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Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century: What’s the Mission?

sought to respond to a need for a learned clergy; indeed, roughly half of Harvard 
College’s earliest graduates went on to become ministers. Over time, however, the 
religious mission of American universities began to fade. Modeled after German 
institutions that focused on training students for specific professions, higher ed-
ucation increasingly centered on preparing citizens for work and contributing to 
society, notably in science and technology. In these ways, the sector broadened its 
mission to meet new needs. By the nineteenth century, universities began to fea-
ture a plethora of professional schools, along with a broader, more secular curric-
ulum. And as the twentieth century unfolded, increased funding for public educa-
tion attracted more citizens with varied backgrounds, interests, and aspirations.2

Today, as evidenced in this volume of Dædalus, tertiary institutions all over 











153 (2) Spring 2024 307

In considering the question of what, course offerings and curricula are not the 
only answers. Many institutions of higher education–including some with reli-
gious underpinnings–center on the dissemination of particular values, principles, 
and beliefs. What Isak Frumin and Daria Platonova describe as the socialist model 
of education was founded with the explicit goal of shaping a “new Soviet person.”10 
In the wake of Soviet nation-building in much of the twentieth century, higher edu-
cation was meant to produce individuals with a deep understanding of Marxism as 
well as a commitment to the collective state good. Although values-based (or “class-
based”) education was a core pillar of Soviet education, it can also be found to vary-
ing degrees in other models of higher education. As Frumin and Platonova note, a 
focus on character development–or what is sometimes now referred to as “forma-
tive education”–has grown in popularity around the world.
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