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Starting in the late 1990s, there has been a noticeable increase in the number of 
liberal arts and science colleges in the Netherlands. Primarily international and 

embedded in strong research universities, and having ample financial support and 



153 (2) Spring 2024 225

Marijk C. van der Wende



226 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Rise of University Colleges in Europe

Liberal arts and science (LAS) was presented as a curriculum model that al-
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city with two universities (with multiple science faculties), increasing the number 
of students majoring in science was becoming  urgent. Competition between the 
universities was pointless. Collaboration was stimulated by the Amsterdam city 
government and its business community in the context of the development of the 
Amsterdam Science Park. 

With a view to these parameters, Amsterdam University College (AUC) thus 
had to combine excellence with diversity, be open to and engage with the city 
around it, develop a strong science profile (able to attract at least half of its stu-
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In building broad institutional support, I had to become (and stay) friends with 
some twenty faculty deans who were concerned that AUC would attract their best 
faculty, which would be systematically confirmed. Luckily, I was free to choose my 
own core team from across the two universities and outside, thus composing an in-
terdisciplinary, international, creative, and resilient group. There is a lot of fun but 
little luxury in a start-up, especially one in the public sector, for which an endless 
amount of red tape needed to be overcome. In the hierarchy of obstruction, admin-
istrators were more reluctant than academics. Advisory committees had to be over-
ruled. The students were my best advocates in these processes and convinced the 
university councils and even the minister to side with our goals at critical moments. 

The largest multimillion-euro grant was finally won in national competition 
from the Ministry of Education and Science’s initiative for stimulating excellence 
in university programs. AUC’s long-term financial sustainability was ensured by 
negotiating a higher funding level for 
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also among those from international schools around the world. Fifty percent of 
the student body was international, a cosmopolitan global elite, but far less di-
verse in economic and cultural terms. Attracting local minority students, often 
equally talented but with significantly lower social and cultural capital, proved 
more challenging. Setting up a special outreach program for students who attend
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cult to implement in teaching. Stifling requirements for accreditation and 
access to graduate programs, especially in professional fields such as law, 
are impeding factors. 

	• Selectivity: Excellence may have been embraced as a principle for more dif-
ferentiation, since selective admission of students has been adopted in leg-
islation for these kind of programs, and though the option to select under-
graduate students was established in the Higher Education and Research 
Act, few undergraduate programs other than UCs have opted to implement 
it.17 While selective admission to graduate programs has become more com-
mon, there is still some reluctance surrounding such practices in undergrad-
uate programs because it is seen as “elite” and runs counter to the idea(l)s 
of equal access and widening participation. 

	• Internationalization: Internationalized curricula and international classrooms 
became mainstreamed in both legislation and accreditation, and teaching 
in English became broadly popular in Dutch research universities in around 
one-third of undergraduate programs and three-quarters of graduate pro-
grams. However, the use of English should not be attributed to the UC mod-
el. Rather, internationalization has been encouraged since the early 1990s, 
and was spurred by the implementation of the Bologna Declaration. Brexit 
further increased the number of international students in the Netherlands, 
up to 40 percent of first-year students in research universities.18 This is a 
contested trend due to funding and housing issues, resulting in a political 
pushback on teaching in English and international recruitment. 

With their special legal status, higher student funding level, and residential 
housing, UCs seem to be well protected against these and other pushbacks that 
may occur. The impact of the UC model on the European higher-education scene 
has also been limited. Some liberal arts colleges already existed in Eastern Europe 
(accredited by U.S. institutions) and some initiatives were undertaken in Germa
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American universities can draw three lessons from the European UC experi-
ence. First, liberal arts and science education can be offered as a more af-
fordable model. Even though U.S. students pay full fees in Dutch UCs, the 
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