
1 This “great conversation” is explored in a separate essay.

The purpose of a liberal arts education
A liberal arts curriculum teaches you how to learn quickly and precisely.  It aims to
strengthen your capacity to acquire information, to think critically about that information
while relating it to other aspects of knowledge, and to create informed spoken and written
responses.  It nurtures your human talents so as to prepare you for a fulfilling and
meaningful life, always supporting you no matter how you or the world might change.  The
majors offered in liberal arts programs at YSU  provide the core for such a liberal arts
education.  

Many first-year students are surprised by the general education classes they must take in
order to graduate.  Students sometimes wonder why someone who is interested in
majoring in communication must take courses in math and science; or, vice-versa, why
someone interested in science or engineering should take classes in language and
literature.  Others have questions concerning the practical utility of certain majors: What
kind of a job can one get with a major in theater, or a foreign language, or history, or
biology?  To avoid confusion it is important that students understand from the outset the
main purpose of an undergraduate education at YSU, and at most universities and colleges
in the United States.

Although universities in many countries focus their undergraduate B.A.  programs on the
preparation for a specific profession (e.g.  law, business, medicine,  engineering), in most
universities in the United States this kind of specialized, professional training is normally
pursued later, at the graduate school level.  Undergraduate education in the United States
features a strong focus on what is called a liberal arts education.  It is designed to help
students develop a range of intellectual capacities that can be transferred to solve problems
in a multitude of areas, and that at the same time enables students to think independently
and to generate clear and creative thoughts, to effectively participate as a leader in free
society, to contemplate issues of ethics and morality, to respect the rights of others in a
diverse society, and to become appreciative of the many forms of artistic beauty and to
enjoy a full life in all its aspects.

Among the intellectual skills that are at the core of a liberal arts education are the following:
1) ability to speak and write effectively in more than one language; 2) ability to think
critically, and to form one's own opinions by evaluating arguments and evidence rationally,
and without prejudice; 3) enhanced ability in mathematics, and in scientific reasoning ; 3)
ability to analyze literature and art to appreciate beauty and artistic creativity, for both
pleasure and intellectual enrichment; 4) ability to engage questions of ethics and morality
and to recognize responsibility for oneself and society; 5) ability to apply acquired
knowledge and analytical skills to new situations, so as to find solutions to new problems
that arise in an increasingly globalized and fast-changing world. And, a liberal arts
education represents an invitation to join the conversations of the ages: to read, discuss
and test the great ideas proposed by the great thinkers and writers of the world.1   In



today's economy, employers desire transferable skills – skills that employees take with
them to any job, such as written and verbal communication skills, the ability to solve
complex problems, to work well with others, and to adapt in a changing workplace — all
hallmarks of a liberal arts education.

Of course, these intellectual skills cannot be developed in a vacuum.   They must be
practiced on content of some kind.   You must practice your thinking by thinking about
history.   Practice your problem solving by solving problems in lab science.   Develop your
own philosophy of what makes for a good person by studying good and bad people.
Practice your language skills by speaking about French literature in French.   

In short, a liberal arts education is aimed at teaching you how to think quickly and carefully.
It helps you to develop strength of mind, so you can range over a wide landscape of ideas,
and an ordered intellect.   Exercising your mind in one area – whether literature or
sociology or physics – will strengthen it for learning in other areas as well.  What at first was
difficult – the habits of attention and concentration, the ability to follow arguments, and the
ability to distinguish the important from the trivial and to grasp new concepts – all these
become easier as your mind is exercised and enlarged by varied study." Think of a liberal
arts major as a training center for your mind.

This leaves us with one question: why take a degree in electronic media?  Several reasons,
actually.  First, the marketplace demands that your program of study have a career
connection.  That’s mainly because the people who are paying your tuition and fees care
about you finishing college and landing a job that will pay your rent and bar tab.  They, after
all, want you to be successful – which means they are successful too.  You’ll know you’re
talking to one of these people if you hear him say, “so what are you going to do with a
degree in that?”  It’s up to you to make sure your program of study has enough “job
training,” but not so much to be wasteful.  You want to spend as much time on the
“liberating subjects” as possible, not on learning in the university what you should be
learning on the job.  

Second, the liberal arts degree, both philosophically and practically, has been with us for
more than two thousand years.  "Liberal pursuits" (Latin, liberalia studia) were already so
called in formal education during the Roman Empire.  For example, Seneca the Younger
discusses liberal arts in education from a critical Stoic point of view in Moral Epistle 88. The
subjects that would become the standard liberal arts in Roman and Medieval times already
comprised the basic curriculum in the enkuklios paideia or "education in a circle" of late
Classical and Hellenistic Greece.   But the body of knowledge – what’s available for a
person to know or to become good at – has grown enormously, especially during the 20th

century.  As a result, every student feels pressure to learn about more things, not to
practice and practice just a few.

And third, many aspects of knowledge which we study in the 21st century are – in one
sense -- far more complex than algebra, or French, or logic of the 20th or 19th centuries.
What ancients dreamed of aerospace engineering, or nuclear medicine, or quantum
computing?  These fields of study and research, and of commerce, require intellectual



sophistication and discipline which is far beyond what even Isaac Newton had to master
from his office at Oxford.

So electronic media represents a legitimate focus of study.  But it also is appropriate for a
liberal arts degree.  That’s because your curriculum will challenge you to bring all the
traditional virtues of the mind – learning quickly, thinking deeply, reasoning logically, and
speaking with the knowledge of the great conversations – to bear on thinking about
electronic media and on making media content.  Said another way, your program in
electronic media will help you become informed and skilled in the principles and practices
of media industries.  That wil help you get a job and build a career.  But your media studies
also will be a training center for your mind.

For example, you might take a course in Television Directing.   In it, you will experience an
almost medieval training session in quick thinking, in mastering technology, in audience
analysis, in conflict management, in team leadership, and in self-control.  You’ll even learn
a new arena where Aristotle’s Poetics speaks to us.  (Even John Keegan’s landmark study
of military arts, The Face of Battle, reminds us that, “A battle must obey the dramatic unities
of time, place and action.”)  

So, contemporary curricula that are effectively designed can be liberal arts in nature, while
also having a vocational or career appearance.  Your challenge is to engage such a
curriculum thoughtfully and with a clear understanding of where true, lasting value may lay.

Lest you think that only a technical or specialized or career-oriented undergraduate
education will give you the passport to a top job in the media, consider this roster of top
leaders now working in the “big six” and related companies:

Name Position Undergraduate Advanced degree

Dan Abrams GM, MSNBC BA - Political Science,
Duke

JD, Columbia

Roger Ailes Chairman, Fox BA - History, OU

Roone Arledge President, ABC Sports BA - Liberal Arts,
Columbia

Lorne Michaels EP, Saturday Night Live BA - English, U of
Toronto

Les Moonves CEO, Viacom; CEO, CBS BA - Spanish, Bucknell

Herb Scannell CEO, BBC Worldwide BA - English, Boston
College

Ted Turner Owner, Turner BA - Economics, Brown

Jeff Zucker CEO, NBCUniversal BA - American history,
Harvard



Joshua Bekenstein Managing Dir., Bain
Capital (Clear Channel)

BA - Liberal Arts, Yale MBA, Harvard

Brian Roberts CEO, Comcast BS - University of
Pennsylvania

Gracia Martore CEO, Gannett BA - History & Political
Science, Wellesley
College

Rupert Murdoch News Corporation BA - Philosophy,
Politics & Economics,
Worcester College,
Oxford

Jeffrey Bewkes CEO, Time Warner BA - Yale MBA, Stanford

Sam Zell CEO, Tribune Company BA - University of
Michigan

JD, U of Michigan

Sumner Redstone CEO, National
Amusements

BA - Harvard College JD, Harvard

Bob Iger Chairman/CEO, Disney BS - Radio/TV, Ithaca
College

Katherine
Weymouth

CEO, Washington Post BA - Harvard College, MA, Oxford; JD,
Stanford

Randall Stephenson CEO, AT&T BS - U of Central
Oklahoma 

MA, U of Oklahoma

James Dolan CEO, CableVision BA - Communication,
SUNY New Paltz

Glen Post CEO, CenturyLink BS - Accounting,
Louisiana Tech

MBA, Louisiana Tech

Tom Rutledge CEO, Charter
Communications

BA - Economics,
California University
(PA)

Dan Hesse CEO, Sprint-Nextel BA - Government &
International Studies,
Notre Dame

MS, MIT

Alec Smalle CEO - T-Mobile N/A

Lowell McAdam CEO, Verizon BS - Engineering,
Cornell

MBA - University of
San Diego

Thomas Rabe CEO, Bertelsmann BA - Economics, Ecole
Européenne, Brussels

MA - Economics,
University of Cologne;
PhD - Economics,
Universitiy of Cologne

Tim Cook CEO, Apple BS - Industrial
Engineering, Auburn

MBA - Duke



Eric Schmidt CEO, Google BS - Electrical
Engineering, Princeton

MS - Berkeley, PhD -
Berkeley

Steve Ballmer CEO, Microsoft AB - Math &
Economics, Harvard

Fred Amoroso Chairman, Yahoo N/A

Howard Stringer Chairman, Sony Combined programs at
Oxford

MA - Modern History,
Oxford
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