




















Two themes have governed AAC&U’s vision and work since its founding in 1915: a mission-level focus
on the aims and values of liberal education, and a consistent concern with the vitality and integrity of
institutions that provide college-level liberal education.

AAC&U'’s approach to these issues has shifted fundamentally over the past thirty years, however, be-
coming steadily more inclusive both in its view of who should benefit from liberal education and in its
conception of where and how liberal education outcomes can be advanced.

Founded in 1915 as the Association of American Colleges, AAC primarily convened and served the
presidents of liberal arts colleges. One of its services was federal lobbying on behalf of private institutions.
Yet early on, AAC also opened its doors to colleges of arts and sciences in any university, including public
institutions. AAC’s membership became very diverse over the years, even as it remained the primary
membership association for presidents of liberal arts colleges.

In 1976, following an extensive self-study, the board of directors and members determined that AAC
should both broaden and sharpen its mission. Leaving federal representation to other organizations, AAC
repositioned itself as a “voice and force” not just for liberal education but for curricular and pedagogical
reform throughout the academy.

With this shift, AAC&U became over time a primary gathering ground for academic administrators, faculty
leaders, and diversity leaders seeking far-reaching change to strengthen the quality and inclusiveness of under-
graduate college learning. By the mid-1990s, AAC&U leaders decided to give new attention to the pressures on
academic institutions that some characterized as “doing much more with less”” The 1997 strategic plan, therefore,
gave equal emphasis to curriculum issues and to the need for new collaborative leadership to help campuses
become more “efficient” and “accountable” while remaining “educationally effective” The plan also emphasized
diversity and global engagement as civic and educational priorities both for students and institutions.

In 2000, with several million dollars of support from foundations, AAC&U moved to position itself as
the primary association voice for undergraduate educational quality by launching its signature initiative,
Greater Expectations. In concert with a distinguished national panel of educators, a set of competitively
selected “leadership campuses,” numerous leaders in accreditation and state systems, and partner re-
searchers on student learning in college, Greater Expectations spent the next six years both analyzing the
higher education landscape and working closely on issues of purpose and eflective practice. The multiple
projects and reports that comprised Greater Expectations were used to shape every aspect of AAC&U’s
work: Web resources, publications, meetings, leadership institutes, and subsequent funded initiatives.















