FINDING PURPOSE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
Emily Balch Seminar (ESEM)
Fall Semester 2026

Instructor: Kimberly Wright Cassidy
307 Bettws Y Coed (BYC)
kcassidy@brynmawr.edu
Student Drop-In Hours: Tuesday 1:00-2:00 PM; Wednesday 12:00-1:00 PM

Student Support:
I am committed to creating and supporting a classroom community that is
inclusive, equitable, and conducive to learning for all students, as well as sensitive to the specific, unique, and unpredictable challenges we will each and all encounter this term. To this end, I am designing course activities and assignments meant to help you gain and demonstrate understanding of key course content in ways that are flexible and personally meaningful. 

Our class meetings will include group check-ins, and I also encourage you to meet with me at any time. If you are unable to attend class or complete an assignment by the due date, I ask that whenever possible you let me know ahead of time and work with me to determine when you will complete the work. In this situation there will be no grade penalty for late work. If it is not possible for you to request extra time beforehand, I ask that you maintain communication with me as much as possible so that we can work together to determine a good course of action. I ask those of you who need more than a one-week extension to talk with both your Dean and me to arrive at a practical and workable plan for completing the work.

It is important for students to be able to observe religious and cultural days of significance.  I will be happy to work with you to develop a plan to cover any missed work on these occasions.
Bryn Mawr College is committed to providing equal access to students with a documented disability. Students needing academic accommodations for a disability must first speak with Access Services. Students can email accessservices@brynmawr.edu to request an appointment to begin this confidential process. If eligible for accommodations as per Access Services, students should schedule an appointment with the professor as early in the semester as possible to share their verification form and make appropriate arrangements. Please note that accommodations are not retroactive and require advance notice to implement. More information can be obtained from the Access Services website. 
Any student who has a disability-related need to record this class must first be found eligible to do so by Access Services and must share this eligibility with me, the instructor. Class members need to be made aware that this class may be recorded.
If you find yourself struggling with your physical or mental health this semester, please feel free to approach me.  I try to be flexible and accommodating and will work with you to find pathways to support your learning.  

Attendance:
An important part of completing this course is attendance in class.  The class will involve significant discussion and various forms of interactive class activities and problem solving. Consistent participation is also a responsibility to the academic community of the class.  Learning in this course is a partnership among us and being present and engaged creates a vibrant, intellectual environment.  That said, it is very important for the protection of the health and well-being of everyone that we do NOT come to class in-person when we are sick or encounter other emergencies. Anyone who is ill should attend to their health.  We will work together to figure out a way to address these unavoidable absences without penalty.

LEARNING GOALS:
· Students will develop an understanding of some of the philosophical arguments for the purpose of higher education (and the study of the liberal arts in particular).  Students will refine their own purpose in pursuing higher education in relation to the literature. 
· Students will explore the psychological literature on flourishing and create an understanding of the ways that higher education supports (or does not) student thriving.  Students will develop their own ideas for how student thriving can be nourished. 
· Students will continue to develop their critical thinking and reflection skills through active reading, discussion and writing about texts from psychology, sociology and philosophy.
· Students will enhance their writing skills by practicing writing as a tool of inquiry, exploration and knowledge creation.  Students will hone their ability to construct clear, convincing written arguments based on non-obvious claims and supported by sound reasoning and evidence.
· Students will learn to use sources fairly and effectively, engaging in appropriate citation and documentation.
· Students will create and support a classroom culture of curiosity, joy, exploration, support and growth.  They will continue to develop agency as learners and grow a deeper understanding of how to support the development of others.  


Formal Course Assignments:  
1. Diagnostic Writing Assignment:  1-page Due Tues. 9/8.  Ungraded. Writing Center Use Prohibited.
First Writing Conference Week of 9/7 Wed., Thurs. & Fri.

2. Brief essay on your personal purpose in pursuing a Bryn Mawr education (2-3 pages).  First draft for peer feedback due 9/10.  Revision due to me on 9/15.  We will return to revise this essay a few times in the semester (ungraded revising after 9/15 draft). 20% of course grade.

3.  Essay on defining flourishing in college (3-4 pages). First Draft Due 9/30  10% of course grade.
Second Writing Conference Week of 10/4

4. Flourishing essay final draft (3-4 pages) due 10/19.  20% of course grade.

5.  Final paper (written in two steps/parts). This paper (2-3 pages for Part 1) will describe barriers to flourishing in college and recommendations for alleviating them.  Initial draft focusing on two barriers to thriving due 11/10.  10% course grade.
Third Writing Conference Week of 11/16

6. Summary of interview of member of the College’s Staff (ungraded assignment).  The summary will capture key information from the interview guided by the themes of the course (1-2 pages).  We will compile these summaries in a shared document in OneDrive as a resource for each other.  You will also do a brief oral presentation to the class about your interview. Ungraded. Summaries due 12/1.  Oral presentations on either 12/1 or 12/3.

7. Final paper regarding barriers to flourishing in college and recommendations for alleviating them (5-6 pages).  This final version of this paper will add new information from the course and include an additional section that creates recommendations for addressing the identified barriers supported by evidence and experience.  Due 12/3.  30% of course grade.
Final Writing Conference --- week of 12/6

8. Essay on partnership/relationship.  This essay will reflect on how working in partnership/relationship through this ESEM helped you navigate your first semester at the College (about 2 pages).  The essay is due on the last day of class 12/10.  This essay is ungraded. I will provide feedback and you are invited to publish it as part of an issue of the online journal, “Teaching and Learning Together in Higher Education” designated for this purpose.

These are the major writing assignments of the course.  We will also do informal writing and thinking exercises throughout the course, both in and out of class.  Ungraded assignments are still required.  They will be recorded as credit/no credit.  These will constitute 10% of your course grade.  If you receive credit for all of them, you will receive 100% for this grade.

AI Policy: A primary learning goal in this course is to develop your skills in conveying complicated ideas in simple ways. Conveying ideas simply requires a strong understanding of concepts as well as clear and effective writing. These skills take time to grow, require repeated practice to hone, and can only be developed by active engagement and deep processing. Generative AI tools such as ChatGPT may assist someone who has not fully developed these skills, but using AI before giving yourself a chance to develop skills on your own takes away opportunities for learning and growth. For this reason, you may not use generative AI tools of any kind in this course (this includes Grammarly).  Later in the course, (together) we will experiment with and analyze using AI for background research.  

WEEK 1
Tuesday, Sept 1: Introduction to the Course and to Each Other
Readings: None ahead of time
Assignments for class today: None

Thursday Sept. 3: What is the Purpose of a Liberal Arts Education?
Readings: Chopp, R. (2014). Remaking, renewing and reimagining: The liberal arts college takes advantage of change.  In R. Chopp, S. Frost, and D. Weiss (Eds.), Remaking college.  Johns Hopkins University Press.  

Delbanco, A. (2012).  College: What it was, what It Is and what It should be.  Princeton University Press.   Chapter One: What is College For?

Assignments for class today: Read through the syllabus and bring one question and one topic/activity you are excited to learn/discuss. AND Sign up for a writing conference time.  AND in your notebook, write down two concepts or ideas that resonate with your idea of purpose in higher education and one idea that you find difficult to understand in today’s reading.

WEEK 2
Tuesday, Sept. 8: What is Bryn Mawr’s Mission (Purpose)?
Readings:  Bryn Mawr’s Mission Statement (link in Moodle)

Graduation requirements (link in Moodle)

Assignments for class today:  Diagnostic Writing Assignment Due.

Thursday, Sept. 10: Finding Educational Purpose
Readings:  Find an essay/short story/video that narrates someone’s search for their purpose (hopefully a successful search).  It can be a story that you have read or watched before (but don’t choose a book because you need to re-read/re-watch it for class today).  In your reading, consider the following questions:
· What was the role of past experience (including relationships) in shaping the protagonist’s sense of purpose?
· What steps did the protagonist take that supported finding their purpose or helped them to be successful?
· What factors inhibited finding or pursuing purpose?
· What benefits does having a strong sense of purpose afford?
· How did this story connect (or not) with your experience?

Assignments for class today:  First draft of essay due (for peer review) sharing your purpose in pursuing your Bryn Mawr degree (Personal Purpose Essay).  See assignment sheet for details of the assignment.

WEEK  3
Tuesday, Sept. 15:  The Importance of Purpose (Data from Psychology)
Readings: Yeager, D., Henderson, M.D., Paunesku, D., Walton, G. M., D’Mello, S., Spitzer, B. J., and Duckworth, A. L. (2014).  Boring but important: A self-transcendent purpose for learning fosters academic regulation.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 107(4), 559-580.

Assignments for class today:  Final version Personal Purpose Essay due to me.

Thursday, Sept. 17: Thriving as the Purpose of Higher Education
Reading: Seligman, M. E. P. (2012).  Flourish. Simon Schuster. Chapter 1

WEEK 4
Tuesday, Sept. 22:  Academic Thriving: Belonging and Mattering
Reading: Walton et al., (2023). Where and with whom does a brief social-belonging intervention promote progress in college?  Science, 380, 499-505.  

Thursday Sept. 24: Academic Thriving:  Centering Values
Reading: Borman, G. D., Grigg, J., Rozek, C. S., Hanselman, P., & Dewey, N. A. (2018).  Self-affirmation effects are produced by school context, student engagement with the intervention and time: Lessons from a district-wide implementation.  Psychological Science, 29, 1173-1784.

WEEK 5
Tuesday, Sept. 29 Academic Thriving:  Studying College Students
Reading: Chambliss, D. & Takacs, C. (2014).  How College Works.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press:  Chapters 1, 2 and 5

Assignments for class today:  In your notebook, write down two ideas or findings that feel consonant with your own experience at Bryn Mawr so far. Identify one question you have about the findings from the data.

Thursday, Oct. 1: Academic Thriving:  Chambliss Data Part 2
Reading: Chambliss & Takacs: Chapters 3, 4 and 6

Assignments for class today:  FIRST DRAFT of Flourishing Essay Due.  AND sign up for a writing conference time.

WEEK 6
Tuesday, Oct. 6:  Academic Thriving continued (catch-up class)
Reading:  NONE --- BUSY WEEK!

Thursday, Oct. 8th:  Thriving in College ---Challenges
Reading: Jack, A. (2019).  The Privileged Poor.  Harvard University Press.  Introduction and Chapter 1: Come With Me to Italy.

FALL BREAK ---ENJOY!!!
WEEK 7
Tuesday, Oct. 20th:  Thriving in College –Interacting with Authority Figures
Reading: Jack, A. Chapter 2:  Can You Sign Your Book for Me? 

Assignments for class today:  Final draft of flourishing essay due.

Thursday, Oct. 22st: Thriving in College ---Dealing with Stressors
Reading: Jack, A. Chapter 3: I Too Am Hungry

Assignments for class today: Send invitation to assigned interview partner.  AND attend an office hour for a different class, or attend an interactive academic event, or develop a plan to do so.  In your notebook, record two takeaways from your experience.

WEEK 8
Tuesday, Oct. 27th:  Thriving in College --- Dealing with Stressors
Reading:  Jamieson, J., Peters, B., Greenwood, E. & Altose, A. (2016).  Reappraising stress arousal improves performance and reduces evaluation anxiety in classroom exam situation.  Social Psychological and Personality Science, 7(6), 579-587.

Thursday, Oct. 29th  Thriving in College --- Recommendations Preliminary Ideas
Reading:  Jack, A.  Conclusion

Assignments for class today:  Re-read your personal purpose essay and add a few reflections/notes and/or additions/deletions.  Bring to class to share with a peer.

WEEK 9
Tuesday, Nov. 3 High Impact Practices 
Reading: American Association of Colleges and Universities website.  Trending Topic: High Impact Practices.

Kuh, G. & Kinzie, J. (2018).  What really makes a “high impact” practice high impact? Inside Higher Education, May 1.

Assignments for class today: Choose one high impact practice that interests you.  Using PsychInfo, ERIC or Google Scholar, find out a bit more about this high impact practice. Spend about 20 minutes exploring what interests you.  Then ask a generative AI tool of your choosing to create a summary of that same high impact practice.  In your notebook, jot down some notes on the differences and similarities in what the two approaches generated, and the differences and similarities in your learning experiences and growth.

Thursday, Nov. 5  Supporting Students --- Relationships
Reading:  Epley, N. (2026).  A little more social: How small choices create unexpected happiness, health and connection. Knopf. 

Epley, N. & Schroeder, J. (2014).  Mistakenly seeking solitude. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 143(5), 1980-1999.

Assignments for class today:  Initiate a conversation with a stranger and record your reflections on that experience in your notebook.  (See instructions from Tuesday’s class and posted on Moodle)

WEEK 10
Tuesday, Nov. 10 Relationships (continued)
Reading: Kumar, A. & Epley, N. (2022).  A little good goes an unexpectedly long way: Underestimating the positive impact of kindness on recipients.  Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 152(1), 236-252.

Spooner, D. (2023).  Walking for wellness.  Planning for Higher Education, Vol. 51 (No. 2), 11-21.

Assignments for class today:  First draft of final paper on barriers to flourishing due today (first part of paper).  AND perform a random act of kindness and record reflections on that experience in your notebook. (See instructions from Thursday’s class and posted on Moodle)

Thursday, Nov. 12:  Supporting Students:  Physical Spaces
Reading: Blanchard, G. (1958).  The Poetics of Space.  New York: Penguin Classics.  Chapter 1: The House: From Cellar to Hut.

Dowling, S. (2022).  You belong here. Planning for Higher Education, Vol. 51 (No.1), 23-34.

Assignments for class today:  Conduct a walking interview with a class partner (see instructions).  Record your findings in your notebook and bring them to class to incorporate into the discussion. AND sign up for writing conference time.

WEEK 11
Tuesday, Nov. 17: Supporting Students: Career and Civic Engagement
Reading:  Burnett, B. & Evans, D. (2016).  Designing your life: How to build a well-lived, joyful life.  Knopf.  Introduction (ix-xxxi), Chapter 2 (29-40), Chapter 3 (41-62).

Thursday, Nov. 19:  Supporting Students:  Institutional Financial Model
Levine, P. (March 9, 2026).  Is college becoming less affordable? An update.  Brookings Institute website article.

Association of American Colleges & Universities (Dec. 2025).  The agility imperative: How employers view preparation for an uncertain future.  Report Key Findings.  AAC&U website.

Merisotis, J. (Dec. 2025). Aligning affordability, value & trust to make college pay off.  Lumina Foundation website article.

WEEK 12
Tuesday, Nov. 24:  Student Voices and Self-Government
Readings: Explore the Bryn Mawr College Self-Government website 

Cook-Sather, A., Felten, P., Stewart, K. & Weston, H. (2024).  Reviving the construct of “mattering” in pursuit of equity and justice in higher education.  In R. Rueda & C. Swift, Academic belonging in higher education.  Routledge. 

Assignments for today:  By today’s class attend an SGA meeting or fall plenary.  Record reflections in your notebook.  See guiding questions in Moodle.

THANKSGIVING BREAK --- ENJOY!!!

WEEK 13
Tuesday, Dec. 1: A Multitude of Supports for Student Thriving – Part 1
Readings: NONE

Assignments for class today:  Interview summary due.  Oral presentation on interview (or on Thursday).

Thursday, Dec. 3:  A Multitude of Supports for Student Thriving – Part 2
Readings: NONE

Assignments for class today:  Final draft of paper on barriers to thriving and potential solutions due.  AND sign up for a writing conference time.

Tuesday, Dec. 8:  Recommendations:  Putting it All Together
Reading:  Chambliss & Takacs: Chapter 7

Jack:  Review Conclusion Section

Assignments for class today:  Re-read your personal purpose essay and add a few reflections/notes and/or additions/deletions.  Bring to class to share/discuss.  AND review your Barriers to Thriving and Solutions Paper to contribute to class discussion today and on Thursday.  

Thursday, Dec. 10:  Recommendations:  Putting it All Together
Reading:  NONE

Assignment for class today:  Essay on partnership due.


CAMPUS RESOURCES: 
The College provides many important options for supporting students and their learning.  Below are a few of these supports.

Writing Center
The Writing Center (located in Canaday Library) offers free, individual consultations on writing and public speaking.  It opens Monday, Sept. 8. Other than the first Diagnostic Writing Assignment, students are encouraged to make use of the Writing Center’s many resources.

Academic Support and Learning Resources
Students are encouraged to reach out to the Academic Support Office to explore effective learning, studying, as well as time and stress management strategies that can be helpful in navigating the challenges of the semester. You can contact them at academicsupport@brynmawr.edu or stop their weekday drop-in hours from 3-4 at Academic Support on the first floor of the Campus Center.

Library Services:
The library has created a specific resource page for ESEM students.  Note:  We will be learning APA format for citations in this course.  Library research is not a focus for this class; however, the College library provides many kinds of research support that are always available to you.  You can connect with the library staff by sending a message to library@brynmawr.edu, scheduling a research appointment, or asking for a librarian at any library service desk. You can also email circulation@brynmawr.edu for questions about your books or Tripod account.

Counseling Services
Bryn Mawr offers a range of services to support students’ mental health and well-being.  Visit the Counseling Services website to explore the many options available.

Title IX
Bryn Mawr College and Haverford College are committed to ensuring that all members of the College community have a learning and working environment that is free from sexual misconduct. All forms of sexual misconduct, including sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating violence, domestic violence, and stalking, are violations of Bryn Mawr/Haverford’s policies, whether they occur on or off campus. Bryn Mawr/Haverford faculty are committed to helping to create a safe learning environment for all students and for the College community as a whole. If you have experienced any form of sexual misconduct or other gender-based misconduct, know that help and support are available. Staff members are trained to support students in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing accommodations, and more. The College strongly encourages all students to report any incidents of sexual misconduct. Please be aware that all Bryn Mawr/Haverford employees (other than those designated as confidential resources such as counselors, clergy, and healthcare providers) are required to report information about sexual misconduct to the to their respective Title IX Offices.

See the Bryn Mawr College Sexual Misconduct Policy and Resources at this website. The Bryn Mawr Title IX Coordinator is Cary Carr (ccarr1@brynmawr.edu, 610.526.7863). 
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