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Thank you for coming and it is my pleasure to have this opportunity to discuss academic
planning with you. I will go through my remarks and I hope to conserve a substantial amount of
time for questions and discussion.
Before I begin, I want to acknowledge the many members of our community who have already
contributed to and supported the work to improve the university’s academic profile: President
Kerrey and the Board of Trustees; the deans and academic leadership in the divisions; the
officers and administrative staff; the faculty and student senates; my colleagues in the office of
the provost; and the faculty, many of whom are actively engaged in shaping the academic profile
and direction in a variety of ways. I also wish to acknowledge the students, whose talents,
ambitions and achievements continually make it clear why we do what we do.
It was just over a year ago that I became provost. As you may recall, the university was coming
out of a difficult time and the immediate task at hand was to create stability, build confidence
and trust, and re-establish the capacity and authority of the office of the provost. We have come a
long way in a year.
Arguably our biggest project has been the process to create a new division that will bring
together The New School for General Studies and Milano The New School for Management and
Urban Policy and be the base for a number of new university wide thematic interdisciplinary
undergraduate programs. We are actively searching for a new executive dean and developing the
new division’s mission and structure and operational plan. I want to emphasize what a major
undertaking this is, and that it has been among the most participatory projects we have tackled at
The New School. There has been a significant level of input and a sense of ownership and
investment on the part of the faculty. The considerations about where the faculty and programs
will live, what groups together and what the various groupings are called has advanced well and
the conversations around these issues are quite alive. Straw models have been generated and
critiqued and reiterated and each new iteration has provoked new issues, or old issues, that need
to be unpacked and debated and considered. The various perspectives and arguments are
legitimate and real and the fact is that we need to continue to wrestle with this question of
structure a bit longer even was we continue to move aspects of the new division forward. In
particular the relation of the undergraduate to the graduate and the operational aspects of the
thematic degrees - that are still intended to be university wide - require more work.
Over the course of this year we have also completed revisions to the Faculty Handbook that
clarify and strengthen employment categories and review processes; we have launched new
initiatives to support faculty research; and we are improving means of faculty development and
assessment. We established a university-wide curriculum committee to foster a culture of crossdivisional communication and planning. Many faculty, students and staff from across the
university are collaborating on the planning process for the new University Center that will
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provide high quality spaces for teaching and learning and community for the whole university.
Much of this progress is summarized in the Provost’s Report I sent out earlier this month.
Even with much work underway and ongoing, we need an academic plan to shape and guide our
efforts and to more assertively commit to our priorities for the next several years. This process to
create a university academic plan will guide and give context to divisional plans, and the
university plan will in turn be shaped by the divisional plans and ambitions. We will continue to
develop unifying themes while trying to avoid an overly conformist approach that stifles the
particular and the idiosyncratic – the things that give so much texture and distinctiveness to this
university. We want to facilitate and better ensure quality but within the terms of our diverse
academic agendas.
The New School is a relatively small university with a uniquely relevant portfolio of disciplines,
practices and approaches to reflect on and address the complex and urgent issues confronting
humanity. As ‘The new New School’ paper from 2006 described, we live in a world “where the
challenges facing humanity today…require a collaborative critical process of continuous
reframing for their improvement if not their solution. Examples include environmental
degradation, sustainability, democracy, financial crises and terrorism.” The New School’s
historic emphasis on inter-disciplinarity and critically informed civic engagement finds new
relevancy at this time.
There are also risk factors we have to be alive to. As we grow and as the educational
‘marketplace’ gets increasingly competitive and complex, we cannot afford to rely on the kind of
short-term planning that has brought us this far. Neither can we continue to rely on such a small
number of programs to ‘float the boat’.
Each of the programs, departments, schools, institutes and divisions of The New School aspire to
be among the best in its class nationally and internationally. Many of our programs either are or
should be or want to be boutique and expensive. This is as true for the liberal arts as it is for the
creative arts. Yet the desire for this kind of scale and intimacy in New York City adds
considerably to our resource challenge. Unlike many of our competitors, our running costs are
not significantly contributed to by an endowment or a state and nor do we have twenty-, thirty-,
or forty thousand students to manage shifting demand and spread the risk and the burden. We are
tuition driven, and there is a certain honesty in this, but we also want to compete with the
universities, schools and colleges that have far greater resources and often are in much more
affordable locations. Therein lies the challenge.
Another historical challenge is that our institutional paradigm has tended to set up too much
tension between the mandates of academics and the mandates of their respective administrative
counterparts. But this is improving. Just as the provost’s office and deans are taking
responsibility for trying to improve the academic functions of the university, so the
administrative officers are also trying to improve the alignment of planning and services in
support of academic quality. This spirit of shared purpose, the fundamental belief that we are all
working toward the same ultimate goal, is essential if we are to prosper in the long term.
The academic plan we are developing seeks to improve on many of the basics, to recommit
ourselves to core values, and perhaps most important, to position the university well for the next
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president and the next provost. The academic plan needs to support both stability and momentum
and a sense of direction.
This ‘sense of direction’ and core values are not hard to find here. The New School, in my
opinion, has an unusually large proportion of faculty, students and staff who share a commitment
to the ideals that have both derived from and evolved in response to key moments in our history.
In 1919 The New School for Social Research was founded on the idea of taking the academy to
the streets – a distinctly non-conformist approach to higher education. In 1933 the University in
Exile was founded on the principles of compassion, political action, and a belief that a
commitment to social justice and free inquiry did not stop at the national border. In 1970 Parsons
became part of the university, connecting the social and political world of ideas and to that of
material and technological world making. Over the next three decades the performance schools
either joined or developed in The New School and the university also made major moves into
media, policy, planning and management.
In the early part of this new century, evolving academic opportunities, not to mention economic
considerations, led us to re-examine the “holding company” model of the university. We
reasserted our commitment to global engagement. We focused on building a university faculty.
We developed interdisciplinary problem-based programs in environmental studies, urban studies,
and global studies that draw on our strengths in the liberal arts, design and the creative arts,
policy and management, media, international affairs, and so on.
Our priorities today are not so new. They are deeply rooted in the institution’s history, and they
pick up on directions that my predecessors in the provost role initiated. Provost Arjun Appadurai
made major inroads toward extending our engagement and influence internationally and building
synergies across divisions. The ‘bridge themes’ he articulated and stimulated conversations
around several years ago – including urban, global, media, and the environment – formed the
basis for many of our new programs today. Provost Ben Lee identified that what differentiated
The New School was the combination of our institutional imperative to seek out the most
relevant and pressing challenges facing society, and our willingness to engage them in ways that
structurally transform the institution and how we teach. These concepts continue to inform our
academic priorities and direction, and they are among the themes that continue to play
prominently in our academic planning discussions.
Yet there is another, more functional concept that has come up a lot in our planning
conversations, and that is the basic idea of balance. And while ‘balance’ may not make for the
most exciting stump speech and risks sounding a little Zen, it is, I believe, our key to success.
Here are some of the areas where we need to try and achieve the right balance as best as we can:
The balance between advancing ‘the new’ while supporting existing strengths. We want to
assertively increase the academic excellence of the university through innovative new programs
and initiatives. At the same time, we are also affirming a commitment to support and extend
existing strengths -- the successful programs that have been at the core of The New School and
its divisions. Indeed the new grows out of these historic strengths.
The balance between university and divisional identities. It is also our goal to focus the
academic project on both the individual parts of the university and on the sum of those parts. In
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moving forward as ‘one university’ it is not the intention to dilute the character of each division
or to homogenize the academic culture. We aspire to a strong university identity where all of our
divisions, schools, departments and programs gain by the excellence of each other, yet we must
recognize that excellence is measured differently across different academic and creative cultures.
Thus, in highlighting pedagogic and intellectual approaches in an academic plan, we are neither
ascribing these approaches exclusively to specific areas of the university, nor attempting to
prescribe them to all areas of the university equally.
The balance between consistency and meaningful difference. There is a real need and desire to
bring greater consistency, standards and coherence to academic support structures and processes
across the university, but rarely does a one-size-fits-all approach work in a culture as
idiosyncratic and variously scaled as The New School. Yet we know there are areas where
differences do not add value and indeed simply waste time, create confusion and frustration and
make the institution seem indifferent to student needs. Those are the areas where we need to
commit to change. Often these include basic academic support systems and services such as bell
schedules and credit-point systems that have developed and adapted in the divisions over time
without strong university-wide coordination. As we move forward, we are learning that these
differences no longer serve us well; in fact, they often serve to create and reinforce barriers to the
kind of collaboration we seek to foster. The budget being tied to headcounts in divisions rather
than actual teaching loads is another significant barrier to address.
The balance between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’. The provost’s office and the deans need to
facilitate ideas and initiatives that bubble up from the faculty and students, while shaping and
advancing proposals and policies from the particular vantage point of the upper administration.
In this sense, it is our role both to follow and to lead, to facilitate and elevate.
The balance between academic ideals and fiscal responsibility. Another form of balance we aim
to achieve relates to the tension between academic goals and financial responsibility I spoke
about earlier. In almost any university, some programs require an investment of resources,
particularly at certain stages of their development, while other programs are, for a variety of
reasons, more effective at meeting delivery costs within tuition revenue. Our goal is to have a
clear picture of both the academic priorities and financial realities and to make strategic resource
decisions that are attuned to both as best we can. This will not fully remove the tension. But with
better data, more transparent processes and budget rules and a more representative decisionmaking process, the decisions and trade-offs can be better explained, debated, and agreed-to.

The Draft Academic Plan: Overview
The academic plan I am sketching here is a draft. I will speak at the conclusion about the
proposed next steps for this planning process.
Before going through the highlights of the academic plan as it is developing, I want to
acknowledge that any linear organization of our priorities is limited, as our priorities and goals
are by nature overlapping and inter-related. Curricular innovations are directly related to
planning processes; academic technology is both a pedagogic and an academic support issue;
social justice and internationalization are threads that weave across all we do, and so on. We
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have established a basic logic to the way our priorities are organized, but the work is actually far
more integrated than a narrative plan can represent well. Ultimately our academic plan will
become an information-mapping project. But for purposes of this oral overview, there are seven
strategic themes that group roughly into three broader categories: Curriculum and Faculty,
which form the core of our students’ learning experience; Internationalization and Social Justice
as important means through which to strengthen our academic community and extend our
academic profile; and Academic Support and Resources, the functions and services that enable us
to realize our academic goals. The seven Strategic Themes are: Curriculum; Faculty;
Internationalization; Social Justice; Academic Technology and Libraries; Student Academic
Support; and Academic Planning, Administration, and Governance. I will summarize the ideas
and proposed goals for each.

Curriculum
Over the next several years, we have an opportunity to build on our strong history and culture of
innovation in curriculum and learning. We are also committed to further developing crossdivisional collaborations and university-wide programs that will open new curricular pathways
and learning experiences.
Our proposed goals include:
•

Continuing to develop and advance new programs that extend our strengths.

•

Continuing to advance university-wide and cross-divisional programs, including
exploring the possibility of shared undergraduate learning experiences and looking at
ways to better integrate the arts across the curriculum.

•

Developing a stronger graduate profile through rescaling the existing PhDs to a level that
where we can support true excellence, and progressively expanding the range of Masters
and PhD programs across the university.

•

Continuing to enhance the quality of existing learning experiences through better
integration of academic technology, enhanced information sharing, improved facilities,
support for students and faculty, teaching innovation, research, etc.

Faculty
No investment is more important to enabling and supporting academic excellence, reputation and
fiscal stability than the quality, size and diversity of the faculty. As I have said before I strongly
believe the whole enterprise begins and ends with the faculty. As we strengthen and extend our
legacy of interdisciplinary scholarship we will need to recruit, support and engage faculty across
The New School in a variety of ways. Faculty must have the resources they need to be
successful, be held to high standards of performance and be rewarded for their contributions to
our collective success.
Over the next several years our work in this area will include:
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•

Continuing to revise the Faculty Handbook, including the development of divisional
addenda to better account for the differing criteria for promotion in the variety of
disciplines and fields. We will also turn our attention to the Workload section of the
Handbook.

•

Improving support for faculty professional development, research and innovative
approaches to teaching.

•

Strengthening our faculty recruitment, hiring, and retention practices, including strategies
to ensure the highest caliber and most diverse pools.

•

Developing a faculty growth plan that rationalizes salary and employment categories
across the university. Our colleagues in the Human Resources office have almost
concluded the first stage of this process.

Internationalization
The University in Exile showed that a small university with a clear moral world-view could
make a real difference internationally. We have operated an off-shore campus, Parsons Paris,
since the 1920s. Understanding and connecting to the world is core to our history and values as a
higher education institution committed to social justice and global citizenship. This is
particularly true given that we are situated in the world’s most multicultural city.
Virtually all of our academic units now include international partnerships and programs, most
conspicuously in Europe, Asia and Latin America. Most striking, our undergraduate student
body is the most international in the United States. We are committed to growing and deepening
our international commitments, collaborations and opportunities for students and faculty.
Our proposals in this area include:
•

Improving coordination and support for international activities university-wide. We will
clarify the staffing structure for the international portfolio, including leadership,
university and divisional staffing structure, and communication networks.

•

Establishing a university-wide advisory group for international projects and reconceiving the international advisory committee of the board of trustees to help ensure
communication, guidance, and support at that level.

•

Increasing study abroad options, international internships, and institutional partnerships.

•

Improving support for international research efforts.

•

Assessing and developing strategies to support faculty initiatives to internationalize the
curricula.

•

Diversifying international student recruitment efforts.

•

Improving support for international student services.
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Social Justice
We intend to create community discussion around our historic institutional commitment to social
justice and apply these commitments to our academic work, operationalizing our foundational
values in the contemporary context. A concern for social justice is central to how so many of us
understand and relate to The New School. This impulse can be traced in the history of a number
of our schools and programs – providing access to higher education for working people, serving
as a haven for scholars at risk, working on policies promoting equity and democratic governance,
designing for democratic participation and social change, and contributing to the public
discourse on economic development. What does it mean now?
Critical to our social justice commitment is how we encourage open debate and diverse voices.
We are committed to increasing the numbers of students and faculty from diverse backgrounds
into our community. Improving diversity across the institution will be critical and central to The
New School continuing to be academically excellent in the future. In order to do this we need to
strengthen scholarship opportunities for underserved sectors of the population and to develop
effective recruitment and retention strategies. But a plan for social justice goes beyond
recruiting. We need to proactively attend to the diverse needs and interests of our students in
terms of our programs and our institutional culture and to ensure that The New School is a
welcoming and supportive community for all students.
There has been real effort and progress and leadership for diversity and social justice at the
divisional level. We need to link, elevate, focus, and put resources behind these efforts and ideas
so that Social Justice becomes fully a university initiative. In the fall of 2009 a task force
submitted a preliminary report that will help inform our strategies university-wide, and we will
work quickly to focus and prioritize our work. Our preliminary goals are foundational but are
intended to have broad impact and will lay the groundwork for moving forward.
The proposal is to:
•

Identify how best to provide leadership to ensure that Social Justice advocacy has a
permanent presence in the institution.

•

Work with the newly formed Education and Social Justice Committee to establish clear,
action-oriented plan of priorities and strategies to diversify the student, faculty and
administrative community.

•

Develop means to support faculty who want to engage these issues in the curriculum.

•

Provide better support structures for students of diverse racial and cultural backgrounds,
economic status and genders.

Academic Technology and Libraries
Returning to our roots as an educational innovator, The New School continues to embrace the
paradigm shift in how knowledge is collected, analyzed, understood and manifested. We need to
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continue to advance the use of technology to support academic aims and learning in particular.
Rapidly changing teaching methodologies, communication mechanisms, social media and
content dissemination necessitate a rethinking of the role, use and promotion of both traditional
libraries and academic technology in advancing our aspirations. Appropriate academic resources
are fundamental to supporting an exceptional faculty and student body.
Academic technology is also fundamental to the planning for many of the goals articulated in our
academic plan. Through the life of the plan we hope to have answered the critical questions of
how the university can advance our academic goals through the investment in, promotion of and
experimentation with technology. We see the upcoming period as an intense planning and
prototyping effort to examine both our critical needs and opportunities and identify priority
investments. We have a tremendous expertise to draw upon in this area among the faculty, staff
and students.
Our proposed goals in this area include:
•

Assessing the state of academic technology at the university regarding curricular
offerings and pedagogical approaches; research; collection, evaluation and use of
information; communication and collaboration.

•

Proposing improvements to academic resource planning and investment including
mechanisms to assess means for continued adaptation to rapidly changing needs.

•

Further integrating approaches to learning online and with social media that both extend
modes of learning and scholarship and generate new streams of revenue.

•

Improving the university libraries, including their collections, locations and physical
space, and range of services, to better support our curricular needs.

Student Academic Support
Learning occurs in a variety of community settings. We need to continue the work of the last
year to better support student academic life in terms of physical space, expanded academic
resources and support services and improving administrative infrastructure to reduce
bureaucratic obstacles to academic goals.
Our proposed goals include:
•

Expanding the services of the University Writing Center to include math as well as
special services for graduate students, ESL students and students with learning
disabilities.

•

Enhancing and coordinating academic advising across the university.

•

Improving support for career services, internships and study abroad.

•

Using the University Facilities Committee to continue to improve and increase student
study space and social spaces that promote collaborative work and social interaction.
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•

Improving opportunities for research assistants, teaching assistants and teaching fellows.
We have made a big move already in extending significant financial support to all fulltime faculty to hire students as research assistants.

•

Reducing administrative barriers in order to open pathways for students who wish to
pursue interdisciplinary work. This includes aligning credit-point structures, class
schedule times and room scheduling procedures.

Academic Planning, Governance, and Administration
Finally, it is an ongoing priority to continue to develop a better planning and governance
infrastructure. Well-developed frameworks, policies, processes, roles and authorities are so
important to the continued progression of The New School from a loose aggregation of divisions
bound together largely for financial reasons into a distinctive university.
Our proposed goals are to:
•

Develop an integrated planning calendar that links the academic plan to decisions related
to faculty hiring, capital and space needs, enrollment management and financial
allocations.

•

Integrate divisional academic plans and the university academic plan.

•

Develop budget policies that allow the academic leadership to allocate resources
strategically and transparently in support of academic goals. The guiding financial
principles need to support programmatic innovation and efforts to strengthen and enhance
The New School’s academic profile. The simple fact that our budgeting is based
primarily on divisional headcount not teaching load is a significant inhibitor to the
collaborative work that is ongoing.

•

Continue to explore ways to optimize the university’s divisional structure to support
academic goals. This includes continuing the major work to develop the new division;
continue the planning between NSSR and Lang to better align their relationship; and
engaging in conversations with the performing arts divisions about opportunities for
connections and shared support.

Conclusion
Broad community input is an important part of the process as the academic plan continues to take
shape. We have already received input and feedback on these priorities from the deans,
president, Board, and many others as we have worked on a draft. In the coming weeks the draft
plan will be posted on the website for feedback. The deans will also discuss it in the divisions
and bring forward critiques and suggestions from each community. I will be working closely
with Executive Vice President Jim Murtha and the officers and administrative side of the house
on many aspects of the plan. We will continue to consult on the plan and hone it over the
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summer to arrive at a final version that will be presented to the community and the board of
trustees in the fall.
The goals and priorities in the plan represent a lot of work but the work will be mapped over
time and that much of it is already occurring. We are at a remarkable moment in The New
School’s history. We have the opportunity and the potential to more clearly assert those qualities
and strengths that have and continue to define our institution. We need to work through this
transitional time to both improve and advance the institution, and to make collective planning
and decision-making an ever more natural and ingrained part of our culture. The opportunities
are tremendous and exciting; the promise is great; and the accomplishments we’ve made in just
the past few years are a strong indicator of what we can achieve if we continue to work together.
Thank you all for being here and for listening to my remarks. I welcome your questions and
comments.
Tim Marshall, April 2010

Questions and comments on this paper can be sent to provost@newschool.edu.
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