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Andrew Delbanco College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be – A Deep Dive 
into the PDF Edition

Higher education has always been a reflection of society’s aspirations, challenges, and transformations. From the 

early days of classical learning to the modern era of online courses, the concept of college has evolved 

dramatically. One of the most influential voices in this ongoing conversation is Andrew Delbanco, a distinguished 

professor of English and a seasoned commentator on American culture. His book, College: What It Was, Is, and 

Should Be, available in PDF format, offers a comprehensive examination of the past, present, and future of higher

education. This article explores the key themes of Delbanco’s work, the historical context of colleges, the current

challenges facing institutions, and the actionable insights that can shape the next generation of learning.

Who Is Andrew Delbanco?

Andrew Delbanco is a prolific author, literary critic, and former president of Colby College. With a career spanning 

several decades, he has written extensively on literature, history, and the role of education in society. Delbanco’s 

perspective is grounded in both scholarship and practical experience, making his analyses both academically 

rigorous and deeply relevant to contemporary policy debates. His book, College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be ,

draws on his extensive research and personal observations, offering a nuanced view of the American college

experience.

Academic Credentials and Professional Experience

•  Ph.D. in English from Harvard University

•  Faculty positions at Harvard, Yale, and Columbia

•  President of Colby College (2002 �2014)

•  Author of 12 books on literature and culture

•  Regular commentator on national media outlets

Key Themes in Delbanco’s Scholarship

1.  Literary criticism and the importance of narrative

2.  Historical analysis of American culture

3.  The evolving role of higher education

4.  Socioeconomic disparities in access to learning

5.  Future trajectories of academic institutions

Historical Overview: The Rise of American Colleges

The first American colleges, such as Harvard (1636) and Yale (1701), were established to train clergy and civic

leaders. Over the centuries, these institutions expanded their curricula to include the sciences, humanities, and

professional studies. By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, colleges began to serve a broader demographic,

reflecting the nation’s growing industrial economy and democratic ideals.

Key Milestones in College Development

•  1836: First public university chartered (University of Pennsylvania)



•  1869: Morrill Land-Grant Act establishes agricultural and mechanical colleges

•  1908: The first coeducational college opens its doors

•  1960s: Civil Rights Movement pushes for greater diversity

•  2000s: Rise of online education and MOOCs

Delbanco’s Perspective on the Past: “What It Was”

In the opening chapters of his PDF, Delbanco traces the transformation of college from a small, elite institution to a

sprawling network of public and private universities. He argues that the original mission—providing a liberal

education that cultivates critical thinking—has been both preserved and diluted over time. While the core values

remain, the practical realities of funding, technology, and societal expectations have reshaped the college

experience.

Preservation of Core Values

Delbanco emphasizes that the liberal arts curriculum, which encourages interdisciplinary study and intellectual

curiosity, remains the bedrock of a well-rounded education. He notes that institutions that maintain this focus tend

to produce graduates who are adaptable, reflective, and socially responsible.

Challenges to the Traditional Model

Economic pressures, rising tuition costs, and the proliferation of for-profit colleges have introduced new dynamics.

Delbanco highlights how these factors can undermine the accessibility and affordability of higher education,

creating a widening gap between those who can afford a college degree and those who cannot.

The Present State of College: “Is” According to Delbanco

Delbanco’s analysis of the current landscape is both critical and hopeful. He acknowledges the strides made in

technology, diversity, and global engagement, while also pointing out persistent inequities and systemic challenges.

Technological Advancements

Online learning platforms, adaptive learning systems, and data analytics have revolutionized how students access

knowledge. Delbanco recognizes the potential of these tools to democratize education but warns against

overreliance on metrics that may overlook qualitative aspects of learning.

Diversity and Inclusion Efforts

While many colleges have increased representation of students from marginalized communities, Delbanco notes

that true inclusion requires more than enrollment statistics. He stresses the importance of creating supportive

environments where all students can thrive academically and socially.

Financial Barriers and Student Debt

The cost of a college education has skyrocketed, leading to a crisis of student debt. Delbanco argues that this

financial burden not only affects individual students but also hampers social mobility and economic growth. He calls

for comprehensive reforms to tuition, financial aid, and loan policies.

Looking Ahead: “Should Be” – Delbanco’s Vision for the Future

In the final chapters of the PDF, Delbanco outlines his vision for a reimagined college system that balances

tradition with innovation. He proposes several actionable strategies to ensure that higher education remains

relevant, accessible, and transformative.



Reaffirming the Liberal Arts Mission

Delbanco advocates for a renewed commitment to the liberal arts as a means to cultivate critical thinking, creativity,

and civic engagement. He suggests that institutions should integrate interdisciplinary programs that reflect real-

world complexities.

Embracing Hybrid Learning Models

He recommends a hybrid approach that blends online resources with in-person instruction, allowing flexibility while

preserving the social and collaborative aspects of campus life. This model can reduce costs and expand access to

students in remote areas.

Financial Sustainability and Affordability

Delbanco proposes a multi-pronged strategy: tuition caps, increased public funding, and transparent financial

reporting. He also calls for a re-evaluation of the role of for-profit entities in higher education to protect academic

integrity.

Global Partnerships and Cultural Exchange

He stresses the importance of international collaborations to foster cross-cultural understanding and prepare

students for a globalized workforce. Partnerships with universities abroad can enrich curricula and provide students

with diverse perspectives.

How to Access the PDF and Make the Most of It

For educators, policymakers, and students alike, the PDF version of Delbanco’s book is a valuable resource. Here

are practical tips for obtaining and utilizing the PDF effectively.

Finding the PDF Legally

Many academic libraries offer digital copies of Delbanco’s work. Additionally, reputable platforms such as Google

Books, JSTOR, and the publisher’s website often provide downloadable PDFs for subscribers. Always ensure you

are accessing the file through legitimate channels to respect copyright laws.

Using the PDF for Teaching

•  Highlight key passages that align with course objectives.

•  Create discussion prompts based on Delbanco’s arguments.

•  Integrate case studies from the book into assignments.

•  Encourage students to reflect on their own educational experiences.

Incorporating the PDF into Research

1.  Reference Delbanco’s statistical data to support arguments.

2.  Analyze his critique of current policies for policy briefs.

3.  Compare his historical analysis with contemporary studies.

4.  Use his insights to frame research questions on higher education reform.

Key Takeaways for Stakeholders

Whether you’re an administrator, student, or policy advocate, Delbanco’s work offers actionable insights. Below are

the most critical points to remember.

•  Preserve the liberal arts as a core mission while embracing interdisciplinary innovation.

•  Adopt hybrid learning models to increase flexibility and reduce costs.



•  Address financial barriers through tuition caps, increased funding, and transparent reporting.

•  Promote diversity and inclusion beyond enrollment numbers.

•  Foster global partnerships to prepare students for an interconnected world.

Conclusion: Reimagining College for a New Era

Andrew Delbanco’s College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be(PDF) serves as both a historical record and a forward-

looking roadmap for higher education. By blending rigorous scholarship with practical recommendations, Delbanco

invites educators, policymakers, and students to re-envision the purpose and structure of the college experience. In

a rapidly changing world, the challenges he identifies—financial inequity, technological disruption, and cultural shifts

—must be met with thoughtful, collaborative solutions. As we move forward, let us honor the legacy of the liberal

arts while embracing innovation to create an inclusive, accessible, and transformative educational landscape for all.
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