mitment to the common 2ood. nor does it zuar-
antee it. but a good college 2ducation can piay
a crucial role. At therr besi. colleges and uni-
versities provide a piace where students may
move rom ways of undersianding that rest
upon (2cit, convenuonal 1ssumpions o more
criucal, svsiemic thougne thac can ake many
serspectives (o account make disczmments
among them: and envision new gossioilites.
The desp purpose of higher 2ducation is {0
steward this ranstormation so that students
and fzculty together continuaily move trom
narveré through skepticism (o commitment
cuther than becoming trupped in simelisuc
relativism crusied over wich cynicism. This
movement toward 2 mature capacity o nold
firm commutments in a world that is both ie-
gitimately tenfative and irreducibly interde-
sendent is crucial to the formation of citizens
for a complex and changing future.

[n our study. we found that this capacity
for what Witliam Perry cails “commiunent in
atentatve world™ is characterized by a clus-
ter of “habits of mind™:

- Dialogue—szrounded in an impficic un-
dersianding that meaniny is consiructed
through an ongong conversatien detween
oneself and others:

< larerpersonal perspective-takine—ihe
ability (0 imagine with reasonable accuracy
now the world might look and teel to the other

- Critical. sysremic thoughi—ihe capacity
o idenufy parts and the connections amaony
them as coherant patterns. and (o cetlect evai-
uatively on them: and

- Holistic [howeiit—ua nascent form of multi-

svstemic thinking that intuits fife as a whote.

These habits srow oniv sowly during the
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cocilege vears and do not mature untii later
when. for many of our interviewess. they
avolve (nto dialectical and integrarnve-para-
doxical thought. But a good higher education
lavs essenual zroundwork for them. What
sort of college environments toster this Kind
of leaming?

A Wentoring Environment

Together, students, faculty. starf, adminis-
rration. and the wider community constiute
the compiex ecology of higher education as a
menroring environment that can provide
knowledge. challenge, support. and inspira-
tion for hoth students and vounger facuity. In
conducting our interviews. we heard about
courses that crossed disciplinary bounds,
reachers who challenged old and partial ways
of thinking, meators who inspired students (0
de imporant work and coached them along
the way. guest speakers who Grought the
world onto the campus. vigorous dialogue
among people who differed but were expect-
2d (0 respect one another. and Key experi-
2nces of service, internships. and travet that
2nabled them (o step out of the classroom o
the world and bridge the gap betweszn campus
wnd commons.

The Content of Texts

Desopite the term’'s oejorative use. the ma-
iority of the peovle in our sample would prob-
ably notobject [0 being descrived as *generaiist.”
‘or thev take pride in the effort o see things
whole. Having attended college anywhere
from the 1930s on. most had studied the liberal
arts. and the most frequent major was litera-
ture, followed by history. soctology. political
science. anu economics. Several specificaily
mentioned interdisciplinary courses or pro-
grums had challenged them o become “mullti-
{faceted minds.” as one putit. a valuable asset
when dealing with complex challenges. Among
graduute deygrees, educacion. business, med-
icine, refigion. and intemational relations were
mentioned most often. {Agun, ours was a rela-
rively small und caretully constructed sample.
s0 we caution aguinst overgeneralization of
these findings.)

Muany described themselves as having
been “voracious readers” as children. A
ohysician who designs innovative public
health programs told us he stll rereads Dick-
ans every two years: others mentioned the
power of reading biographies, particularty
those of Atrican Americans or women who
achieved public power. [t appears that good
fiterature., deana. and {ilm, coupled with di-
rect engagement with pressing social and in-
teilectual chullenges. enubled them to take the

perspective of others different from them-
sefves and folded a crucial emotional m-
gredient into the educational mix. This “elt
connection” Xeeps an essental human face

on complex systemic problems.

Special Teachers and Ylentors

Special ieachers were cited. who. as Louisa
Jackson put it, “deliberately set out to chul-
lenge vou.” She recalled teachers who "were
2xiremely brnight—oarticuiarly the women—
and they ook us very sertousiy.” During her
freshman vear. she had a professor who taugit
theology through iiterature. [t was a powerfui
2xperience. “Here we were, freshmen n coi-
feg=. most of us from Catholic backgrounds
but being hunded Niezsche and One Flew
Over the Cuckoo’ s Nest and every question-
ing. sardonic, ¢cynical thing vou could think
of—~put truthful, aiways that search for truth.
We were just hit over the head with it and it
made vou ask “what does it all mean?'”

While for some the memorable teacher
cracked open old convictions. {or others fie or
she served (0 focus new commitments. Low-
2{l Runkin told us about "3 wonderful quy”
who requently met fus small class in a local
soffes house to discuss the problems of eco-
nomic development in Africa. [t wus ais se-
nior vear, and the course 2alvanized his
decision 0 join the Peace Corps.

Sometimes teachers 100k on a special pow-
2rin 2 studeat’s life und became mentors. De-
scribing such a professor, Rankin told us. "He
had a way of reachung us and 2iving us 4 sense
of what our potential worth was in life. He
was 1 driving torce for exceilence mour fives:
he had us strive way above our capabilities—
what we thought we could accomplish.”

n Beuting the Odds. Teachers Coilege
President Arthur L2vine has emphasized the
critical role piayed by mentors in the support
of low-income students. We found a similar
phenomenon among those we studied. A ma-
jority of those in our sample descrived impor-
tunt mentoring refaticaships wuh individuals
or communtties, and we heard many stories
of mentors who planted just the right seed at
the aght time.

Here is one such story: Susan Drucker,
now an international leader in the field of
ziobal educauon. agonized during her senior
yeuar over what she was 1 do with her lite.
One morming. as Drucker was on her way to
Senjor Seminar. the college president, who
knew her well, stopped her in the hallway. ™!
have something for vou.” she said, and with 2
look of casual matter-of-tactness. handed her
a notice about teaching opporunities in
Africa. “This iy for vou.” Drucker glunced at

Higher

education

guarantee it,
but a good

crucial role.
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the sheet of paper and aimost without think-
ing. replied. "Of course.”™ A few months later,
she was teaching school in Senegal.

“["ve had people around me—i{rom par-
2n1s, (o teachers, (o advisors in youthl move-
ments, to colleagues in the university—who
have come and asked me (o do things that both
of us agreed were important,” said David San-
derman. a university adminustrator who has
written eloquently and wught widety on the
importance of cross-cultural encounter. Re-
calling a mentor who had helped himas a
voung adult to understand hts vocation and (0
find fiting work, he said. “There isn 't 2ny
question that one of the greatest things that we
do for anybody eise is to show enough confi-
dence to ask them (o do something which is
important.” Mentors support our dest aspira-
tions, challenge us to reach beyond ourselves.
and perhaps most impenant, inspire us by 21v-
ing us important work to de in the world.

Speakers Who Link Campus and World

‘We also heard often about prominent pud-
ic figures who spoke in classes. chapeli. or
pecial events. Such outside speakers seem to
bring the wider world onto the campus.
oreathing (resh mezning mnto courses hat
may have grown stale. Louisa Jackson met
Dorothy Day and Roilo May atcollege. and
Loweil Rankin told us that the moment he
Xnew he had to do something positive with
ais life was witen he heard Al Lowensten
“orociaiming that the Silent Generation had
come {0 un end and we'd all better wake up
and realize there’s a big world out there.”

For some students, however. that “"big
worid” was something they went out and
lound. A number described the orofound erfect
of 2xperiences such as travel o yvouth conter-
2nces, service opportunities, intemsiips. and
intensive summer programs. When these expe-
riences are integrated into course work and
given broader meaning through dialogue with
other students and faculty, they can shape so-
cial commitment in powertul and lasting ways.

Individual or group conversations with
faculty, admimstrators. college chaplains.
and visiting speakers appear in aur siudy as
pivotal influences, too.

-
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Constructive Engagement
Wirl Otherness

The single most salient pagern that we
found in our study. however, was what we have
come (o call a construcrive engagement with
vtherness. Al some potnt in thetr formauve
vears virually everyone in our sample had
come [0 know someone who was significantly
different from themseives. This was not sirnply

an encounter but ruther a consrrucrive en gage-
ment by means of which they could empatheti-
cally recognize 1 shared humanity with the
other that undercut oid tribal boundaries and
created a new “we” from a former “they.”

By this measure, cultural diversity on
campus becomes a marked asset. Of her aima
mater. one woman of Irish-ltalian descemt
toid us. "1 had 1 wonderTul education at the
unmiversity. [t had 26.000 people: [ mean it
was really one of the big innovations in urban
universitv education.” When we asked her
what made it s0 wonderful, she repited,

{t was the mix of peopie. Poiitical persua-
sions ail over the board. [aculty from all over
the world. students from ail over. But { think
what | treasured most was the fact that [ had
African-American and Hispanic teachers
that were my professors—ihey weren't just
students. they were my teachers. Leaders
from the communities that we were 20ing (0

serve were (eaching us.

But her experience. 2long with that of oth-
ars. reveals that mere proximity is not enough.
There must be genuine mesting. 8ert Schuster
grew up white in 2 poor. cural part of Alaba-
ma. A local pustor had heiped him gain admis-
sion (0 Yale. When he amrived there. however,
he nearty wmed around and went back home.
“Talk about cuiturai shock. going 10 a big,
zlite. rich school and then living with 2 bunch
of jocks mostly {rom the Northezst!” A new
world had opened. but the strain might ave
beza oo much except that he had ta support
himseit by working in the careteria where he
formed close friendships with other working
students, most of whom were Airican Amert-
cans. "So | begun an odvssey of working with
biuck foiks. {iving with black {oiks. that’s led
me the rest of mv life.”

Schuster’s case is instructive because
while ractal differences were 2ngaged. for
him and his new friends the class difference
appears 1o have persisted—rperhaps particu-
lariy so for the “zlite jocks.” The transforma-
tion was begun, but subsequent experiences
of engagement with the other would be re-
quired (o carry it further.

BeEvonD MERE POLITICAL
CORRECTNESS

How can we kindle fires that atract and
unite us across divides of gender. race. cluss,
ethnicity, religion. nationality. und interests”?
A political correciness that merely recognizes
separate council {ires leaves unrealized the
power of a common fire. The kind of authori-
ty that people trust is what emerges {rom 2

shared fire when it works well. 37
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Vieal as it may be, simply putting peopie
together on campus or providing opportuni-
ties for service learning. internships, and
travel/study is not sutficient. There must be
dialogue ucross real differences about things
that mater, and that cannot take piace if peopie
are unable (o speak about their expenences,
questions, and insights. or to comnunicate
what martters. A mentoring environment for
citizenship in the 21st century must foster a
constructive dialogue that imparts at least
threz sets of skills.

L. Critical, systemic thinking. [t is diffi-
cult for constructive dialogue to take place if
we can’t move beyond simplisuc thinking
and unexamined assumptions. Effecuve dia-
logue in which each party in the dialogue
frames a context that is large, robust. and dif-
ferentiated enough to provide for common
ground enabies the conversants to recognize
the complexity of an issue and 0 surrace is
underlying assumptions.

2. Perspective-taking and withholding
judgment. This entails a set of reflective
skills. some attuned (o listening o the other
and (o reconstructing the other’s perspective
with reasonabie accuracy. and some devoted
{0 assessing one s own thoughts, claims. and
responses. This implies notonly a search {or
intersecting and resonant values and perspec-
iives but also 1 capacity to honor difference
by holding some contradictions and coaflicts
open as one procesds forward, rather than wy-
ing to force them into premature, unwarrant-
ed, or demeuning resolutions.

3. Creating a safe and civil space. The
skills of appreciation and civility need to be
cultivated and protected. Treatng each other
decenty, especially when we disagree and
when difference challenges values we hold
dear. is essenual to the best work of the acade-
my. As the academy now secures 1S MOSt pro-
found legitimacy in refationship (o the new
commons, hospitality nesds to be extended 0
voices that were previously marginal. The act
of setting norms, tone, and boundaries that can
held contlicted discourse creates a shared cui-
ture with a teaching power of its own.

THE CURRENT CHALLENGE
These skills of dialogue undergird the

habits of mind now needed in a diverse and
complex world, but they are not inevitably
absorbed or zasily leamed—on campus or
zlsewhere. To activate and cuitivate them, we
need to develop contexts in which genuine di-
alogue about real issues will be pursued. In
the classroom. this means going beyond sim-
ply providing answers. or merely exchanging

opinions. or focusing zxclusively on techni-
cal disciptinary experuse; it poiats oward a

esper quality of listening and collaborative our best
learning, to the smail class or tutorial that e
links disciplinary knowliedge with the search aspirations,

for practical wisdom. [t encourages continual
reconsideration of doth the implicit and 2x-
plicit curricutum through 2 re-examination of
the reiationships among the disciplines: the
teaching tunctions of the professions: the
commitments undergirding research: and the
role of service learming, internsiips. and rav-
al/study in fostering engagement with the
contemporary worid.

[t foilows that facuity and admunistrators
should medel dialogical skills in their own
waork together. On campus and off. there is a
kev role for reflection and new dialogue ines-
tablishing the criteria on which insuturional as-
sessment and the ussessment process iself are
practiced. Bevond the individual classroom or
program—in the iocker room. the dining hall,
the dormitory. the {ab, and the llorary—we
need to cultivate an institutional ethos at
nolds a paipable sense of aspiration on behalf
of someching more thun competitive advantage
and narrowly derined personal success.

Most specificzily, facuity in the classroom
as well as those wio spoasor extracurticular
work should consider ways to promote con-
structive 2ngagement with otherness in those
contexis. As we 20 2bout the vial business of
transforming cur CLMpuses N a positve
force for the fermution of the kind of citizen-
ship that is cailed for in the new global com-
mons, we will increasingty recognize that
diversity is not a probiem o be soived buta
strategic asset 1o oe deveioped. Affirmative
action is an important, but only an nitial step;
political correciness s the awkward begin-
ning of a new and critcal conversation. We
are still learning how to zo beyond simply
trving to avotd stepping on euch other’s toes
to participating in real dialogue tn which the
integrity of the particufar ts honored and si-
multaneously held accouncablie to the whole.

Whea we do, we will find ways to listen
and to speak. as 2ach tribe hears another and
is heard: as informed, courageous, rigorous,
and respecrful conversation tums encounter
into engagement. When this happens, the
possibility is bom for the growth of a lurger
commitment honering and transcending the
politics of identity and tribe: the possibiiity of
commitment to a common good. And when
that happens, higher educanon fulfills a part
of its deepest vocation: serving the wider so-
ciety in the cultivation of the knowledge and
practice of citizenship—the cultivation of our

Aumanity—upon which we all depend. < 84 O

vVlentors support

to do in the world.



