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The “mission” of a sector of society can encompass a range of possibilities. 
Sometimes, the mission is broad. Sometimes, it is narrow. Sometimes con-
stant, sometimes changing. Missions serve as guideposts. They articulate 

a central purpose or goal, which should help to structure decisions and actions: 
as examples, who should be served, exactly what should be done, how the work is 
carried out, which measures can determine whether the mission is actually being 
realized, and, if not, how a course can and should be corrected.

Whole sectors or spheres can have missions. Broadly speaking, the health 
care sector works to provide physical and mental well-being for individuals and 
society. Within the sector, one encounters a range of professionals (researchers, 
nurses, doctors, pharmacists) as well as settings (hospitals, offices, laboratories, 
clinics). Some personnel are focused on a particular area, illness, or demographic 
group, while others are generalists. Some institutions are private; others are pub-
lic; a few are composite. The direction or foci may shift as the needs of individuals 
change, or societies evolve, or as the leadership across organizations changes. But 
the fundamental purpose of restoring or maintaining health is not–and should 
not be–obscured or lost.

This might seem straightforward so far.
However, as we turn to the sector of higher education, the concept of mission 

becomes more vexed. As early as the sixteenth century, the Jesuits used education 
as a way of defining the word mission–to educate and spread the word of Christ. 
But as colleges and eventually universities spread throughout the world, the mis-
sion broadened from religious purposes–for example, preparing young people 
for work in secular professions, training scholars in the sciences and other disci-
plines, or giving members of certain demographic groups an opportunity to meet 
peers, as well as individuals from other, more diverse backgrounds.1

In the United States, the missions of the earliest institutions of higher educa-
tion were rooted, at least in part, in Christian (Protestant) values. Universities 



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

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 
the globe exist for a range of purposes–to provide professional training, to teach 
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to consider how to demonstrate and measure progress toward achieving it, as well 
as identifying barriers and attempting to remove them.

Figure 1
Common Terms in Higher-Education Organizations’ Mission Statements 

Source: Data from the authors’ study on mission statements. Image via WordClouds.com, 
https://wordclouds.com (accessed April 29, 2024).

Like any business trying to understand its customers or clients, institutions 
of higher education cannot realize any sort of goal for their students with-
out a deep understanding of who is on campus. Indeed, most universities 

include a word in their mission statement about an intended audience–a group of 
individuals that the institution aims to serve. This dimension of mission is cru-
cial, not only in guiding students who are making decisions about where to ma-
triculate, but also for universities as they think about how to address their popula-
tion’s specific desires and needs.

In the United States, a number of institutions define their audience in terms 
of a particular demographic or geographic group. Historically Black colleges and 
universities, women’s colleges, and Hispanic serving institutions are clear exam-
ples of institutions that have an explicitly stated mission to serve students of a par-
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ticular identity. For this type of school, the audience is the defining or distinctive 
feature of the mission, a characteristic that sets it apart from other institutions of 
the same size and selectivity level.

Serving a particular target audience can also be a driving force for many schools 
around the world. In some cases, entire universities are founded on the premise 
that they will cater to a specific population or demographic group. Sometimes, 
these are populations facing societal barriers, such as unequal access to higher ed-
ucation and/or to positions of leadership.

Take the example of the Asian University for Women (AUW), a private uni-
versity located in Bangladesh. As described by Kamal Ahmad, AUW is designed 
to serve female students in different parts of Asia who would not otherwise have 
access to an undergraduate degree.5 Founded as an antidote to gender-based dis-
crimination in many parts of Asia, AUW’s mission focuses on empowering wom-
en who have been economically or socially marginalized by society. In order to 
align its audience with its goal of promoting intercultural understanding, AUW re-
cruits students who demonstrate particular characteristics in their application– 
for example, tolerance and a desire to combat injustice. While the school is still 
meant to serve an international student body and has now reached women from 
seventeen countries, AUW homes in on an audience that is more narrowly defined 
than that at most other institutions.

Alternatively, other institutions take a deliberately wide-ranging approach to 
their audience, seeking students from a multitude of ethnicities, socioeconomic 
levels, and/or geographic regions. A textbook case is New York University Abu 
Dhabi (NYUAD), a collaboration between NYU and the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. A 
liberal arts university, NYUAD is part of NYU’s global network of schools and one 
of its three degree-granting campuses.

In her case study, Mariët Westermann describes how NYUAD’s undergraduate 
student body has been designed to be quintessentially international, represent-
ing students from one hundred twenty-five countries.
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ty members and students at NYU’s home campus.7 Though the school has assured 
these parties that NYUAD will maintain the same level of academic freedom that 
exists in New York City, this is a case in which different dimensions of missions 
have the potential to clash or diverge. What does it mean for such an international-
ly diverse audience to study and take courses in a country that places constraints on 
freedom of academic expression? This factor signals possible tension between the 
school’s audience, the who, and the content that is allowed, the what.

In addition to audience, a mission might also refer to the content, or subject 
matter, an institution focuses on. For some institutions, a content-centered  
mission may revolve around a particular educational program or set of courses. 

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology focuses on educating students in science 
and technology. St. John’s College, which contains campuses in both Annapolis, 
Maryland, and Santa Fe, New Mexico, is best known for its distinctive curriculum 
focused on great books. Indeed, at the center of many of the innovations described 
in this volume is the curriculum–crafted and shaped to meet identified needs per-
taining to specific knowledge and/or skills, economies, and political contexts.

The recently launched London Interdisciplinary School (LIS) foregrounds 
a mission that is driven by its innovative curriculum and pedagogy. The school 
addresses a seeming shortcoming in the UK higher-education system–a lack of 
courses that cut across disciplines and a discrepancy between what students are 
learning in the classroom and the problems they might wish to address in their 
future careers. As its name signifies, this school embraces a deliberately inter
disciplinary approach to teaching and learning, one that pushes students to ex-
plore issues in technology, climate change, and other contemporary problems 
from a variety of angles. Notably, the institution distinguishes itself from schools 
with a liberal arts mission by emphasizing practices of integration and synthesis
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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.

U
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Documenting students’ intellectual growth throughout the university experi-
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noteworthy endeavor born out of a partnership between Yale University and the 
National University of Singapore (NUS). At the project’s inception, Yale and NUS 
shared a clear impetus for the partnership: to expand liberal arts education in Sin-
gapore. Despite this mutual intention, the project proved to be rife with challeng-
es. The Yale administration was viewed in Singapore (and perhaps elsewhere) as 
trying to impose a set of political values on the institution. Simultaneously, faculty 
members on the home campus worried about the preservation of academic free-
dom in a context that was vulnerable to Singapore’s nationalist trends and pol-
icies. As the partnership dissolved, NUS demonstrated a different vision for the 
school–one emphasizing specialization (with a few common courses) over the 
broad liberal arts agenda that Yale had embraced.

As Pericles Lewis, the founding president of Yale-NUS, writes in this volume, 
“in any institution, multiple goals are pursued by multiple constituents.”20 When 
these goals are too far away from one another, however, we find that institutions 
will be troubled. Alignment around the question of why is instrumental to institu-
tional success–and may even be necessary for its ultimate survival.

In this essay, we have provided one possible framework for thinking deeply 
about missions in higher education. Specifically, we tease apart four essen-
tial elements of a mission: audience, content, place, and intended impact. If 

institutional leaders seek to define their university’s central purpose–and hold 
their institution accountable to that purpose–this framework may prove a help-
ful place to start.

But articulating a central mission is just one piece of the puzzle. As the val-
ue of higher education is being currently questioned, doubted, and scrutinized 
around the world, we believe that it is crucial for institutions not only to think 
deeply about mission, but also to align stakeholders around the facets of the mis-
sion. Alignment occurs when the expectations and goals of all stakeholders (in 
this case, students, professors, administrators) are in sync with one another and 
when they are mindful of the priorities of the institution and of the broader sector. 
Based on our own earlier studies of how professionals in various domains carry 
out high-quality and socially responsible work, we have found that alignment of 
the key parties is critical to the health of any sector of society.21 When reflecting 
on the alignment within an institution, university leaders might ask themselves: 
What are the goals of this university? What are our students’ goals? Does the fac-
ulty body share these goals? If not, what can we do to address these discrepancies?

Writing in early 2024, we realize that alignment has become an especially crit-
ical goal for the United States. Indeed, situated at Harvard University, we can con-
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developed to educate those individuals who have been underserved and did not 
have access to a quality education, new teaching pedagogies and academic pro-
grams have been created to engage students in “real world” problems, and even 
the physical boundaries of buildings and classrooms have been stretched to new 
places–online and across the globe. However, especially at this time of change, 
we need institutions to double down on the central animating idea of mission and 
make their own mission clear and verifiable. And, to put our cards directly on the 
table: we hope to preserve what has, at its best, been special and distinct about 
higher education–providing for all students a rich intellectual experience, one 
that should last a lifetime and contribute to a larger collective good.
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