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In early February, The Chronicle of Higher Education published a report by Scott Carlson titled “The Future of
American Colleges May Lie, Literally, in Students’ Hands.” “Maybe it’s time that instruction — at least at some
colleges — included more hands-on, traditional skills,” Carlson suggested in his profile of students and
administrators pioneering the new hands-on curricula at institutions across the country.

“…The problems that today’s college-going generation will face in the future are enormous-and the stagnant
economy is just the beginning. Climate change, fossil-fuel constraints, rotting infrastructure, collapsing
ecosystems, and resource scarcities all loom large. Meeting those challenges will require both abstract and
practical knowledge…”

In the State College community — with Penn State as our core employer and Gov. Tom Corbett yanking more
state funding every year — strategic planning in higher education hits very close to home.

There are rumblings about calling the governor’s bluff and converting Penn State to a private institution, to move
beyond reach of budget fights in Harrisburg, although from Corbett and his legislative backers, threats to zero-out
higher education funding probably aren’t bluffs. Some people propose that, to ensure the medium- to long-term
strength of higher education, institutions need to double-down on technology and business programs, churning
out workers for the high-tech “innovative jobs of the future.”

The promise of those jobs rings a bit hollow, though. Many people all over the world are finding ourselves newly
compelled (by rapid global changes) to address the fundamental human challenges of food and shelter in ways we
haven’t for April’s local foodie potluck will be at 6 p.m. April 26 in the State College Borough Building, 243 S. Allen
St. several generations.

So perhaps for Penn State, doubling down on the agricultural core of the land-grant mission is a key part of sound
long-term strategic planning.

Student loan debt is the latest credit bubble being inflated by Federal Reserve policymaking. Outstanding balances
recently crossed the $1 trillion mark, and a Federal Reserve Bank of New York report found up to 27 percent of
student loan accounts are currently more than 30 days past due, largely due to unemployment and
underemployment.

In a world with few jobs for new graduates carrying overwhelming debt loads and parents facing the same harsh
job market, we’re likely to soon see a significant drop in college applications. Parents and high school students
increasingly question the practical, economic value of a college education; few families enjoy the luxury of making
decisions based on the cultural value of higher learning.

But Penn State, it seems to me, is well-positioned to remain relevant to those family calculations by meeting the
growing demand for practical, hands-on, agricultural education — grounding young adults in a creative, engaged
understanding of the many complex aspects of careful soil midwifery, and equipping them to take up vital,
sustainable occupations in the emerging low-carbon economy.
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It’s a matter of getting back in very close touch with our land-grant roots: investing in and expanding tremendous
institutional assets like our rural setting and statewide cooperative extension staff and infrastructure.

Katherine Watt is a State College writer and community organizer. She can be reached at
katherine_watt@hotmail.com and maintains a blog at springcreekhomesteading. wordpress.com.
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