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liberal arts and the high schoolcollege transition
by Vanessa Davies

F

or three summers, I taught a college-level introductory Egyptology
course to high school students through the University of Chicago’s
Graham School of Continuing Studies. I saw that these students were
capable of learning a difficult ancient language, participating in discussions
about literature, and thinking critically about ancient history and culture.
Listening to my students, I learned a tremendous amount about their
attitudes towards college education, their concerns about their educational
futures, and their preparedness for life beyond high school. What is now
called K-14 education, 13 and 14 representing the two years of coursework
required for an Associate’s degree, features prominently in my concern for
the future of education.
My interest in K-14 education is partly related to the way that my field is
viewed. We think of ancient Egypt as kids’ stuff. In schools, ancient Egypt is
taught in elementary or middle school, never to be mentioned again. Too few
colleges and universities devote resources to the field of Egyptology, leaving
students without the ability to develop a more mature perspective on this
ancient culture. But Egyptology is one of the academic disciplines that are
truly relevant to young people.
One point of interest to students is the intersections of the ancient
Egyptian religion and Coptic Christianity, and later, Islam, in texts, art,
architecture, and cultural practices. Important conversations can be started
around recent political and social tensions in Egypt followed secondarily
by the causes and effects of looting and environmental change on
archaeological sites. Contemporary American adoption and reuse of ancient
Egyptian cultural symbols is another rich area of discussion and exploration.
Because students are interested in topics like these, they approach with
enthusiasm the difficult work of learning hieroglyphs, analyzing historical
data, and thinking about literary works written by people far removed in
space and time.
In my summer Egyptology courses, I saw high school students eager
to tackle the complex material that I presented to them in class because
the subject matter meant something to them. They all had their own
motivations for taking my intensive summer course, which ran from 9:00 in
the morning until 3:00 in the afternoon, five days a week for three weeks.
But despite the very different reasons that propelled them to enroll in the
course, they all found in the classroom a group of equally enthusiastic
colleagues who wanted to explore the material with as much vigor as they
did. When students are engaged in their course of learning, when they take

‘‘We think of ancient Egypt as kids’
stuff. . . . But Egyptology is one of
the academic disciplines that are
truly relevant to young people.’’

ownership of it, their personal motivation
becomes the driving force in their education.
In general, the high school students whom
I taught came from privileged backgrounds,
but other institutions are showing that young
people from all types of backgrounds can excel
at college-level work while in high school.
Teachers with graduate degrees instruct
students in Bard High School Early Colleges and
Early College programs (tuition free!) in seminar
classes using college-level material in the liberal
arts and sciences.1 These students graduate
from high school with one year of college
credits or with an Associate’s degree. With
growing pressures on colleges and universities
to lower costs and to raise graduation rates,
classes of the type offered at early college high
schools and taught by people with collegelevel teaching experience can be a bridge from
secondary to post-secondary education for
students who might not be able to envision
themselves in college.
A college-high school connection does not
have to involve a program that results in an
Associate’s degree awarded with a high school
diploma. Any amount of exposure to college
classes and to college professors can help
students discern whether or not a particular
school, major, or life path is right for them.
Nelzy Gonzalez-Zaragoza, a senior at MetWest
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High School in Oakland, CA, blogged about her class trip last spring to the
University of California, Berkeley to attend a lecture in Robert Reich’s Wealth
and Poverty class. She wrote: “Honestly, I don’t think I had heard his name
before the lecture was proposed to me. I also thought that I wasn’t going
to be able to understand the topics he was talking about because it was a
UC Berkeley Robert Reich lecture! The truth is, that it was easy to follow
because a lot of the things he talked about I already knew and understood.”2
Gonzalez-Zaragoza’s educational breakthrough resulted not because Reich
fed her new data, but because her experience in a college classroom left her
feeling capable, confident, and invigorated.
Young people who are from under-resourced communities and who are
first-generation college students face obstacles not just with the onetime leap into undergraduate education, by which I mean applying and
getting accepted into college, but in understanding the academic culture
of college. The resulting culture shock for students who are unfamiliar
with college can hinder or bring to an end their college careers. Students
often lack preparation for the expectations placed on them, the freedoms
and responsibilities they will have, and the pitfalls they will face. Students
flounder when unfamiliar with the more subtle aspects of academic culture,
such as specialized academic terms, ways of participating in classes, and
when and how to ask for assistance.

The example of Oakland
I recently sat on a panel of judges as part of a successful initiative in the
Oakland Unified School District called Educating for Democracy in the Digital
Age (EDDA). Members of my panel listened to high school seniors present
their research and then defend their theses in twenty-minute question-andanswer sessions. The topics covered included poverty and education, the
adultification of minors in the legal system, climate change, Type 2 diabetes,
and the deportation of undocumented adults whose children are American
citizens. These students, who had conducted polls of their peers and
incorporated published articles into their papers, presented their arguments
with great poise and with a lot of heart. I listened to ninth graders speak
on civic issues at a council committee meeting at City Hall in Oakland. They
presented their research to the council members, who then engaged in a

vibrant exchange with the students about the
issues.
Not all students will want to or be able to
participate in an early college high school, but
the style of critical thinking skills that a liberal
arts education imparts can be acquired through
research projects like the ones the students
in Oakland did this past year. Those projects
touched on important issues in the students’
lives, topics that are tangible and relevant to
their everyday experiences. Perhaps even more
importantly, the projects encouraged students
to observe, reflect on, and think about a topic.
Initiatives like EDDA successfully refute the
idea that young people share in a culture that
devalues learning.3 With meaningful research
topics, assistance, and encouragement, high
school students demonstrated personal
investment in their work, and they were excited
to share and defend their research. Young
students should not have to wait until their
college years to engage in meaningful exercises
in thinking. This type of college-level learning
must be brought into more high schools.
In Oakland, this change is happening now.
A ballot measure passed in 2014 is providing
direct funding to the school district for an
expansion of college and career readiness
programs, student support services, and
programs designed to ease transitions into
high school and into college. Linked Learning
is bringing to Oakland high schools dual
enrollment, that is, college-level classes, as well
as technical education and work-based learning
experiences. The East Bay Career Pathways
Consortium works with school districts,
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community colleges, businesses, and local
agencies in the East Bay to create pathways
oriented around four career tracks to facilitate
the transition from high school to college by
offering college-credit classes and work-based
learning opportunities.
My dream is for career pathways education to
have a humanistic critical-thinking component
so that students could receive mentoring by
technical experts and humanists. The four
growth industries in the Bay Area that career
pathways are currently being developed
around are information technology, health and
biosciences, manufacturing and engineering,
and public services and law. An introductory and
an advanced critical thinking course in the mode
of the humanities that supplemented these
courses of study could help students consider
the human aspects of their chosen career
paths. I envision courses that meet one-on-one
or in small groups of two or three students with
one humanities faculty member. The students
are asked to think about certain questions
related to their career pathways and technical
education and to discuss those questions with
the group. These questions would address
topics such as audience (who do you envision
using the products that you create or who do
you envision assisting in your line of work),
the self (what personal reasons do you have
for choosing this particular path), as well as
topical questions (e.g., controversies concerning
price gouging in the pharmaceutical business).
Integrating career pathways with a liberal arts
style of learning, which involves critical thinking
exercises in a small group format, can help
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young people focus on the big picture of their career pathway, how their
work affects themselves and other people.

The role of the liberal arts in the digital age
Faced with a barrage of information and perspectives shared via social
media, young pre-college students require the tools to think critically
about the information they encounter. With practice in reading, research,
and careful consideration, young people can formulate their own informed
opinions about the diverse subject matters that they encounter in our
interconnected world. They must analyze a surfeit of news headlines
delivered via the web, have the insight to consider or disregard usergenerated content on review and opinion sites and on sites like wikis that
claim to provide factual information, as well as process and deal with
everything from the disappointment of not getting likes on posted material
to the cruel words of anonymous cyberbullies. To do this, they must learn
how to look for implicit meaning and understand issues of authorship and
intent. In the digital world of the 21st century, young people need to learn
the skills of discernment and argumentation at an early age. A liberal arts
education facilitates students’ acquisition of these critical skills.
The benefits are immense for colleges and universities that participate
in programs that offer some college-level learning in high schools.
Two- and four-year colleges and universities that recruit students from
underresourced schools in neighboring areas will benefit from outreach
efforts that provide smoother transitions from high school to college and
that could very well lead to higher rates of successful completion of the
college degree. Students for whom four-year college is not the right path
will ideally make this discovery early and, in the tuition-free models, before
accumulating any debt, yet they will benefit from having had exposure to
a liberal arts college style of thinking at the high school level. The current
situation, where college is not accessible to everyone, is effectively
reversed because everyone will have some college-level education. Efforts
at outreach and connection between high schools and colleges, as we
are seeing in Oakland, lead to further collaboration and dialogue between
K-12 teachers and college professors, creating an expansive community of
education professionals.

Mural (now demolished), formerly located at 49th Street and Broadway in Oakland, CA, by students from the Multicultural
Arts School in Chicago and artists Abicus, Daz, Desi, Fact, Jinx, and Raven. Photo credit: www.oaktownart.com.
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To return to ancient Egypt, one text tells the story of a teacher of scribes
who struggled with how to best reach his students. The teacher laments
that farm animals respond to the coaxing words of humans. Even the obelisk
hears the words of the quarry men who endeavor to position it upright. The
teacher describes the young scribe as “denser than an obelisk,” and claims
that he does not respond to the teacher’s inducements to learn, which
include harsh and cruel punishment: “But though I beat you with every kind
of stick, you do not listen. If I knew another way of doing it, I would do it for
you, that you might listen. You are a person fit for writing, though you have
not yet known a woman. Your heart discerns, your fingers are skilled, your
mouth is apt for reciting.”4 Apparently incapable of reaching his student or
inadequate to the task, the teacher desperately seeks a solution.
Although the passage’s teacher has exhausted his pedagogical repertoire,
we should cast about for “another way of doing it.” Sir Ken Robinson
challenged our age-based educational model, describing it as a factory,
where we organize our product by date of manufacture.5 Programs that
bring college-level learning into high schools demonstrate that young
students are capable of and interested in college-level work. We need to
engage students in this type of learning at an earlier stage in their education.
With two-year or four-year college now a goal for a greater and greater
number of people, colleges and universities must find ways to extend a hand
across that traditionally great divide.

detail from Mural aT Skyline High School, Oakland CA.
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