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Final report LESC 2018 

 

This document contains the final report of the Third European Liberal Education Student 

Conference (LESC) which took place in May 2018 in Utrecht, the Netherlands. It contains the 

results of the conference, the contents of the discussions, keynotes, and sessions that took place. 

This document is meant for all educational partners and other interested parties involved 

realising the conference. They keynotes of the conference have been recorded completely. These 

recordings can be found on the websites of ELAI and ECOLAS, two of our partners during the 

organisation of the conference. 

The many appendices of this document contain complete summaries of all conference elements. 

These can be used by whomever wishes to go into the full details of the conference, in order to 

put some of the results in practice. If you have any questions, feel free to contact the organising 

team through info@lesconference.eu.  

Written in June & July 2018 by the LESC 2018 Core Team, Committees and participants. 

 

mailto:info@lesconference.eu
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1. Executive summary  
From Thursday May 10th until Sunday May 13th, the third European Liberal Education Student 

Conference (LESC) took place in Utrecht. Altogether, the conference drew 109 participants which 

includes the organizational team consisting of Liberal Education (LE) students from Utrecht. The 

goal of the conference was to provide a platform for European LE students to come together and 

reflect on the current situation of LE. A subsequent goal was to let the participants reflect 

specifically on the relation between LE and societal issues. The conference’s main question, 

therefore, was: ‘What does our changing society need from Liberal Education, and to what extent 

is your Liberal Education programme providing this?’ To reach these goals, the conference was 

constructed with different activities: 

- Keynote lectures by speakers Bert van den Brink, Iris van der Tuin and Teun Dekker; TED 

Talks with Ria van der Lecq, James Kennedy and Volker Balli; and an Open Space session 

with Daniel Kontowski. These keynotes created depth in the conference by providing 

different perspectives on the added value of LE and interdisciplinary education. 

- Track sessions in which participants were able to discuss the relation between LE and one 

out of five societal themes: migration, privacy, food-(security), climate, and the European 

Union.  

- Creating a Master List with best practices of and practical improvements for different LE 

programs, based on the input of the track sessions.  

- Broadening activities in which participants could follow workshops and lectures to 

‘broaden their horizon’ and get to know current research and new skills to practice and 

improve their LE.  

- Cultural and social activities during which participants could get to know each other 

better, to relax, and to get to know the city of Utrecht.  

The most important insights of students that were gathered during the conference were, 

amongst others, that Liberal Education provides:  

• strong communities; 

• an inherent commitment for many students to social/civil responsibility; 

• knowledge on and application of philosophy of science and critical thinking; a natural 

tendency to find connections with society.  

Points of improvement for Liberal Education were, amongst others,  

• the lack of (social economical) diversity of students and staff;  

• the room for improvement to incorporate social developments and innovation in the 

education program; 

• more interconnectedness between LE in Eastern and Western Europe;  
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• and new skills education based on scientific communication to broader society. 

The conference will most likely take place again next year in Berlin. In the meantime, students of 

the LE movement will work on setting up dialogues and discussions. We can conclude that the 

conference was a success: the LE student community has been strengthened and broadened, and 

participants have been able to reflect deeply on their own programs. Additionally, the 

atmosphere of the conference in general was splendid and we enjoyed many interesting 

discussions and energizing conversations. 

Last, but certainly not least, we want to thank all of our sponsors and partners for the 

contributions. Without you, we would not have been able to host this conference at all at such a 

high level of professionalism and care for our participants. Thank you! 
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2. The LESC movement in a nutshell 
The Liberal Education concept is relatively new in Europe. The first University College on the 

continent was founded in 1997 in Utrecht. After that, more University Colleges and Liberal Arts 

programmes followed. As of 2018, at least 85 such programmes exist within Europe. Of this total, 

ten University Colleges and one Liberal Arts programme are located within the Netherlands. 

However, the ideas and concepts on which these programmes are based can be traced back to 

medieval and classical European times.  

 In a time in which these programmes develop quickly and expand rapidly, more and more 

students stand up and get involved in educational affairs. They ask questions such as “how do LE 

programmes differ from other, more traditional, programmes?”. The emphasis of this discussion 

slowly shifts towards extracurricular affairs during the last few years. While governments, 

societies and corporations join the discussion, students themselves reach out to other LE 

programmes, to establish contacts and form a community. 

 In May 2016, this community worked together and created a first ever major international 

student conference on Liberal Education. The first LESC (Liberal Education Student Conference) 

was born in Lüneburg, Germany, and welcomed over 80 LE-students from 9 different countries. 

The first conference was themed “What is Liberal Education, and what could it be?”, and featured 

lectures of amongst others Teun Dekker, vice-dean of Maastricht University College and Nigel 

Tubbs, dean of the Liberal Arts programme at the University of Winchester. Students wrote a 

paper on a theme that was discussed in paper sessions. Amongst other things, this conference 

made the student movement realise that it was difficult to find a common denominator between 

all LE programmes in Europa. 

May 2017 saw the follow-up discussion lead to a second conference in Freiburg, Germany. 

This edition enjoyed the same number of participants arriving from 10 different European 

countries. These participants were challenged by the theme: “A complex world needs complex 

thinking: The potentials and limits of Liberal Education in approaching contemporary challenges.” 

Alongside the paper sessions and the keynote lectures from amongst others the programme 

director of King’s College Liberal Arts programme, Helen Brookman, en de paper sessions, 

participants took part in informal workshops such as designing their own Liberal Arts programme.  

After this conference, it was up to Utrecht, the Netherlands, to organise the subsequent 

step. A team of 19 students worked together for over a year to deliver the Third European Liberal 

Education Student Conference in May 2018. This report is the final documentation of the third 

conference in Utrecht, which enjoyed a total of  109 participants and organization members. The 

way how participants were able to interact with Dutch student culture and the other participants 

was a strongly appreciated element of the conference. The conference improved the growing 

network and gave a new impulse for future developments.  
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3. The results of LESC 2018 
One of the concrete aims of LESC 2018 was to construct two different lists, namely one with the 

current best practices within different LE programmes, and one with practical improvements. 

During the conference, participants worked on the lists during the track sessions. At the Open 

Space, the tracks presented their outcomes and each participant could vote for the best best 

practices and practical improvements, which resulted in the Master List. This Master List, with 

the best points after the Open Space voting, are stated and elaborated here. The elaborations 

are all done by participants of LESC 2018 after the conference. In Appendix A, the take aways per 

track, with several best practices and practical improvements can be found. In addition, in this 

appendix, a description of the process towards these points is given. 

 

MASTER LIST OF LESC 2018 

BEST PRACTICES  

 

EU1:  

STRONG STUDENT-FACULTY COMMUNICATIONS; FEEDBACK IS TAKEN SERIOUSLY 

 

Partially due to the small size of many colleges but often directly fostered through institutional 
mechanisms, many students have good relationships to their instructors and the administrative 
staff. Even if they do not have a direct relationship, many colleges either have students (student 
unions, mediators e.g. at UCF) or staff members (e.g. advisors) that can enable good and 
constructive communication with faculty. This is closely connected to the idea of taking feedback 
and evaluations seriously. Course evaluations by students are taken seriously by both the 
instructors and the faculty and even higher-ups are open to discussions, negotiations or solution-
finding should an issue come up (e.g. at UCF). Taking feedback seriously means that the college 
does not simply continue working like it always did when students offer critique or complain but 
rather that they reflect and critically evaluate their practices to improve their students’ lives. 
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EU2:  

SOCIAL/CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY - Being able to discuss/solve problems as active/responsible 

citizens 

 

- (UCF): class “Responsibility and Leadership” raises awareness about what responsibility 
means, classes on “Positive Leadership”, “Social Entrepreneurship”/ “Oppression and 
Equality” (classes of module “Responsibility and Leadership 2”) further elaborate on 
these 

- broad range of committees/ conferences & co. where political engagement is rewarded 
- class structure as such enables and supports active engagement with several topics 

through many student discussions and less lectures 

Privacy:  

SYSTEMIC THINKING (multiperspectivity) 

 

Either through the individuation and self-design possibilities according to problems, questions, 

themes etc., or through participatory, problem based learning methods within given modules, 

students of Liberal Arts programmes in Europe can model their education to gain a better 

(multiperspectival) understanding of, and develop possible solutions to, all of the grand societal 

challenges below. 

In light of the many challenges we face (Privacy and beyond) this is perhaps the best practice 

that Liberal Education in Europe offers to its students and our societies. Which educational 

format would allow more focus on developing solutions for grand societal challenges, which 

education could be more fit for future? 

 

 

Climate:  

COURSE ON VALUE INQUIRY AND PHILOSOPHY OF KNOWLEDGE.  

 

Module that all students take in their first year (compulsory?) Topics (incl. climate change) are 

rotated. The students are mixed by faculty, classrooms are small, so that there can be 

conversation. (Best practice example: Winchester) 
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Food:  

TOOLS: AWARENESS & REFLECTION AS A CONSTANT PROCESS, AS THE RESULT OF CRITICAL 

THINKING 

 

Because LE students are constantly encouraged to choose their own courses, question these 
choices and even question more general (academic) assumptions. This process stimulates 
constant awareness and reflection by LE students. By reflection on one’s own choices and 
assumptions, LE students are uniquely qualified for making educated choices, with clear 
argumentation. 
 

 

Migration (1&2):  

OPENING UP THE SCHOOL AND KNOWLEDGE TO THE COMMUNITY AND COOPERATE WITH 

OUTSIDE ACTORS 

 

In undertaking a Liberal Arts Education, it is imperative that we recognise and remember our 
privilege and actively work to combat the creation of an “ivory tower” of knowledge. Not only 
does an active exchange with the local and global community at large help diffuse knowledge 
that would otherwise remain the privilege of a select few, but it would allow information from 
the outside world (and about real-world problems) to penetrate into the campus bubble. An 
example of this is the “Campus Conversations” initiative at Bard College Berlin that seeks to bring 
together people from all over Berlin to exchange perspectives, culture and ideas on a range of 
topics.   

 

General: 

PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING 

 

Either through the individuation and self-design possibilities according to problems, questions, 

themes etc., or through participatory, problem based learning methods within given modules, 

students of Liberal Arts programmes in Europe can model their education to gain a better 

(multiperspectival) understanding of, and develop possible solutions to, all of the grand societal 

challenges below. 
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PRACTICAL IMPROVEMENTS 

 

EU1:  

MORE SOCIO-ECONOMIC DIVERSITY IN TOPIC, STUDENTS AND STAFF 

 

Many colleges pride themselves in their diversity in ethnicity or nationality. However, most 
students come from a similar privileged, native middle-class background that affords them with 
the means to go abroad and study something without a concrete career path. A demand for 
more socio-economic diversity in the student body entails higher financial accessibility (i.e. lower 
tuition fees, scholarships, financial aid) for lower socio-economic classes and a less elitist 
approach to education. Latter is closely connected to the idea of a stronger “socio-economic 
diversity in topics”: Many courses are oriented towards the West or take a Western perspective 
while mainly discussing problems privileged groups/students are interested in (e.g. “feel-good”, 
small issues like to-go cups). There is little focus on non-Western issues or problems that lower 
socio-economic classes face (e.g. consequences of poverty, inequality, marginalization).  

 

 

EU2:  

IMPROVE (FINANCIAL) ACCESSIBILITY OF LIBERAL EDUCATION 

 

especially at the University Colleges in the Netherlands, tuition fees as well as money spent for 
living at the campus is really high in comparison to e.g. Germany 
→ e.g. making live on campus not mandatory could help financially 
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Privacy:  

CYBER & TECH SECURITY LITERACY (coding and programming etc) 

 

As long as the label Liberal Education stands for the promise to enable students to grow into 

critically engaged, empowered citizens who are active participants in society, it is essential that 

Liberal Education is digital education - for our societies are digital societies. 

Thus, Coding, Cyber Security, IT, ICT, and STS should be offered as electives for every Liberal Arts 

student. They are key to understand the computational, algorithmic processes surrounding us 

and are a necessary condition for critical engagement with these processes as such, and not only 

with their outcomes.  

Only a Liberal Arts student who has a decent, basic understanding of the coded architecture and 

mechanisms that permeate our social life can claim to be truly able to critically engage, 

understand and participate in all spheres of her life with its inevitable digital aspects - 

economically, politically, socially, culturally. What is more, the digitally educated Liberal Artist 

can build bridges, cross knowledge gaps and techno-social, cultural divides. She can be a 

translator who offers interpretation to others, thus allowing a reclamation of authorship over 

our lives - bit, by bit, by bit. 

 

 

Climate:  

COMMUNICATING THE STATE OF KNOWLEDGE TO THE BROADER COMMUNITY 

 

- Guide behaviour by providing practical alternatives 

- When we communicate, we should communicate well and based on careful consideration 

and informed by theory 

- Effective communication skills training in LE 
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Food:  

KEEP IN TOUCH WITH THE REAL WORLD 

 

Just as any other academic programmes, LE programmes are at risk of becoming ‘a bubble’ a 
community of like minded people. LE programmes could enhance their dedication to help solve 
global complex problems by creating opportunities for students to actively engage in ‘the real 
world’. This could be taking the students outside the walls of university, with excursions or 
internships, but could also include inviting ‘the real world’ to the university. This could include 
guest lectures or case studies by non-profit organisations, charities and other actors that are 
engaged with societal issues. 

 

 

Migration:  

ALLOW STUDENTS (WITH A REFUGEE BACKGROUND) TO ATTEND SPECIFIC COURSES TAUGHT AT 

LE PROGRAMS FOR FREE  

 

- This increases diversity and allows for the exchange of ideas between people of different 

backgrounds.  

 

 

General 

EXTRA: MORE EAST - WEST COMMUNICATION BETWEEN THE DIFFERENT LIBERAL ARTS 

(TRADITIONS) 

 

- LESCs in Eastern Europe 
- International platforms for students and staff 
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4. The proceedings of the conference 
The conference programme started at Wednesday May 9th with our ‘early bird programme’, 

meant for participants who arrived early. The welcoming location for this group was at the Liberal 

Arts & Sciences building from Utrecht University in the city centre. On the next day, Thursday 

May 10th, other participants were welcomed at Café Fier and the conference started later on 

that day with different activities. Friday and Saturday were held at UCU (mainly) and were 

comprised of many different conference activities. On Sunday, the conference was officially 

closed with a shared brunch and the final keynote. All participants slept with hosts – members of 

the organization and volunteers from different LE education programmes in Utrecht, who gave 

up (part of their) student rooms for the participants. This specific feature allowed us to attain 

one of the strong points of the conference, which is strengthening the European LE student 

network and letting European students get to know Dutch student life. The broadening activities, 

but also track sessions, coffee breaks and shared meals added in value to the strengthening of 

this network. LE in Utrecht is characterized by a strong conviction in the value of sustainability 

and sustainable practice. All meals prepared for the conference were vegetarian and prepared 

by the organization and volunteers instead of arranging this through third parties. It was great to 

show all participants through all these elements that LE in Utrecht could count on so many 

volunteers within the entire LE group. 

 

Conference elements: keynotes 

Opening with Bert van den Brink and Iris van der Tuin  

LESC 2018 kicked off with a keynote lecture by prof. dr. Bert van den Brink, dean at Roosevelt 

University College in Middelburg (Netherlands) and professor in political and social philosophy. 

Van den Brink answered the question whether LE education programmes bear the responsibility 

to mature, as described by Immanuel Kant in ‘What is Enlightenment’, its students. He 

emphasised that education programmes are actually the perfect medium to make students 

conscious of the ‘different truths’ which surround human beings, bearing the message “be critical 

at your environment, but do not lose sight of reality”. Iris van der Tuin, educational director of 

the UU Liberal Arts & Sciences programme, responded to the lecture with a more direct 

concretization of what Van den Brink called the “professional idealist”. In the discussion that 

followed, participants and speakers debated on the political consequences of what it is to be a 

professional idealist. 
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TED Talks with Ria van der Lecq, James Kennedy and Volker Balli  

During the second keynote session, three (former) educational directors and/or deans of LE 

programmes reflected on Liberal Education in Europe. Ria van der Lecq, former educational 

director and founder of the Liberal Arts and Sciences programme in Utrecht, made during her 

Talk a distinction between the oratorical and philosophical traditions within the Liberal Arts. Van 

der Lecq considered the ideal LAS student as someone capable of doing both, gathering 

knowledge and serving the public interest. James Kennedy, dean at Utrecht University College, 

compared the American LE with the European LE. The traditions are based on the oratorical and 

humboldtian, respectively. LE in America is more institutionalised, while in Europe it is considered 

more of a liberation from standard education models. Volker Balli, educational director of the 

Studium Individuale programme in Luneburg, Germany, pointed out how individualism and 

community are both very important for LE. In his talk, he argued how diversity is another 

important element – although it should be strived for and not unnaturally created, to prevent it 

from becoming dogmatic. In the discussion, participants responded in various ways to the 

different ‘shapes’ of Liberal Education that they experience themselves, and how these compare  

Open Space with Daniel Kontowski  

In his lecture, Daniel Kontowski used a lot of the information he gathered for his research, in 

which he tries to determine the different meanings and goals of Liberal Education in Europe. LE 

knows a different origin in Western Europe as compared to Central and Eastern Europe. In the 

latter, the result of the Cold War gave a huge impuls to more liberalism and humanities within 

education. Kontowski characterizes LE in Europe as education programmes that offer more 

attention to contextualization, reflection, horizontal cooperation and imaginative thinking. His 

breakthrough research project distincts itself by categorizing different types of Liberal Education 

in Europe and presenting an overview of these, which allows for better interpretation and 

discussion. This, indeed, led to a lot of discussion. The Key Note was followed by an Open Space, 

where participants shared results from their track sessions and started compiling the master list. 

Conclusion with Teun Dekker  

Teun Dekker, vice-dean of University College Maastricht, seemed to take a stance comparable to 

Van den Brink. He argued for continuous search for connections with people that are not part of 

our own community. Dekker mentioned in his keynote the importance of the community and 

feeding this community by dialogue and discussion. This, however, has a risk: that dialogue is 

only being held in an ever-shrinking specific group, consisting mainly of those equal of mind. Yes, 

we should put academic knowledge and skills into practice, but we should also use knowledge 

and skills from society when considering social issues. A more detailed description of all keynotes 

can be found in Appendix B. 
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Track sessions & other activities 

Track Sessions  

On Friday and Saturday, participants discussed during three track sessions the papers that they 

had written on the relation between LE and one of five sub-themes: migration, privacy, food(-

security), climate and the European Union. The last two issues were most popular and therefore 

enjoyed two full track sessions. The track sessions were focused on contemporary questions that 

pose a challenge for society. Each track was guided by two moderators and was composed of 10-

15 participants of which the ‘full-participants’ had send in a paper in advance (about 2/3rd of the 

group). This paper explicitly had to deal with the issues at stake but also connect to current or 

possible Liberal Education practices. 

During the track sessions, participants worked on the main question ‘What does our 

changing society need from Liberal Education, and to what extent is your Liberal Education 

programme providing this?’. Based on their contributions, participants started to discuss whether 

and how their own education programmes could offer students the necessary skills and tools to 

approach and tackle these problems, through either the actual education or through 

extracurricular sets of courses or activities. In the Migration track, for instance, participants 

thought about how newcomers can be aided to quickly become part of society, but also how LE 

can contribute on a more nuanced perspective of the migration problems in Europe. 

The final goal of the track sessions was to create a final product during the last and maybe most 

fun part: the Open Space. The different tracks worked on a list during the three earlier sessions, 

in which they put together the five ‘best practices’ and five ‘points of improvement’ for LE from 

the perspectives of their tracks. From these lists again, a final master list was comprised which 

put all best practices and points for improvement together. The Open Space also allowed for time 

for participants to reflect on how they want to communicate and keep in touch on Liberal 

Education issues soon, before a future conference would take place. This proved that a strong 

idea is present among the group of participants that the LE movement should be active the entire 

year-round and not just during conferences, again showing how this conference aided in 

community building for LE students in Europe. A more detailed description of all track sessions 

can be found in Appendix A. 
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Broadening activities  

Next to the Track Sessions, the conference provided several broadening activities, in which 

students could participate in workshops to ‘broaden their horizon’. On Friday and Saturday these 

activities were organized right after the track sessions. On Friday, students could choose 

between: 1) a brainstorm session for the Dutch peace NGO PAX, which was organized in a 

classical Liberal Arts method through an interdisciplinary pressure-cooker, 2) a peer review 

session in which students could review their contributions for each other that they created for 

the track sessions, and 3) a lecture on creativity, by a LAS student, on an ongoing research project 

on the inherent/taught creativity of LAS students. On Saturday, students could choose between: 

1) a presentation of two students of Freiburg University on new developments in society, and 

how LAS can contribute, 2) a World Café in which students could reflect from different 

perspectives (company, government, etc) on the (added) value of Liberal Education, and 3) a 

workshop on Personal Branding by SNS-NIP. 

The broadening activities made sure of the necessary alteration in the conference, and thus gave 

it new impulse. Participants noticed how welcome it was to discuss on a deep level on things 

other than Liberal Education, and to learn new skills. We did realise, however, that certain 

activities were more popular than others. In general, students chose more for the lectures and 

workshops than the peer review sessions and brainstorms (which probably resembled the track 

sessions too much). A more detailed description of all broadening activities can be found in 

Appendix C. 

 

Cultural and social activities  

The conference program was designed to offer participants a platform for European Liberal 

Education to come together and exchange, discuss and reflect on the current topics and 

challenges concerning LE in Europe. Besides the contextual programme, this conference provided 

participants with cultural and social activities, aimed to relax and learn more about Utrecht, and 

to enhance the atmosphere and interaction between participants with very diverse backgrounds. 

These activities were not compulsory, as the other activities were, but they attracted a high 

number of participants. A more detailed description can be found in Appendix D.   
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5. Organisation, conclusion, and follow-

up  

Organization team and preparation 

To prepare the conference, 19 people spend nearly a year on a variety of tasks in different 

committees of the organization team. This group consisted of a core committee, that met weekly 

to discuss progress. Each of these core committee members had a supporting committee of 4-5 

people which supported him/her in the main tasks. During the first period (August 2017- 

December 2017) the organization team decided on a main theme, reaching out to potential 

participants and partners, funds and sponsors. Briefly said, the first few months emphasized the 

major outlines for the conference. Starting in January 2018, alongside of these activities the 

practical contents of the conference became clearer every day. Because of unknown outcomes 

of different variables, such as the comprehensive financial situation, the organization team used 

different scenarios up until the end of February preparing the conference.  

Participants 

We reached out to potential participants with a Call for Proposals in January 2018 and started 

collecting applications with proposals in February and March 2018. Up until that moment, we 

still worked with two scenarios. The first, and biggest, scenario pictured a conference with 140 

total participants, a 100 from non-UU programmes throughout Europe, and 40 from UU 

programmes. The second scenario pictured a conference of 100 participants, 70 from non-UU 

programmes, and 30 from UU programmes. In March, it turned out that the second scenario was 

the most realistic, both in terms of budget and number of participants that had signed up thus 

far.  

At the start of the conference, it turned out we had reached the second scenario quite 

nearly. We had a total of 78 signups for participants. Unfortunately, 10 of those dropped out at 

the last moment or decided not to show up. In the end, we are very happy with the 68 

participants who did turn up and made our conference. From UU programmes, we had a total of 

20 participants. Most of these only joined during a couple of the conference activities. Next to 

the participants, we had a total of 21 students who were (more or less) part of the organization, 

present at the conference. These were 12 moderators (part of those were also committee 

members), 5 people from the core team, and 4 other committee members. In practice, many of 

these took part in the conference activities. This totals up to 109 (full and semi-full) participants 

for most elements of the conference. 
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Evaluation, conclusion, and follow-up 

First responses, directly after the conference, were very positive. For the organization team, the 

conference itself went quite well. Our internal evaluation does show several points for 

improvements, amongst others better monitoring of the signups and dropouts to ensure that no 

unnecessary work is being done arranging hosts for participants who did not show up. We will 

share these strong points and points for improvements with organisers of future editions. Even 

with these points in mind, we are very proud of what we have been able to achieve. Participants 

responded enthusiastically as well during and right after the conference.  

The conference had two main goals. The first was to offer a platform to European LE 

students to come together and reflect on LE. A second goal was to let participants reflect on the 

relation between university education and society, specifically LE education. To reach these 

goals, the central question of the conference became: ‘What does our changing society need 

from Liberal Education, and to what extent is your Liberal Education programme providing this?’ 

The keynotes gave various perspectives on the (added) value of Liberal Education and 

interdisciplinary education. During the broadening activities, there was room for participants and 

organization to show other aspects of Liberal Education which are open to explore, such as 

current research and required skills to practice LE. Different societal issues were also explored in 

these programme elements. The main questions were addressed in the track sessions, where 

participants worked hard to answer these questions and discuss results during the Open Space.  

The most important strong points of LE shared here were:  

● that LE has a strong student-faculty community; 

● that LE fosters an inherent feeling in students of social/civil responsibility; 

● that LE emphasizes knowledge transfer and application of philosophy of science and 

constant critical analysis; 

● and that LE encourages a natural tendency to find connections with society; 

LE can improve, on the other hand, by:  

● increasing the (social economic) diversity of students and staff; 

● improving how contemporary social developments and issues are incorporated in 

education programmes, such as cybersecurity; 

● more connections and exchange between the different LE traditions in Eastern/Central 

and Western Europe; 

● and more skills-based education in the area of scientific communication.  

 

The final goal of the conference was to improve the European student network of Liberal 

Education programmes. The 109 students, both participant and organization, and all speakers 

who were present, have thoroughly enjoyed the conference, which improves the network and 
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gives a new impulse to future developments. The way how participants were able to interact with 

Dutch student culture is another appreciated element of the conference. The conference is the 

third in a series of European conference organized by Liberal Education students and we hope to 

have given all those present inspiration for next editions, as well as setting a standard for a 

conference organized professionally by students. 

Based on the proceedings of the conference and its results, the dialogue between LE 

students and education programmes will keep on taking place. Currently, the organization is also 

working on realising a way in which participants can optionally publish their contributions. This 

is being done together with educational directors of Dutch Liberal Arts programmes, partners, 

and the key-note speakers. Participants will be invited to this if their papers are of high enough 

quality. A second major development is that a subsequent conference is already in the works. 

Students from Berlin have showed themselves to be exceptionally enthusiastic and are currently 

working on arranging things with their own education programmes. Alongside of this, other 

students have opted in to arrange intermediary dialogue and discussion between all participants 

through social media and discussion fora. The LESC movement surely has a bright future ahead. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: Track sessions takeaways  

NOTE: Following is the documentation of the outcomes and the process of the track sessions, which is written by the moderators and 

the participants of each track. Some of the documentation unfortunately was not fit to be put together on this list.  

 

EU1 

 

Best practices Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and 

how? 

1 STRONG STUDENT-FACULTY 

COMMUNICATIONS; FEEDBACK IS TAKEN 

SERIOUSLY 

 Freiburg 

2 PHILOSOPHICAL & METHODOLOGICAL  Freiburg 

3 LANGUAGE CREDITS  UCU 

4 TUTORAGE AND ADVISE  Lublin 
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Practical 

Improvements 

Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and 

how? 

1 LANGUAGE REQUIREMENTS   

2 MORE SOCIO-ECONOMIC DIVERSITY IN TOPICS, 

STUDENTS AND STAFF 

  

3 INTERDISCIPLINARITY AND INTERACTION 

BETWEEN MAJORS 

  

4 MORE PHILOSOPHICAL & METHODOLOGICAL 

COMMON GROUND 

  

5 EXPAND TUTOR PROGRAM   
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Track process EU1 

Track 1 

After a quick round of introductions, we spent most of the time discussing the participants’ written contributions. Every participant got a chance to 

present their paper’s main points and engage in discussion with the group. The subjects differed widely, and the discussions mirrored this variety. 

One topic which was explored at length during discussion was humanism and the concept of European values, mostly from a philosophical 

perspective. 

Track 2 

After the break, the participants first worked in pairs and later in threes. The participants chose to focus on the types of skills and knowledge needed 

to tackle the EU’s greatest challenges. After splitting up in three groups of three, each group started working on a separate topic. The topics were 

identity, language and populism. The final half hour was spent with the EU 2 group, exchanging ideas and presenting to each other what we had 

done that day. 

Track 3 

After a short warming up, this track was spent creating the lists of things that Liberal Education is already doing well, and possibilities for 

improvement. It quickly became clear that things that were going well in one institute, were not going well in the other; it’s impossible to generalize. 

The participants voted on what they saw as the best practices and possibilities for improvement in each other’s institution. Much importance was 

given to a strong tutorship program. Some people found that their education could do with more philosophy and methodology. Another aspect that 

showed was that the participants valued language credits, especially in order to foster a European identity. 
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EU2 

  

Best practices Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and how? 

1 CREATIVITY: LE 

promotes innovation 

and new thoughts 

● freedom to design own curricula: obligation 

to actively engage with broad range of fields 

● lecturers support discussions and push us to 

“think out of the box” 

● almost every LE program, where one can freely 

choose one’s courses 

● classes in social sciences, PBL in hard sciences; 

combination with ethics 

2 FLEXIBLE 

PROFESSIONALISM: 

Being able to adapt to 

changing environment 

● expert knowledge and related skills in 

various fields, combination of social and 

hard sciences → not limited to one area of 

study → globalization, technologization and 

other global developments need this 

combination of skills that are used in 

different areas 

● every LE program where we can decide 

between social and hard science classes and 

are free to take a combination 

● core module: teaching academic skills that are 

applicable to all sciences 

3 INTERDISCIPLINARITY: 

overcoming borders of 

(academic) disciplines 

● expert knowledge in various fields, 

combination of social and hard sciences → 

not limited to one area of study → no 

“Fachidioten” 

● every LE program where we can decide 

between social and hard science classes and 

are free to take a combination 

● obligation to take several introductions to the 

different majors, although one might already 

think to know which to choose (UCf) 
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4 INNOVATIVE 

TEACHING: Focus on 

discussion and 

interactions with 

students and scholars 

● less teacher-centred teaching 

(Frontalunterricht) and more seminar 

format support active discussions and 

exchange between lecturer and students → 

more personal contact establishes stronger 

feeling of being taken seriously, this again 

makes one really raise one’s voice & think 

about own opinion          

● e.g. UCF Culture and History Major: almost no 

lectures, but small seminar format supporting 

active discussions; a lot of group work where 

lecturer would naturally participate as member 

of the group, ot as supervisor etc. 

5 SOCIAL/ CIVIC 

RESPONSIBILITY: Being 

able to discuss/ solve 

problems as active/ 

responsible citizens 

● discussions often centre around ethic 

responsibility (of academically educated 

people) → often more abstract level (broad 

picture) is addressed 

● spirit of importance of own education for 

global community is often stressed; 

reinforcing the feeling of a duty to engage 

yourself and use your privilege 

● social engagement is highly valued within LE 

community 

● UCF: Module “Responsibility and Leadership”, 

STS conferences, topics chosen at LESC… 

● committees of university colleges, shoutouts in 

facebook groups/ at pin boards of common 

room, workshops and classes in cooperation 

with NGOs, looking at what internships LE 

people chose…. 

6 DIVERSITY/ 

INTERNATIONALITY: 

Being sensible & getting 

into touch with 

different perspectives 

● English as teaching language makes 

intercultural communication possible: 

possibility to study with a lot of 

internationals, possibility to have European 

(/even global??) conferences, international 

lecturers… 

● anthropological classes/ classes on 

own/foreign cultures... making sensible for 

cultural diversity; elaborated on in daily live 

in exchange with international colleagues 

● all LE programmes taught in English 

● classes on intersectional perspectives 
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Practical 

Improvements 

Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and how? 

1 CIVIC AND POLITICAL 

ENGAGEMENT OF LE 

STUDENTS 

● since LE equipes students with a very 

special education, students should be 

aware of their responsibility as possible 

mediators and their duty to use their 

privileges outside of the LE bubble; to 

bring their knowledge to places where it 

is actually needed 

● more cooperation with institutes/ NGOs/ 

governmental institutions and university 

colleges, so that both sides are aware of 

the possibility, chances as well as 

responsibility to use LE for social and 

political engagement 

2 USE OF LE 

EDUCATIONAL 

METHODS IN OTHER 

EDUCATIONALINSTIT

UTIONS 

● LE students in their bubble feel very 

comfortable, but at other institutions 

they are confronted with more 

theoretical, straight-forward methods 

→ making LE methods more present 

could help LE students 

● LE students had very positive 

experiences with their own educational 

methods and even hear such feedback 

by other students who almost envy 

them, giving evidence for the fact that 

these methods should be used at other 

faculties too 

● more cooperations between university 

colleges and rest of university needed: 

especially well established university 

colleges should use their esteem to make 

LE methods more known 
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3 IMPROVEMENT OF 

FINANCIAL 

ACCESSIBILITY 

● especially at the University Colleges in 

the Netherlands, tuition fees as well as 

money spend for living at the campus is 

really high in comparison to e.g. 

Germany→ e.g. making live on campus 

not mandatory could help financially 

● we thought about the idea to have 

something like an ECOLAS loan 

● probably, it requires discussions at 

governmental level in order to have a form 

of financial accessibility like in Germany 

also in other countries such as the 

Netherlands... 

4 ENCOURAGEMENT 

OF SOCIAL 

INCLUSIVENESS/ 

REAL DIVERSITY 

● due to financial accessibility, but also 

due to the fact that most students come 

from academic or “at least” middle class 

background, LE students are still a 

homogenous privileged group 

● although there are international 

students, most come from the western 

world so that there is no real ethnic 

diversity yet 

● social inclusiveness and real diversity 

are needed in order to have really 

applicable discussions about social 

responsibility, solutions to global 

challenges and so on - as long as there is 

only exchange between the same 

privileged group of people, those 

challenges cannot even be properly 

estimated 

● one could have quotas to make the LE 

cohorts more socially inclusive and really 

diverse 



 
 

                               

May 10th-13th 2018 
Utrecht, The Netherlands       26 
Hosted by three Utrecht University Liberal Arts programmes  

5 FIGHTING ELITISM/ 

WESTERN CENTRISM 

● LE as western educational concept that 

tries to be usable for fighting global 

challenges (especially outside of the 

western world) can never achieve this 

goal without an awareness of the 

limited western scope/ the inclusion of 

people outside of ‘this world’ 

● the focus in e.g. philosophy should 

therefore not be only western, but also 

include eastern ideology 

need for… 

● different focus in e.g. philosophy classes 

● classes about awareness of western 

centrism & elitism within own education & 

social environment 

6 ESTABLISHING 

CONNECTION TO THE 

REAL WORLD/ JOB 

MARKET 

● discussions staying too abstract & 

academically phrased so that they are of 

no use for non-academics/ people 

outside of university 

● LE students keep being asked what they 

want to do with their degree, no direct 

job possibilities envisioned, too less 

examples of what is possible and what 

not 

● we thought about having discussions in a 

workshop/ lecture/ conference format 

that directly (even exclusively) is addressed 

to people outside of university and in this 

process think about how our knowledge 

could relate to e.g. retirees, children, 

mionrities… 

● more practical approach: support of 

internships, practical projects , more 

excursions… 

● exploring the job market within study 

program already; e.g. not just having guest 

lectures by other academics, but by people 

working in “more practical” professions 
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7 FOCUSSING ON 

“LEARNING” INSTEAD 

OF GAINING SKILLS 

AND COMPETENCE 

● instead of working towards a defined 

goal (the acquisition of certain skills), we 

would wish for a stronger focus on the 

learning progress itself; having the 

opportunity to conduct own research or 

other projects and acquire the 

necessary skills á la “learning by doing” 

can in some disciplines help more than 

dry method lessons 

● reflections on the learning process are 

pushed into the background due to a 

strong focus on the end performance, 

the result 

● this could possibly achieved through more 

practical classes that depend on 

independent studying and trial and error 

where in the end rather the learning 

progress than the final product is reflected 
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Track process EU2 

Track 1 

  

We opened, late, with everyone providing a little bit of information about themselves. Who are you? Where are you from? And to 

immediately get started: What does it mean to you to be European? Afterwards, everyone took a little time to discuss their papers 

in pairs (and one three) and then pitched the other person’s paper to the group, granting us some insight into the essence of the 

papers. At this point we took a small break. We returned with an icebreaker: Cross the line; some polarizing opinions were expressed 

and discussed. Then everyone took a moment to reflect on the problems of the EU which were subsequently discussed in two groups. 

These insights were then shared with and categorized by the group as a whole. The two groups then returned to discuss possible 

solutions amongst themselves. 

  

Topics: 

● EU democratic deficit; no elected EU members 

● EU lack of transparency; 

● EU lack of common identity 

● Populism/nationalism rising in EU 

  

Results: 

● EU islacking a common vision on how the institution should develop in the future 

● Tensions rise between the national and european whole. 

● Education should play part in the solution 

  

How we use this in the next session: 

● our problem-solving worksession will be drawing upon the above-mentioned problems. 
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Track 2 

  

The second session started with continuing the discussion on EU solutions. results; many and all complex; main focus EU identity. 

After that, the group started the discussion about the best practices and practical improvements for the master list. 

 

Session 3 

The group started the third session with reflecting on the discussion of track 2 and worked towards the points for the master list. 
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Privacy 

  

Best practices Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and how? 

1 PBL focused on 

privacy issues 

Maybe there could be some working groups from different 

universities interested in privacy issues to elaborate. I guess 

that it would be quite hard to create distinct courses in all 

universities dedicated to privacy, and it is better to initiate 

some collaboration and discussion in order to propose 

concrete measures\steps in the future 

RANEPA (Moscow): We have a common 

practice to take some real examples and 

problems and reflect on these topics in 

oral\written form + it is usually discussed 

from the perspectives of different subjects. 

Though, we do not focus on privacy issues 

that much, only if some event happens, then 

attention is paid to it. 

2 Existing student 

initiatives 

  

3 Systemic thinking 

(multiperspectivity) 

  

4 Critical thinking in 

regards of privacy 

  

 

 



 
 

                               

May 10th-13th 2018 
Utrecht, The Netherlands       31 
Hosted by three Utrecht University Liberal Arts programmes  

Practical 

Improvements 

Statement Elaboration Where can we find it 

and how? 

1 Cyber security 

literacy 

Basic courses\lectures are necessary in modern world as cyberspace has 

become essential part of our lives, while many people even are not aware of 

the risks and threats posed by it. Even though, we discuss these issues but we 

are still do not realise all the pitfalls and measures to be taken. 

 

2 Learning how to do 

public broadcasting 

Many people just do not know about the threats and risks posed by 

cyberspace - how the information they post, whta happens when they agree 

to the terms and conditions, insert data on different sites etc. can harm them 

or be used for improper purposes. That’s why we need to learn how to spread 

this kind of information and foster communication between the society, 

businesses and the government. One of the problems we discussed - how to 

turn long and hard to comprehend terms and conditions into accessible for 

everyone form - we need mediators whose role is quite suitable for LE 

students. 

 



 
 

                               

May 10th-13th 2018 
Utrecht, The Netherlands       32 
Hosted by three Utrecht University Liberal Arts programmes  

3 Internships+support 

system 

It is necessary to get practical experience for students during their studies 

because only during practice you can face real challenges and see how it works 

from the inside which will help to develop policies\improvements more 

practice-oriented. Besides, with the proliferation of startups and new projects, 

many companies would love to hire critical thinking trainees who are ready to 

learn on spot and flexible in their scope of knowledge. 

By support system we meant that there is an established system for searching 

for internships, getting financial aid if needed, settling down all the 

administrative processes like studying and practicing at the same time, etc. 

 

4 Ideological 

integration (diversity) 

  

5 Permeable discussion 

in the whole society 
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Track process Privacy 

Track 1 

  

We used the first session for a brief round of introductions in our fairly equally Russian-German- and Dutch based group. Quite a 

few were a bit shy at the beginning but I think we got everyone to warm up rather quickly. I then outlined my idea for the next 

three sessions and the trajectory of our discussions around the grand societal challenge of Privacy and how Liberal Education 

can help us to solve (parts of) it. We heard three papers in this session, which got us thinking about Privacy as a challenge. 

Bram, Natalia, and Ekaterina respectively presented their papers, received feedback and inspired general first conversations 

around our theme. After the three papers, we proceeded to summarise our discussions through a mind map that clustered 

Privacy as a challenge into different definitory and problematic parts as well as potential solutions to certain aspects of the 

Privacy challenge (I took photos which can be accessed at the Privacy Drive folder – even though partly re-arranged in the 

second session and enriched through the continuation of the mind map, which we produced in the third session). 

  

Track 2 

The second session had us exploring our mind map a little further and re-arranging ideas that we had posted onto the 

blackboard in a more brainstormy matter before. After that, we agreed that the best would be to hear the other three papers, 

which also touched upon possible ways in which Liberal Education can be a response to privacy problems, and to revisit the mind 

map with this inspiration later on again. 

We heard Sergey and Alexandra, Lara, and Serafima's papers, and then discussed them and their implications for our track-

specific question. 

  

Track 3 

Our last, third session started with a discourse on the Panel discussion of the previous night, and the aspects of Liberal Education 

that were discussed by panelists and discussants. This led us to a group activity in which we tried to draw on each and 

everyone's distinctive definition, experience and expectations of (their) Liberal Education. Three groups summarised these 

findings on three Posters, which were then presented to the rest of the group, followed by Q&A and a short discussion. The 
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results of this exercise, as well as of the discussion and papers from the previous day, were then used in order to add more 

precise notes to the mind map. We collected answers to the overall question of our track session, namely where Liberal 

Education is already doing something (right) in order to help us solve, or deal with, the societal challenge of privacy, and in 

which directions there is space for further improvements. We collected everyone's thoughts on this, discussed the findings and I 

then left the group alone in order to create a final list of five items each for the two lists to be shared with the larger group of 

conference participants in the afternoon. Each member of the privacy track was allowed to have one more vote, with the most 

important thing that LE is already doing right (best practice) and one with the most relevant possible improvement. I left the 

discussion to them with the task to choose and prioritise and then to explain to me their rationale in choosing specific items. The 

process turned out to require much more time then expected. And due to my awful time-managment in the last sessions, the 

poor members of my group had to deliberate well into their lunch break since they could not agree on the last 5 items all that 

easily. I also forced them to summarise the long statements they had written on their list into shorter, more concise and 

practical ones (apparently out of a slight misunderstanding of the purpose of these lists from my side, as we now basically have 

the task of revisiting the more lengthy versions of the same list items in order to add short explanations/justifications for the 

Master List). 
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Climate 

 Best practices Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and how? 

1 Course on ‘wicked problems’ (how to grapple with complex, 

multidisciplinary, problems such as climate change) 

 Tilburg 

2 Course on value inquiry and philosophy of knowledge. 

Module that all 

students take in their first year (compulsory?). Topics (incl. 

CC) are rotated. 

The students are mixed by faculty, classrooms are small, so 

that there can 

be conversation. 

 Winchester 

3 Flexible curriculum which is student driven. Good feedback 

system. 

 Twente, Venlo, Tilburg, Winchester) 

4 Student led organization of events to bring young people 

together and 

encourage students to share their social capital with the 

broader 

community 

 Amsterdam University College 

5 All the university procurement and consumption is done 

sustainably 

 Winchester, Utrecht University 

6 What we are currently doing at this conference  LESC 
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Practical 

Improvements 

Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and how? 

1 Climate change is fucking important: Ensure climate 

change is covered from 

different perspectives throughout the curriculum 

  

2 Communicating the state of knowledge to the broader 

community 

● Guide behaviour by providing practical 

alternatives 

● When we communicate, we should communicate 

well (based on careful 

consideration and informed by theory) 

● Effective communication skills training in LE 

  

3 Action research / project based collaboration of 

university/students with 

external stakeholders 

● Incorporate elements of LE into other forms of 

education 

● Critical thinking 

● Interdisciplinarity 

  

4 The institute as a role model: provide facilities for 

sustainable practices. 

Experiment and innovate. Cause chain reactions through 

leading by 

example. 
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Track process Climate 

Track 1 

  

The first track session started with a round of introduction and personal reflections on Liberal Education. After that the group 

presented their ideas and papers. Several general topics and themes where shared, such as the importance of critical thinking and 

scinece literacy, and the aspects of interdisciplinary and/or multiple perspectives. 

  

Track 2 

  

The second track continued on the first and the group started to work on the master list fort he best practices and practical 

improvements. 

  

Track 3 

  

After a summary and  reflection, the group started to finalize the master list. 
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Migration 

  

Best practices Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and 

how? 

1 Civic Engagement classes facilitated by LE 

programs. 

Ensuring ‘augenhöhe’, puts the focus at people around 

us instead of on ourselves to enable students to 

effectively observe multiple perspectives. 

Existing examples: 

Right 2 Education- Amsterdam 

University Colleges, Dinner with a 

Stranger- Leiden University 

College; 

2 Compulsory modern foreign language 

requirement 

Learning host country’s language 

Teaching other’s languages 

language tandem 

Teach for Paralegal 

3 Holistic Socratic style seminar. Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto, différance, 

multi-perspectival, plurality. LE is perfectly suited to 

tackle to complex and multi-disciplinary puzzles 

produced by migration. teacher=moderator, radical 

forms of pedagogy, guest lecturers, inter-ideological 

discussion. 

 

4 Opening up school and knowledge to the 

community and cooperate with outside 

actors 

 Kaleidoscope of cultures 

5 Career Orientation- how to become an 

advocate/ activist 
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Practical 

Improvements 

Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and 

how? 

1 Share information between LE programs 

about community outreach programs 

  

2 Allow non-enrolled students with a 

refugee background to attend courses 

within LE programs for free. 

Increases diversity and facilitates exchnage of ideas 

between people with different backgrounds (mutual 

understanding) 

 

3 Create grassroots student network Strengthen  European LE student network 

create European LE alumni network 

cross-pollination of ideas 

 

4 Foster solidarity between different UCs 

across Europe 

Supports UCs whose academic freedom is under 

pressure, lobbying against social conservatism 

 

5 Career Orientation Strengthen alumni network (locally). Specify the unique 

LE skills and their value on the job market, and through 

personal testimonies 

 

 

 

Track process Migration 

- 
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Food 

  

Best practices Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and how? 

1 (Acceptance of) depending on other actors   

2 Sustainable leadership: harmony, 

transparency → synthesize? 

  

3 Dealing with the unknown and ambiguity   

4 Adaptability to diversity   

5 Tools: awareness & reflection as a constant 

process, as the result of critical thinking 
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Practical 

Improvements 

Statement Elaboration Where can we find it and how? 

1 Stress our relevance to society and 

sustainable societal change 

  

2 Active questioning of our own / shared 

paradigm 

  

3 Acknowledge underlying (liberal) political 

framework 

  

4 Keep in touch with the real world   

5 More focus and improvement of problem 

solving 

  

 

 

Track process Food 

- 

  

  



 
 

                            

May 10th-13th 2018 
Utrecht, The Netherlands  43 
Hosted by three Utrecht University Liberal Arts programmes  

APPENDIX B: Documentation of keynotes 

Opening Keynotes Bert van den Brink & Iris van der Tuin 

Bert van den Brink 

Bert van den Brink, the dean of University College Roosevelt, gave an inspired opening lecture 

on the free individual and scholarly citizenship. He spoke of both the privilege of Liberal 

Education, and how it is worthy of the free individual, and of the responsibility to society that 

it bestows upon its students. Van den Brink argued that Liberal Education students must 

become scholarly citizens; not specialized in any vocational field, but overall critical thinkers. 

After taking Kant’s “What is the Enlightenment?” as a starting point, van den Brink zoomed in 

on two dimensions of the scholarly citizen, namely the civic and the civil. He stressed that as 

a part of the intellectual elite, we have a social responsibility to enable and further social and 

political debates based on evidence and logical arguments.  Van den Brink spoke of how much 

of this important work could very well take place behind the scenes – in the realms of 

research, education and policy advice.  

 

Iris van der Tuin 

Iris van der Tuin, as dean of Liberal Arts and Sciences at Utrecht University, gave a reaction to 

van den Brink’s keynote. She was in agreement with Bert on many aspects, but critically 

evaluated some assumptions and arguments van den Brink made. Van der Tuin stressed the 

importance of activism, and how knowledge-based activism can bring about. As an example, 

she gave the departments of Gender and Postcolonial studies, which started out as social 

movements and later became academic faculties. Both van der Tuin and van den Brink 

discussed the implications of how, in the academic system, you can find yourself as a part of 

the machine you’re trying to change. Van der Tuin discussed how one “cannot dismantle the 

master's house while using the master’s tools”, whereas van den Brink focused more on how 

change happens in small steps behind closed doors. 
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TED keynotes: Ria van der Lecq, James Kennedy en Volker  Balli 

For the second keynote, three (former) academic directors of European Liberal Arts 

programmes had been invited to give a short 20 minute talk on the way they perceived the 

Liberal Arts in Europe. These were; Ria van der Lecq (founder of LAS Utrecht); James Kennedy 

(dean of University College Utrecht), Volker Balli (director of the Studium Individuale 

programme in Luneburg). 

 

Ria vd Lecq, in her TED Talk, described the development of Liberal Arts in Europe by 

making a distinction between two liberal arts traditions: the oratorical and the philosophical. 

The oratorical tradition argues that rhetoric is the supreme art, and emphasises using 

knowledge for public good. The ideal LAS student would be a learned orator. Liberal was 

defined as the ability to pursue the Liberal Arts in one’s leisure time. This tradition was 

dominant in the Roman period, and once again in the Renaissance. The philosophical tradition 

argues that logic is the supreme art, and emphasises the pursuit of knowledge in itself is the 

greatest good; although knowledge could also be used for decision making. Liberal was 

defined as the ability to think freely. It dominated in Medieval times. Current pillars of Liberal 

Arts rest upon both of these traditions: the leadership pillar is derived from the oratorical 

tradition, and the critical thinking pillar from the philosophical tradition. We tend to combine 

both. Is that a contradiction in itself? No, argues Van der Lecq: because we now focus on 

different individuals working together as interdisciplinarians. So you can be a specialist and a 

generalist, just not simultaneously. This emphasises qualities that are very important in the 

LA curriculum: flexibility, creativity, open mindedness, common good, and the willingness to 

tolerate ambiguity. 

 

James Kennedy, in his TED talk, started by pointing out that University College Utrecht 

was already going on 20 years. The location of the College was chosen by its founder, Hans 

Adriansens, because it resembled an American college (Smith College), due to its distinctly 

military atmosphere. Kennedy then went on comparing the American and European Liberal 

Arts.The American Liberal Arts, one could say, is more focused on the English oratorical 

school. The Dutch Liberal Arts are more focused on an Humboldtian ideal of the university. In 

both systems, however, LA is contested.Is American LA in distress? It is very expensive, the 

humanities seem about to be collapsing in the USA, as the STEM fields rise, and some even 

call it boring. But that might simply be because it was institutionally imbedded in many 

different colleges, which allows it to be more prevalent today than in for instance Europe. In 

Europe, therefore, LA seems better of. It liberas students from monodisciplinary approaches, 

and many students enjoy the excitedness for the pursuit of knowledge it creates. It also allows 

students to better grapple with complexity. Shortly said, American LA is still in the 20th 

century, while European is in the 21st. 
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Volker Balli, in his TED talk, emphasised the ‘worldliness’ of the Liberal Arts. He 

mapped out his talk through three focal points: individuality, community, and diversity. 

Individuality is important in the European liberal arts, as the education approach is about the 

freedom to explore who you are, about choice in programs to identify what you are interested 

in, and about responsibility and leadership. However, one might argue that this leads to a lack 

of commitment or (on the other side of the scale) students overburdening themselves. 

Community, is important, because students do not feel like a number while exploring their 

own paths. They find lasting relations and belonging/identification within LA programmes, 

especially the colleges. However, there are dangers that some LA colleges are too close-knit 

and become totalitarian (non-LAS students are othered). The world must be allowed into 

these colleges.Diversity often is promoted when it comes to the advantages of LA 

programmes, as they are international and take plurality seriously. However, we should try to 

prevent diversity from becoming the most important and everpresent issues, because then it 

becomes dogmatic in itself. 

 

 

 

 

Keynote Daniel Kontowski 

The third keynote was by Daniel Kontowski, a researcher working on Liberal Education. He 

approached what Liberal Education means in Europe. An ambitious question… 

The roots of LE in the Netherlands can be found in reaction to several societal and educational 

problems, as Teun Dekker has already argued. However, the roots of the LE movement in 

Eastern and Central Europe is different. It is a story about the Liberal Arts linking to the Artes 

Liberales movement, a reaction to communism (the post-communist state). There are certain 

similarities. Both roots are semi-legal, transformational, and educational trojan horses. The 

talent mantra and the ‘bubbles’ are present in both as well. The West-European version 

focused on all sciences, however, whilst the Eastern European focused more on the 

Humanities.  What contextualises Liberal Education in Europe? It is more concrete/contextual 

than other forms of education, it is more reflexive, it focuses on horizontal collaboration and 

imaginative thinking.  
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Concluding Keynote Teun Dekker 

Teun talked about the beauty of the community, of stimulating conversations between like 

minded strangers from abroad, but also: what have we become? Have we become people 

who talk amongst ourselves in nerdtests, enjoying our learning experience but not truly 

changing things. Have we become estranged from the world around us? He quoted Plato: the 

government should be run by intelligent, educated people. An oligarchy of the intellectual 

elite. However, Aristotle says: smart people should make policy, but everyone should be able 

to have input in that policy and judge that policy. Treat people unequal where they aren’t 

equal, and equal where they are. Use the wisdom fostered in the educational system, but 

take everyone’s voices into account when discussing if society is functioning as a whole. So, a 

balance between elitist inequality and more democratic equality. But this can be corrupted in 

two ways if the balance is disturbed, either by growing towards an oligarchy or anti-

intellectualism, oftentimes in the form of populism (see: Trump). Right now we have a little 

bit of both corruptions. Brussels with the undemocratic oligarchy structure, and the populist 

movements rebelling against this.  

Teun ended on a positive note: we are going to go to the lists because: it’s time for 

improvements! 

EU1/2 people 

● Issues/doubts on salary/job market for LAS students. Teun ‘disproves’ it, as he has 

data on what’s actually a pretty decent (starter) salary for LA students. How to combat 

that doubt? Put it on the interweb? Tell a ‘different’ story about where LAS students 

get in life? 

● A participant wants to add upon the discussion and argues for more diversity in which 

problems we address. So do not only discuss the large superstructure societal 

problems, but also focus on issues which we, through our own position in society, do 

not easily perceive.  

● A participant argues for more “societal” internships, so not the fancy ones but 

especially internships that force you to communicate with people you’re not usually 

communicating with.  

Privacy track 

● What did they discuss? Issues on CCTV and social control system in China, and how it 

relates to what societal control is. Trust in government.  

● More skills - within the liberal arts. Literacy, but also economic skills/understanding, 

or what coding is, or blockchain/articficial intelligence. 

● People respond differently. Not everyone would like to have a compulsory course on, 

say, coding or computer language. Imposing more obligatory courses is also strongly 

contrasting with the “liberal” spirit of liberal education.  
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Climate-Food 

● Being in touch with the real world.  

● LE helps us understand complex issues. Wicked problems. How to communicate the 

state of knowledge to others? Examples from the ATLAS expo (ATLAS problems from 

the TU Twente program) that are exposed to the rest of the university. ATLAS also 

interacts with young secondary school students.  

● Enable conversation starters with other students by doing projects on food/liberal 

education/etc. 

 

Teun then ended the conclusion:  

“We - the LAS and UC program staff - are in the end paid by student fees from us as students. 

If you (students) want something else, we listen! Do not come with demands. Come with a 

great plan, come with best practices that work - and then we can build this all together. What 

teacher, what educator, could resist? Pitch an idea to your programme director, see what 

happens, and tell us the results. Because the key of LAS programmes is the energy of young 

people that want to change the world.” 

 

Ideas that came up afterwards: 

● Future of LESC - ideas that came up during the discussion 

● Share the final report to the ELAI research group 

● Focus on a long-term website, not the new website we now do each year 

Create our own newsletter? Add reviews of LESC booklets and other interesting booklets; 

make our own journal? Do an article on student/study associations? 
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APPENDIX C: Documentation of broadening 

activities 

DenkLAS brainstorm 

The interdisciplinary think tank DenkLAS organises interdisciplinary brainstorm sessions, 

connecting Liberal Arts and Sciences students with organisations and using actual issues they 

are dealing with. The LAS skill of being able to view a problem from various perspectives is of 

great added value to these organisations. For LESC, Dutch NGO PAX asked the students: How 

do we get youngsters involved in peace work? 

 The brainstorm was structured as followed. After an introduction of the organisation 

and the question by PAX representative Julia Matser, the group brainstormed in two rounds. 

The first round had the question: How do you want to commit to a peaceful society? Taking 

themselves as examples, the participants thought of themes that could be interesting for 

youngsters to work in/with. Most mentioned themes, topics and areas were: education, 

combating segregation, enabling exchange of either physical space (enabling travel) or 

information (publishing and communication). 

 The second round was focused on the question: How could an expert from your major 

assist you/young people in achieving these commitments? Four general themes came out of 

this brainstorm: assisting by research, by participation, by assisting, and by translation. 

Assisting by research is fairly straightforward: adding knowledge. With assisting by 

participation we mean that the expert actively uses his/her expertise to improve the 

organisation or actions of the peace work. Assisting by assisting can be explained as the expert 

using his/her expertise to educate/teach/guide/improve the involved youngsters. With 

assisting by translation we mean that the expertise is used to mediate between different 

types/methods/styles of communication that can be present between groups involved with 

peacework (for instance between PAX and youngsters) .  

 The brainstorm was perceived as fruitful by Julia Matser and the participants as well. 

The results will be taken up into the broader research PAX is doing on how to involve 

youngsters in peace work.  

World Café 

Moderator Osiris Hoepel started off with a personal anecdote: 13 years ago he was one of the 

Liberal Arts & Sciences pioneers on the University of Utrecht. He knew every study by heart 

and it took him months to decide - until he met LAS and then he fell in love.  

Question of today: How does society look at us? - What is the perception about LE-students 

(LE = Liberal Education). The room had three tables aka three topics. All a big A3 paper to 

write on. We had three rounds and switched tables every 15 min. We had to imagine the 

perception of the three given topics. 
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● Government and civil society 

● Companies 

● Other faculties 

After this we had short presentations: 

● Faculties - a theatre-play 

One student and two professors: one pro and con LE-students. Perception of professors on LE-

students: 

Pro: engaged, gives back in research an optimistic and ideological mind, realistic ideologym 

adaptive in their expertise, ability to go/think beyond 

Con: barely attends class, an academic pirate, too optimistic, not an expert and no specific 

knowledge, arrogant, bad decision-maker. 

● Companies - a presentation 

Explain well what the added value is - otherwise they will not understand. 

Aren’t you lacking specialised knowledge? 

Some need specific knowledge, some companies need people who can adjust, adapt etc. Look 

at: consultancy, policymakers. 

We can address problems from different perspectives, might improve collaboration within an 

organisation. 

● Government - a musical 

Left and right wing. Quite abstractly guessed what their opinions could be. 

Government: hated by society (how they presented it) 

Then the LE-students emerges/appears. LE-student is an angel, we should invest in critical 

thinking. One of their great abilities. 

 

Positive and negative views were presented (see paper), and a short wrap-up/discussion 

started.  How do we respond to these perspectives? 

Explain We need to explain properly what our added value is - also personally. Factually seen 

there’s nothing wrong, but they are not familiar with our capacities.  

Prove Have discussions, be an active and engaged civilian. Really show what you’re worth. 

Branding LAS Don’t leave out your LE on your CV. Some do because companies aren’t familiar 

yet with this study. Raises (maybe) negative question marks. Give examples and stay away 

from those buzzwords: adaptable, critical thinker, building bridges. 

Instead: explain & demonstrate! Also make known your specialised if you are: mention LE-

diploma and major. 

Should the education change (in response to the perception of others)? 

When it comes to buzzwords: we should response to the remarks we get. Not with the 

common answers/automatic replies but with an understandable explanation combined with 

personal added value attained by LE. 
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Conclusion: Aren’t we struggling to defend and didn’t we develop an automatic response 

that actually doesn’t add anything to their understanding. We seem to live in a bubble and 

explain from within this bubble. We need to see from their perspective: what is needed for 

them in order to understand what our added value is? 
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Personal branding training 

The NIP facilitated a training on personal branding of Liberal Education students. During the 

training, participants learned how to brand themselves by first reflecting on their core 

qualities, pitfalls, challenges and allergies. These four aspects, called ‘the core quadrant’, 

allow you to think about your own qualities and pitfalls, and about what type of environment 

works for you. After identifying these aspects, the participants worked on from there. 

Participants had to identify a moment of incongruence, when their core qualities didn’t apply 

for instance. They also had to identify the values they held and the norms that accompanied 

those values. They thought of examples of their core qualities translating into action and how 

they could facilitate that process. In the end, each participant had to write a short, 30-second 

pitch on their core qualities, their pitfalls and the environment that they work best in.  

 

Presentation on creativity and LE 

Hanne Oberman, a LAS student at Utrecht University, gave a presentation on her internship 

researching Liberal Education and creativity. This research, headed by Merel van Goch, 

specifically looks at the relationship between Liberal Education and adaptive expertise. A key 

question is if Liberal Education attracts students with a knack for adaptive expertise, or if 

there is something in the program which fosters creative expertise. During her presentation, 

the participants got a chance to test their own creative expertise by doing the so-called 

drawing test. Afterwards, the participants had the opportunity to see how they scored on 

adaptive expertise.  
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Presentation on student initiative ‘What Change’ 

The broadening activity we proposed was focused around the idea of furthering Liberal 

Education concepts beyond the physical campuses of university colleges. The workshop was 

split into two main parts. Students were first divided into groups of four to reflect on this 

question with the aim of pitching pilot projects on how to effectively implement such an idea. 

The results exceeded our expectations as students were able to present a diverse set of 

projects aimed at different audiences, using various communication platforms, and always 

centered around creative purposes. The projects ranged from bringing together students 

from many programs to promote and facilitate exchanges between disciplines, to ideas built 

to facilitate and foster local initiatives. All presentations included follow up questions and 

constructive criticism that sparked active conversations between all students.  In the final part 

of the workshop, we presented our project – What Change – aimed at achieving those very 

ideals. Our presentation was met with curious and reflective engagement from many 

participants. Having had worked longer on our project, we were able to present a more 

detailed and precise plan of its implementation and are now able to incorporate several 

improvements proposed by the students. The workshop was organized by François Stockart 

and Olivier Rostang.  
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APPENDIX D: Documentation of cultural and social 

activities 

Cultural and social activities 

The conference program was designed to offer participants a platform for European Liberal 

Education to come together and exchange, discuss and reflect on the current topics and 

challenges concerning LE in Europe. Besides the content of the programme, this conference 

provided participants with cultural and social activities, aimed to relax and learn more about 

Utrecht, and to enhance the atmosphere and interaction between participants with very 

diverse backgrounds. These activities were not compulsory, as the other activities were, but 

they attracted a high number of participants.  

Following is a description of the cultural and social activities that took place during the 

conference per day. 

Wednesday 9th of May 

Participants had the opportunity to come early to Utrecht and enjoy and explore the city. 

For the ‘early birds’, a private tour was organised at the Dom Tower. The iconic Dom Tower 

is Utrecht’s pride and joy, it is the highest church tower in the Netherlands, and a special 

monument with a unique story. Climbing the Tower was a wonderful opportunity to explore 

the city of Utrecht in an entirely different way. Via 465 steps, the participants were provided 

with a view of Utrecht at 112 metres. After climbing the tower, we went to Park 

Lepelenburg to have dinner together. After dinner, the LESC team organized early birds 

drinks at the English Pub Florin, were participants and the organizational team could meet 

and get to know each other before the conference officially started.  

Thursday 10th of May 

On Thursday participants could register for the conference between 10 am and 3pm, just 

before the opening keynote would start. Three guided city tours, each which took an hour 

and a half, provided participants with the possibility to explore and see the city’s landmarks 

and discover the hidden beauties. The guided city tours were visited by approximately half 

of all the participants. 

Friday 11th of May 

After the first long and intense conference on Friday, participants could relax and 

contemplate over the first day with drinks and games held at the University College Utrecht 

Campus. Several board and sports games were provided for. The Ted Talk keynote speakers 

joined the ‘Game Olympics’ and mingled and interacted with the participants. This activity 

would go on till late.  
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Saturday 12th of May 

On Saturday, a Pub Quiz was organized at the Florin which around 60 participants joined. 

Divided into eight teams, they had to answer 45 questions distributed over 5 themes, 

namely music, history, film, science, and Utrecht. Straight after the Pub Quiz, a Pub Crawl 

started at the Florin which took the participants along several bars in the city centre. Most 

of the participants went with the Pub Crawl, which resulted in an relax and informal 

atmosphere were participants got to know each other better and formed a close group.  

 

 

 

The social and cultural activities made sure that the participant could relax and enjoy the 

city and got to know a little of its history and were able to truly connect and interact with 

each other. To focus more on the social aspect with the diverse activities and provide a nice 

and informal atmosphere besides the program, resulted in creating a small community 

during the conference which still lasts.  

 


