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INTRODUCTION
First, let me note that I have interpolated a word into the title.  I have done this to clarify what I took to be the meaning already present there, not to indulge in the rhetorical ploy of using the question that is posed as a mere opportunity to deliver whatever remarks I had chosen previously to offer on a different topic I liked better.  Surely, what interests us today is not just the liberal arts as a collection of disciplines and their situation and status within the research university, though that does enter into the main topic. That main topic, I'm assuming, is the situation and status of liberal arts education--or, if this is not straining at a gnat--the situation and status of education in the liberal arts and sciences in the research university.  In fact, I'm going to circumscribe a little more.  The topic I feel ready to comment on, because of my work with Phi Beta Kappa, is the situation and status of undergraduate education in the liberal arts and sciences in the research university.
We have 283 chapters.  They are at a wide variety of kinds of institutions.  My own undergraduate alma mater, Rhodes College, is a good example of one sort of sheltering institution, as is Hendrix College, where I worked for many years.  My doctoral institution, Yale, is a very different sort of place, and Phi Beta Kappa is there.  We have placed chapters recently at Creighton University, Oklahoma State, and George Mason University, three more different types of institution, and Loyola Maryland and the College of New Jersey are each different still, in different ways.  But some of our chapters are at major flagship state universities--California, Michigan, Texas, and some are at independent research universities--Vanderbilt, Emory, Chicago.  And we deal constantly with institutions seeking chapters, some of whom approximate either the public or private versions of the research university model. 
Because Phi Beta Kappa is devoted to the flourishing of undergraduate education in the liberal arts and sciences, the stresses and strains to which that enterprise is subjected are constantly before us.  My remarks today proceed from that engagement.
RESEARCH UNIVERSITIES' FOUNDING PURPOSES
Harvard had been a going concern for 144 years when the Commonwealth of Massachusetts adopted a constitution written largely by John Adams, Samuel Adams, and James Bowdoin.  Harvard has its own section in that document, and the section following sets out an explanation why the Commonwealth has a stake in universities and ancillary cultural institutions:
Chapter V, Section 2, is called "The Encouragement of Literature, etc.," and "literature" should be understood here as the founders of Phi Beta Kappa understood it when they stated that their Society stood for "Literature, Friendship, and Morality;" namely, the word means "learning."  Here is Chapter V, Section 2, in its entirety: 
"Wisdom and knowledge, as well as virtue, diffused generally among the body of the people, being necessary for the preservation of their rights and liberties; and as these depend on spreading the opportunities and advantages of education in the various parts of the country, and among the different orders of the people, it shall be the duty of legislatures and magistrates, in all future periods of this commonwealth, to cherish the interests of literature and the sciences, and all seminaries of them; especially the university at Cambridge, public schools, and grammar-schools in the towns; to encourage private societies and public institutions, rewards and immunities, for the promotion of agriculture, arts, sciences, commerce, trades, manufactures, and a natural history of the country; to countenance and inculcate the principles of humanity and general benevolence, public and private charity, industry and frugality, honesty and punctuality in their dealings; sincerity, and good humor, and all social affections and generous sentiments, among the people."
Translating all this into contemporary language, it says that the executive and the legislative branches of government are responsible for encouraging and supporting broad learning and the institutions that offer it, and that this responsibility exists because wisdom, knowledge and virtue are necessary to the survival of rights and liberties, that is, to a democratic society.
The University of North Carolina, though not the first public university chartered in the United States, seems to have been the first to hold classes.  Kemp Battle, an early 20th century historian of UNC, notes that the framers of the state's constitution "made the requirement of the University a part of the fundamental law.  [I]n the Constitution of the new State . . . are found these golden words . . . 'All useful learning shall be duly encouraged and promoted in one or more universities.'" (History of the University of North Carolina, Kemp P. Battle, 1907, p. 1-2)  He also states that the preamble to the University's charter asserts that, "'in all well regulated governments it is the indispensable duty of every legislature to consult the happiness of a rising generation, and endeavor to fit them for an honorable discharge of the social duties of life by paying the strictest attention to their education, and that, a University, supported by permanent funds and well endowed, would have the most direct tendency to answer the above purpose.'" (p. 6)
In the Civil War era, we find the Morrill Act of 1862 providing for the establishment of land-grant colleges in the states, and setting out their purpose thus:  "Without excluding other scientific and classical studies and including military tactics, to teach such branches of learning as are related to agriculture and the mechanic arts, in such manner as the legislatures of the States may respectively prescribe, in order to promote the liberal and practical education of the industrial classes in the several pursuits and professions in life."  (7 United States Code Sec 304)
Stanford, also, founded in 1891, was given practical purposes, including the aim of producing "cultured and useful citizens."  (stanford.edu/about.history)  
The documentary record of the founding purposes of the various sorts of institutions that have evolved into America's research universities is very clear on two allied points:  First, that a major part of that purpose was to equip students for a breadth of life experience, including but not limited to civic participation, and certainly not limited to narrow technical, vocational, or applied subjects, even in the authorization of the land-grant institutions; and second, that the liberal arts and sciences--under some description or nomenclature--were envisaged as the means to accomplish those broader aims.  
RESEARCH UNIVERSITIES' CURRENT PURPOSES
The dominant representative alliance of the most successful of those institutions, as they have evolved and now exist, is the Association of American Universities.  At its origin, "the purpose of the organization, in the words of the constitution that was adopted at the Chicago conference, was to consider 'matters of common interest relating to graduate study.'" (Leigh Ann Speicher, "The Association of American Universities:  A Century of Service to Higher Education 1900-2000," www.aau.edu)
But, as Speicher notes, "By 1983, the AAU agenda . . . had grown to include far more than the federal funding of university research and graduate education."  She lists, among other concerns,  "a foreign languages and area studies project, . . . and federal support of the humanities. . . ."  In 2004 the AAU published its report, "Reinvigorating the Humanities:  Enhancing Research and Education on Campus and Beyond," edited by Katherine Bailey Mathae and Catherine Langrehr Birzer, containing a set of recommendations for research universities and the federal government.  Several of these recommendations touch directly on the teaching of the humanities, with languages and cultural studies singled out for special mention.  The Report urges that the mission of the humanities be clarified and communicated, that steps be taken "to enhance research and teaching, and further integrate the humanities into all scholarly pursuits of knowledge."  Sounding the theme that was present at the founding of these very institutions, the 2004 Report suggests, "Perhaps it is also time both to revisit John Henry Newman’s The Idea of a University and to emphasize that universities have a fundamental responsibility to educate people so they can contribute effectively to society."  
Here we find the preeminent organization representing America's major research universities embracing these ideas:  That these universities have a responsibility to effect a public good in society through the education of their students, and that that responsibility is carried out, at least in part, through strong teaching programs in the liberal arts, represented here by the humanities.  
Is this theme currently present among the institutions themselves?  Here is the mission statement of Yale College:
"The mission of Yale College is to seek exceptionally promising students of all backgrounds from across the nation and around the world and to educate them, through mental discipline and social experience, to develop their intellectual, moral, civic, and creative capacities to the fullest. The aim of this education is the cultivation of citizens with a rich awareness of our heritage to lead and serve in every sphere of human activity."  The familiar elements are in place.
Here is the mission statement of the University of Texas:
"The mission of The University of Texas at Austin is to achieve excellence in the interrelated areas of undergraduate education, graduate education, research and public service. The university provides superior and comprehensive educational opportunities at the baccalaureate through doctoral and special professional educational levels.
"The university contributes to the advancement of society through research, creative activity, scholarly inquiry and the development of new knowledge. The university preserves and promotes the arts, benefits the state’s economy, serves the citizens through public programs and provides other public service."
We find baccalaureate, undergraduate education referenced, as well as "the advancement of society," clearly a public good as a goal.  What is missing here is an explicit connection of that public good with liberal arts, as well as the explicit link between education and the maintenance of a democratic society, the very thing that is mentioned in the Texas Declaration of Independence.  
Why does a review of these founding and current purposes matter?  It matters because about 45% of the undergraduates in four year institutions in this country are enrolled in programs with what the Carnegie classification call "High Graduate Coexistence."   That phrase signifies that at least half of the fields offered as undergraduate majors were also represented among the institution's graduate programs.  Obviously this is a much larger group than the membership of the AAU, but it is another, reasonable, though much expanded zone of definition for "research university."  Another way of considering this is to say that up to 45% of the country's four-year-institution undergraduates face significant competition for faculty attention and resources from graduate programs in or near their fields of study.   
Another 48% of the country's four-year-institution undergraduates are enrolled in institutions with what Carnegie calls "Some Graduate Coexistence," meaning that fewer than half, though some, of the fields in which undergraduates can major also have graduate programs.  It is reasonable to suspect that some in this undergraduate population also face competition from graduate programs for the time and attention of faculty and the institution's resources.  
Only 6.6% of the country's four-year-institution undergraduates are enrolled in institutions classified as "No Graduate Coexistence."  That's less than three quarters of a million out of over 11,000,000 undergraduates in Carnegie-classified institutions.  Over ten million are facing some graduate program competition, and almost half of those face likely significant competition.  These facts explain why, if you care about the impact of the study of the arts and sciences on American culture, you have to care a lot also about arts and sciences in the research university.
Of course, only a fraction of those 11,000,000 undergraduates are majoring in arts and sciences disciplines, but some are, and most, perhaps nearly all, are engaged to some degree in general education curricula with significant arts and sciences components.  Only 1.5% of the country's undergraduates are in "Arts and Sciences Focus" institutions without graduate programs.  If you add "Arts and Sciences + Professions" you get 2.3%.   Adding "Balanced Arts and Sciences/Professions" gets to 5%.  The proportion of America's undergraduates studying in academic environments dedicated solely or primarily to undergraduate arts and sciences education is very small.  It is only when you admit "Some Graduate Coexistence" and "Balanced Arts and Sciences" along with predominantly "Professional/Arts and Sciences" that you reach over a third of the undergraduate population.
By framing my remarks in these Carnegie-based statistics, reflecting as they do the absence, presence, or even dominance of graduate programs coexisting with undergraduate programs, I am signaling that my hunch is that the issue about the status or the arts and sciences in research university is a question about institutional focus and priority.  To reverse the saying in the Gospel, "Where your heart is, there will your treasure be also."  (See Matthew 6:21 and Luke 12:34.)  Let me move then, from statistics to what I think I have learned from a decade of participation in Phi Beta Kappa's assessment of applications for the founding of new chapters.
FROM PHI BETA KAPPA'S PERSPECTIVE
A word about our process.  Phi Beta Kappa accepts applications once every three years from faculty groups--Phi Beta Kappa members--who would like to form chapters on their campuses.  The application process involves a review of their institution's curriculum, academic staff, resources, other programs, policies of various sorts, and every dimension of institutional life from faculty compensation and governance to athletic policies.  The process resembles a regional accreditation study, except that the focus is on two questions:  "Are the liberal arts and sciences central to the life of the institution?" and if they are, "Are those studies carried out at this institution at a requisite level of excellence?"
Over the last dozen years, I have participated in the evaluation of perhaps 150 colleges and universities whose Phi Beta Kappa cadres sought authorization to form a chapter.  A significant subset of that number would classify to some degree as research universities.   So to bring our topic within the scope of my own experience, I am taking the topic in this way:  "What are the ways in which the context of the research university shapes undergraduate teaching and learning in liberal arts and sciences, for good or ill, as evidenced by the consideration of research universities over the last dozen years as possible sites for Phi Beta Kappa chapters?"
With this degree of definition, a number of issues emerge.  The central issue is institutional focus.  We want the university to place the arts and sciences centrally in its pattern of activity.  Do they?  There's so much going on it can be hard to tell.  Focus can mean mission.  Are the arts and sciences showcased there?  Does the institution express that the arts and sciences are central to what it aims to get done.
Focus can be as simple as organization. Is there a college of arts and sciences?  Maybe not.  What does that mean?  It depends.  It is necessary to look at resource allocation.  How are the arts and sciences doing?  It also helps to look at reputational emphasis.  Where does the institution hang its hat?  Consider Columbia’s touting of its Core Curriculum: 
“The Core Curriculum is the set of common courses required of all undergraduates and considered the necessary general education for students, irrespective of their choice in major.  The communal learning--with all students encountering the same texts and issues at the same time--and the critical dialogue experienced in small seminars are the distinctive features of the Core.  Begun in the early part of the 20th century, the Core Curriculum is one of the founding experiments in liberal higher education in the United States and it remains vibrant as it enters its tenth decade. Not only academically rigorous but also personally transformative for students, the Core seminar thrives on oral debate of the most difficult questions about human experience.  What does it mean, and what has it meant to be an individual?  What does it mean, and what has it meant to be part of a community? How is human experience relayed and how is meaning made in music and art? What do we think is, and what have we thought to be worth knowing?  By what rules should we be governed? The habits of mind developed in the Core cultivate a critical and creative intellectual capacity that students employ long after college, in the pursuit and the fulfillment of meaningful lives.”  Clearly the Big Questions are in focus.

Or consider this language from the University of Chicago’s famous program:  “A University of Chicago education is more than a set of skills, a rite of passage, or even the ability to think critically. It is an experience—part of a lifelong dialogue that encourages students to converse across cultures and disciplines—and is guided by 75 years of experience with a Core tradition.

This famed Core curriculum, a model for American general education, is the University of Chicago student’s introduction to the tools of inquiry used in every discipline—science, mathematics, humanities, and social sciences. The goal is not just to transfer knowledge, but to raise fundamental questions and become familiar with the powerful ideas that shape our society.

Not only does the curriculum provide the background for any major and for continuing study after graduation, it also provides a common experience for all students in the College. All students have taken the same sorts of classes and read the same kinds of texts, struggling and triumphing over the same sorts of ideas. This gives every student a common vocabulary of ideas and skills, no matter his or her background before coming to the College.”

 Where is the curricular emphasis?  What are the general education requirements, and how much to they differ among different degree tracks?.
What is the deployment of faculty strength, patterns of adjunct usage?  Honors programs and colleges can be a strong positive factor, providing loci of concentration on arts and sciences. But honors programs and colleges also may have a negative effect, by concentrating the university's attention to arts and sciences in one program leaving everything else drained of their influence.  One of the functions of higher education is the distribution and redistribution of cultural capital.  Because of socio-economic disparities, which have been increasing for decades, students bring starkly uneven levels of cultural capital to their undergraduate experience.  Aggregating students for liberal arts emphasis in honors colleges can have the effect of intensifying, rather than mitigating, these differences.
The richness and variety of arts and sciences programs at research universities can even be a negative influence, in that cultural dominance tends to be wielded by departments and disciplinary interests, rather than college- or university-wide interests.  This can contribute to curricular incoherence, with general education being a smorgasbord in which faculty are all teaching their specialties, yielding problems about curricular coherence and consistency.
Perhaps most significant of all factors, faculty reward systems in research universities (promotion, tenure, compensation, prestige) tend to be more oriented toward research and publication success, and less toward excellent teaching, as compared with other types of institutions.  This may well lead to less faculty-student contact outside the classroom.  Students are more likely to have instructional experiences with T.A.s or adjuncts, rather than tenure-stream Ph.D. faculty.
Classes are likely to be larger than in other institutional types, with more lecture format likely.  This works to the disadvantage of important liberal arts outcomes. 
Given that almost half of all undergraduate instruction at Carnegie-classified institutions is at research intensive places, and given that most of the rest is at places with at least some research emphasis, it seems reasonable to be concerned, elite programs such as those just referenced aside,  that research universities may be less hospitable environments for the focus of institutional efforts on undergraduate instruction in the arts and sciences, than some other institutional types. 
From 2006 to 2009, researchers at the Center of Inquiry for the Liberal Arts at Wabash College conducted a national study of liberal arts education, involving forty-nine colleges and universities of widely varying size and type.  The study concluded that "Students benefit from four major areas of high-impact practices,"  including "Good teaching and high-quality interactions with faculty, academic challenge and high expectations, interactional diversity, and what NSSE calls "deep learning."
Each of the four is explicated and worked out in the report, found at  (www.liberalarts.wabash.edu), but in a nutshell they all amount to highly interactive, highly fed-back pedagogy that intentionally focuses on the development of the students' abilities and capacities, as opposed to a one-way transfer of information to students conceived as passive receptacles.  They are student-centered and learning-centered.  The "Best Practices" to which they give rise include "faculty interest in teaching and student development, prompt feedback, quality non-classroom interactions with faculty, teaching clarity and organization, academic challenge and effort, frequency of higher order exams and assignments, challenging classes and high faculty expectations, integrating ideas, information, and experiences," and NSSE's "deep learning," which emphasizes analysis, integration, and reflection.
A review of the Wabash "Best Practices" shows that they have little to do with information transfer.  The dimension of teaching and learning in which we suspect that online methods may be both effective and cheap--namely content delivery--is on the sidelines of these practices, at best a condition of their put to work, but far from center stage in the accomplishment of sophisticated educational ends.  
CONCLUSION
Elite universities are in a sense good homes for the liberal arts.  They have colleges of arts and sciences, providing core instruction and liberal arts engagement to some degree for students in many diverse degree programs.  They have Ph.D. programs in liberal arts disciplines, providing a research base for advancing knowledge in the arts and sciences.  In these ways they are more hospitable environments than technical or engineering schools, where the liberal arts are clearly sidelined, and they provide a seedbed for research beyond what can be afforded in most small liberal arts colleges.
But the question is not just about the presence of the disciplines.  It's about the intentional engagement of students with the Big Questions, the Big Issues, that these studies can bring up.  So it's about design, engagement, pedagogy, and breadth.  The problem is that the research emphasis of the university is a driver of specialization, pulling faculty interest and rewards away from teaching, away from breadth, away from Big Questions.  When curricular design indulges faculty specialization, the student experience may come to consist of deep plunges into isolated and unrelated topics, to the neglect of the development of bigger pictures, wider fields of vision, and the sense of connection among different things and processes.
When, as a member of selection committees for decades for the Rhodes Scholarships, I regularly pored over Harvard transcripts, I found remarkably esoteric courses titles in the first year.  Things like "Cart Horses of the Plague Years in Swabia, 1349-1351."  And even at small colleges, a first year seminar, chosen from a list reflecting faculty fascinations, can include, for example, a course called "Buzz"--this is a real example--introducing the students to college-level work by investigating caffeine.  Maybe worth it, but it's harder to get from there to the Big Questions, than if you started with, for example, "Letter From a Birmingham Jail," or the "Euthyphro."
Several years ago I shared a plane ride home with a Rhodes Scholarship candidate who had been disappointed by the outcome of the interview.  She complained bitterly that she had been obliged to field questions outside her area of expertise.  "If I'd known it was going to be Trivial Pursuit," she huffed, "I wouldn't have bothered."   What she dismissed as Trivial Pursuit was the committee's interest in ascertaining whether, in addition to her specialized knowledge, she knew basic things about science, world affairs, history, literature, and so on, and their interest in ascertaining whether her technical expertise coexisted with a hunger to see how things are related, and what they mean.  I think now, as I look back at her anger, that while it was directed superficially at the committee, it may have had a deeper target in those who had purveyed to her a fancy and expensive education that had just been shown to be seriously deficient in equipping her for a broad world.
One final anecdote will illustrate the fallacy of supposing that the importance of robust programs in liberal arts and sciences, even or perhaps especially in large, multi-purpose research universities, is to be understood as a function of immediate employment opportunities in those fields--what the recent Florida commission called "market-driven strategic demand."  That's not why history, philosophy, literature, mathematics, and science for the non-scientist, are important.  A close friend of mine worked for a few years, immediately after college, in a state prison's juvenile wing.  Talking to an incarcerated teenager, he mentioned that he had majored in philosophy.  The young man looked puzzled.  "Well, if that's what you studied, how come you aren't out doin' it?"  My friend explained how undergraduate philosophy could be a good preparation for all sorts of pursuits on life, anything demanding clear thought, precise analysis, flexible and agile perspectives, and so on.  The young man didn't get it.  After the explanation, he offered this summary: "Oh, I guess you've got to wait till somebody's on the lookout for philosophy."  It is legitimate to hope that he might have overcome this misunderstanding:  he was young and disadvantaged.  But there is no excuse for our political leaders' being stuck in the same misunderstanding. 
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