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ABSTRACT 

Like any market, the higher education sector is affected by changes to the 

economy. While the market for college-educated workers increases, there is still 

pushback that students should spend their time and money getting vocational training. 

This push towards vocational training threatened the preservation of liberal arts colleges. 

The stock market crash of 2008 forced colleges, specifically liberal arts colleges, to 

evaluate how they market an education from their university and communicate their 

institutional values. One way that colleges market themselves is through viewbooks. A 

college viewbook, which can range from a several-page pamphlet to a bound volume, 

serves to promote the institution. They also provide valuable information like deadlines, 

financial information, and directions on how to apply. Viewbooks are rich texts to study 

as they communicate values, norms, and general information associated with almost 

every aspect of the college student experience. While each of the three viewbooks used 

different methods, each viewbook communicated its school’s commitment to the student. 

By making students, rather than buildings or professors, the subject of the images, the 

viewbooks highlight hands-on learning, collaboration, and dedication to student learning. 

Though each school framed financial aid and tuition costs differently, each did so in a 

way that was consistent with its established institutional identity. This thesis documents 

that in post-recession world liberal arts schools must justify their worth. These viewbooks 

illustrate three of these justification narratives.  

  



  
 

 vi 

LIST OF FIGURES 

FIGURE               PAGE  
 
   1a   A image of a page from Elon’s 2009 viewbook      45 
 
   1b  An enlarged portion of figure 1a       45 
 
   2  An image of two pages from Elon’s 2009 viewbook     48 
 
   3  An image of two pages from Elon’s 2006 viewbook     50 
 
   4  An image of two pages from Davidson’s 2009 viewbook    51 
 
   5a  An image of a page from Davidson’s 2009 viewbook    53 
 
   5b  An enlarged portion of figure 5a        53 
 
   6  An image of two pages from UNCA’s 2010 viewbook    54 
 
   7  An image of two pages from UNCA’s 2010 viewbook    56 
 
 
 
 



 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

While education is valued in today’s society, the rising price of that education has 

made it less and less attainable.  The price of college attendance has risen significantly 1

over the past half century. According to Dr. Rita Kirshstein, director of the Delta Cost 

Project at the American Institutes for Research, while “the median family income rose 22 

percent between 1970 and 2010, public four-year tuition rates increased over 200 

percent.”  Students and their families are having a harder time paying for college. Despite 2

the changing economic landscape, there has been a steady increase in students attending 

college. In 1970 only 8.2 percent of women and 14.1 percent of men in the United States 

had college degrees, whereas in 2010 the number of college graduates had increased to 

29.6 percent of women and 30.3 percent of men.  Most upper- and middle-class high 3

school graduates now have an expectation to attend college. These expectations are 

mirrored in labor market demands. In 1970, three out of every ten jobs required a 

bachelor's degree; however, by 2007 the proportion doubled to six out of every ten jobs.  4

The confluence of rising labor market demand, increase in number of students attending, 

and the multiplicity of programs and schools, has created a growing and competitive 

1 “Shaping the American Dream by Investing in Education.” Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund  (blog), November 7, 2017. 
https://www.tmcf.org/tmcf-in-the-news/shaping-the-american-dream-by-investing-in-edu
cation/13105 . 
2 Rita Kirshstein. “Not Your Mother’s College Affordability Crisis.” Delta Cost Project 
at American Institutes for Research , December 2012, 2.  
3 “Americans with a College Degree 1940-2017, by Gender.” Statista. Accessed March 
11, 2019. 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/184272/educational-attainment-of-college-diploma-or-
higher-by-gender/ .  
4 Kirshstein  

1 

https://www.tmcf.org/tmcf-in-the-news/shaping-the-american-dream-by-investing-in-education/13105
https://www.tmcf.org/tmcf-in-the-news/shaping-the-american-dream-by-investing-in-education/13105
https://www.tmcf.org/tmcf-in-the-news/shaping-the-american-dream-by-investing-in-education/13105
https://www.statista.com/statistics/184272/educational-attainment-of-college-diploma-or-higher-by-gender/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/184272/educational-attainment-of-college-diploma-or-higher-by-gender/


  
 

market for college recruitment. Prospective students are viewed as potential customers 

and colleges feel pressure to sell their services.  

While the market for college-educated workers increases, there is still pushback 

that students should spend their time and money getting vocational training. Even 

President Barack Obama, during a visit to Wisconsin in 2014, made a joke about 

choosing a major in the humanities. While talking about the importance of trades and 

skilled manufacturing, he exclaimed, “I promise you, folks can make a lot more, 

potentially, with skilled manufacturing or the trades than they might with an art history 

degree.”  The value of higher education is often framed in terms of financial gain. 5

Vocational training is presented as superior to studying the humanities because, as 

explained in the speech, “folks can make a lot more [money].”  6

Like any market, the higher education sector is affected by changes to the 

economy. This fact became especially clear in 2008 when the stock market crashed. As 

explained by former President of Connecticut College Leo Higdon, the 2008 market 

crash was the “most severe and direct impact the economy has had on higher education 

since the early 1970s, if not since the Great Depression.”  Colleges rely on tuition, private 7

donations, and the proceeds of their endowments in order to stay afloat. Colleges spend 

time and resources recruiting students as enrollment is critical to both short-term and 

long-term institutional survival and success. So a core question becomes: in times of 

5 Jsonline, “Obama's Art History Comment.” (YouTube, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel , 
2014). www.youtube.com/watch?v=ezlfATUxlyw .  
6 Ibid. 
7 L. I. Higdon Jr. (2010). Building a Strong Future for Higher Education. Liberal 
Education , 96(2), 30. 

2 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ezlfATUxlyw


  
 

economic uncertainty how do colleges adapt to the current situation? While there is still 

anti-intellectual sentiment in popular culture,  and liberal arts colleges are in danger of 8

shutting down or changing their mission,  this most recent wave of criticism of the liberal 9

arts started shortly after the stock market crash of 2008. Since colleges rely on student 

enrollment and attendance, materials used by admissions offices are an ideal medium to 

analyze institutional responses to criticisms. As opposed to content created after 2009, the 

admissions material distributed at this point in time is of special interest because of the 

reality that high school seniors faced at that time. In the present, college graduates are 

attaining jobs to pay off their student debt, while in 2009 high school students were 

witnessing classmates four and five years their senior graduating with no prospects for 

jobs. In order to understand the rhetorical situation for colleges’ response to the economic 

downturn, we will examine their recruitment messages after the stock market crash of 

2008 and the “Great Recession,” lasting from December 2007 to June 2009.   10

2008 Stock Market Crash and Recession  

The stock market crash of 2008 started with a housing market crash, or as many 

economists refer to it, the bursting of the housing market bubble. Essentially, 

homebuyers, banks, and investment companies started making financial commitments 

that they could not live up to once the market cooled. Homebuyers bought houses that 

8 Phillips-Fein, Kim. “How the Right Learned to Loathe Higher Education.” The 
Chronicle of Higher Education , January 31, 2019. 
https://www.chronicle.com/article/How-the-Right-Learned-to/245580 . 
9 “Making the Case for Liberal Arts.” US News & World Report. Accessed May 1, 2019. 
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2018-05-17/liberal-arts-programs
-struggle-to-make-a-case-for-themselves . 
10 “The Great Recession | State of Working America.” Accessed March 8, 2019. 
http://stateofworkingamerica.org/great-recession/ . 

3 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/How-the-Right-Learned-to/245580
https://www.chronicle.com/article/How-the-Right-Learned-to/245580
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2018-05-17/liberal-arts-programs-struggle-to-make-a-case-for-themselves
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2018-05-17/liberal-arts-programs-struggle-to-make-a-case-for-themselves
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2018-05-17/liberal-arts-programs-struggle-to-make-a-case-for-themselves
http://stateofworkingamerica.org/great-recession/
http://stateofworkingamerica.org/great-recession/


  
 

were well-outside their means, banks offered more mortgages than they could afford, and 

investment firms bought bundled mortgages from banks as a quick but risky investment.  

In the early 2000s investment firms started buying bundled mortgage securities 

from banks. These securities were essentially packages of thousands of mortgages. Banks 

would lend new homeowners money for their homes (a mortgage) and then would sell the 

mortgages in bulk packages to investors. Lenders started loosening standards for 

mortgages, creating what is known as subprime mortgages. Additionally, lenders started 

using predatory practices like offering loans without verifying borrowers’ income and 

giving loans that were beyond the borrowers’ means, so that they might more readily 

default on the loan and owe the banks large amounts of money. These mortgage packages 

started becoming riskier investments, but the market for them kept growing. Additionally, 

since banks were lending so much money, they had to rely on borrowing more money 

from other banks and investment funds. Their borrowers started defaulting on their 

mortgages, meaning investors began accumulating foreclosed houses. However, these 

banks and investment agencies were unable to sell the foreclosed houses because there 

was no one left to buy them. Essentially, banks and investment firms owned unsellable 

empty houses, and since the borrowers defaulted on the loans, the institutions had no one 

to pay them back. Additionally, the banks were strapped for cash, after having invested 

so much of their money in risky loans. So it was that the quickly expanding housing 

bubble just popped.  

The housing market crash did not just stay in the housing sector, though. This 

crash affected the stock market and led to a national, then global, recession. Banks and 

4 



  
 

investment groups started declaring bankruptcy and stopped being able to trade on Wall 

Street. As stock values fell, this affected almost all facets of life. Cash flow was disrupted 

because banks did not have enough money to loan, and the money individuals had saved 

in the bank was tied up in the investments that did not pay out. Unemployment went up, 

as many companies had to start laying off workers. This contraction led to less money 

being spent by the general public, meaning that other seemingly-unrelated economic 

sectors were vulnerable as well. When members of the public are suddenly worried about 

money, they often try to cut spending. While individuals saving money may seem like the 

best idea on the surface, when vast groups slow down or stop spending money, the 

economy stagnates. For example, when a family sees a neighbor lose their house due to 

foreclosure, the family will cut spending, likely on optional items like new clothing, 

eating dinner out, and vacations.  While this change might temporarily make the family 11

feel more financially secure, this pattern in the aggregate could lead to loss of jobs in 

clothing stores, restaurants, and could hit local tourist economies in geographic areas that 

rely on tourism. This example is reflected in data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

During the recession, consumers’ self reports of items’ relative importance increased for 

food at home, rent, and used cars, but decreased for food away from home, new cars, 

furniture, and appliances. This means that consumers considered money spent on food at 

home, rent, and old cars to be more important, relative to their overall spending, than they 

11 Malik Crawford and Steve Reed. “How Does Consumer Spending Change during 
Boom, Recession, and Recovery? : Beyond the Numbers: U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics.” Accessed April 22, 2019. 
https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-3/how-does-consumer-spending-change-during-bo
om-recession-and-recovery.htm . 

5 

https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-3/how-does-consumer-spending-change-during-boom-recession-and-recovery.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-3/how-does-consumer-spending-change-during-boom-recession-and-recovery.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-3/how-does-consumer-spending-change-during-boom-recession-and-recovery.htm


  
 

had before the recession. Conversely, the relative importance of food away from home, 

new cars, furniture, and appliances decreased. This economic contraction results in loss 

of jobs, decreased funding for public goods like schools and roads, and higher numbers of 

families with no healthcare coverage, all of which just continues the cycle. The economy 

works when people are spending money. While the Great Recession of 2008 did not hit 

everyone in the same way, no one was excluded from its effects.  

The Liberal Arts  

In the preface of his 2012 paperback edition of College: What It Was, Is, And 

Should Be, Andrew Delbanco refers to colleges as an endangered institution.  While 12

these words might seem like dramatic musings from a college professor, his words should 

not be immediately dismissed. According to Michael McPherson and Morton Schapiro, 

in 1999 the number of students studying at liberal arts colleges in the United States was 

less than 100,000, compared to the 14 million college students overall.  According to the 13

National Center for Education Statistics, the number of students enrolled in a college or 

university increased to over 20 million in the fall of 2017.  However, Delbanco suggests 14

that the number of students enrolled in liberal arts schools remains about the same as in 

1999.  Thus, the percentage of students enrolling in liberal arts colleges is shrinking and, 15

12 Andrew Delbanco, College: What It Was, Is, and Should B e. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 2012), xvi Preface to the Paperback Edition.  
13 Michael S. McPherson, and Morton Owen Schapiro. "The Future Economic Challenges 
for the Liberal Arts Colleges." ( Daedalus 128, no. 1, 1999), 47-75. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20027538. 
14 US Department of Education, Fast Facts.  (Institute of Education Science, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2017). https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=372 . 
15 Delbanco, College: What It Was, Is, and Should B e, 12. 

6 
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if enrollment numbers continue changing at the same rate, this endangered institution that 

Delbanco refers to might face extinction.  

In the introduction of his book, Delbanco lists five qualities that a college should 

instill in its students:  

1. Skeptical discontent with the present, informed by a sense of the past.  
2. The ability to make connections among seemingly disparate phenomena.  
3. Appreciation for the natural world, enhanced by knowledge of science and 

the arts.  
4. A willingness to imagine experience from perspectives other than one's 

own.  
5. A sense of ethical responsibility.   16

Although he does not use this descriptor, it is clear from his explanation that when he 

says “college,” he really means a college rooted in the liberal arts. To explain his five 

goals, Delbanco contrasts colleges to universities. While the terms “college” and 

“university” seem interchangeable to many observers, Delbanco argues that they have 

fundamental differences, starting with their goals. While a college may exist within a 

university, their purposes differ. Colleges are “about transmitting knowledge of and from 

the past to undergraduate students so they may draw upon it as a living resource in the 

future.”  On the other hand, a university is “mainly an array of research activities 17

conducted by faculty and graduate students with the aim of creating new knowledge in 

order to supersede the past.”  Delbanco goes on to quote Clark Kerr, former Chancellor 18

of UC Berkeley and President of the University of California system, who acknowledged 

“a superior faculty results in an inferior concern for undergraduate  teaching.”   19

16 Delbanco, 3. 
17 Delbanco, 2. 
18 Delbanco, 2 
19 Delbanco, 3.  

7 



  
 

While Delbanco does not say this outright, his call for more colleges seems really 

to be a call for more liberal arts colleges. Combining themes set forth in Delbanco’s 

College, and Zakaria’s  In Defense of a Liberal Education  begins to explain exactly what 

a liberal arts education is and looks like. 

Why the Liberal Arts 

One of the most difficult aspects of arguing for the liberal arts is that there is no 

clear consensus on what exactly the term means. Additionally, the phrase “liberal arts” is 

often used to replace the word “humanities.” This conflation makes discussing “liberal 

arts” challenging as some assume that it cannot include science. Some schools have 

begun adopting the term “Liberal Arts and Sciences” which, as it sounds, makes clear to 

critics that science is still included. In an effort to avoid confusion in this paper, I will 

define what a liberal arts education is and explain how it relates to other commonly used 

terms, as well as how it differs from other forms of education.  

Around 500 B.C.E., after creating democracy, the ancient Greeks started 

experimenting with a new kind of education. Instead of training solely for jobs, students 

were educated to become good citizens.  This shift in educational mission marked the 20

birth of what we call the liberal arts, or a liberal education, today. The Romans, however, 

were the first to use the term “liberal education.” The word “liberal” referred to the 

original Latin definition: “of or pertaining to free men.”  While individuals who have no 21

20 Fareed Zakaria, In Defense of a Liberal Education . (New York, NY: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2015), 40-42. 
21 Zakaria, 42.  

8 



  
 

prior knowledge of the liberal arts might initially expect the phrase to be to indicate a 

political ideology, this designation of a style of education is not inherently political.  

On the other hand, the humanities includes majors that study the human 

experience. While the humanities are integral to the mission of a liberal arts education, 

the two terms are not interchangeable. Students at a liberal arts college should have 

training in both science and the humanities, such that they can make sense of these two 

dimensions of the world. In fact, in ancient Greece, science was regarded as important as 

it was “seen as a path to abstract knowledge” while the humanities were studied for their 

practical use in professions like politics, law, and business.  While science itself is 22

important to a liberal arts education, more emphasis is placed on method: the scientific 

process and scientific inquiry.  Many students who attend liberal arts schools choose to 23

study subjects like biology, mathematics, and computer science. A liberal arts education 

does not mean that students cannot major in STEM (science, technology, engineering, 

math) fields. In fact, at Truman State University, a public liberal arts college in 

Kirksville, Missouri, two of the three most popular majors are science degrees.  24

How a liberal arts college can distinguish itself however, is in contrast with 

technical, vocational, and professional schools, as well as in juxtaposition to universities 

with few to no general education requirements. Vocational and technical schools, as well 

22 Zakaria, 43.  
23 Zakaria, 68.  
24 “Truman State | Truman State University - Profile, Rankings and Data | US News Best 
Colleges.” Accessed May 10, 2018. 
https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/truman-state-2495 . The top five majors at Truman 
State are, in order: Business Administration and Management; Kinesiology and Exercise 
Science; Biology/Biological Sciences; Psychology; and English Language and Literature.  

9 
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as institutions that expect their students to choose a major early on, and take only classes 

within that field, are not liberal arts schools. Liberal arts schools are distinguished by 

having either a common curriculum or a variety of core classes that need to be taken. 

This feature does not necessarily mean that all students will take the same fifteen classes. 

For example, at the University of Mary Washington, a public liberal arts college in 

Fredericksburg, Virginia, students are required to take courses in quantitative reasoning, 

natural science, global inquiry, human experience and society, language, and art, 

literature, and performance process, as well as appreciation.  Additionally, they are 25

required to complete credits in experiential learning, as well as to pass several speaking- 

and writing-intensive courses. At the very least, under this approach students must take 

courses from seven disciplines.  While liberal arts colleges tend to place more focus on 26

the humanities, they are intentional about requiring students to gain a breadth of 

experience in both science and the humanities. The value of this approach is underscored 

by a former president of Princeton University who argues that discussions of public 

policy are impoverished due to the lack of scientific literacy in the American public.  27

Nonscientists need to understand science just as scientists need a strong background in 

other disciplines. Through taking classes in both the arts and the sciences, liberal arts 

students can become better citizens, equipped to understand and join in conversations on 

public policy.  

25 “General Education Course List.” (UMW Publications | 2017 Undergraduate Catalog), 
Accessed May 11, 2018. 
http://publications.umw.edu/undergraduatecatalog/courses-of-study/general-education/ge
neral-education-course-list/ . 
26 As a student at the University of Mary Washington I took classes in fifteen disciplines.  
27 Zakaria, 66-67 

10 
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In 1828, the faculty members at Yale College published a report on the purpose of 

college and a liberal education. They argued that the purpose of a liberal education is “not 

to teach that which is peculiar to any one of the professions; but to lay the foundation 

which is common to them all.”  One of the biggest benefits of a liberal education is that 28

it teaches students skills that are transferable over a wide variety of professions. In a 

country where politicians complain that students are not receiving the skills they need to 

get jobs,  and where individuals hold an average of twelve jobs in a working lifetime,  a 29 30

liberal arts education, in which students learn overarching, transferable skills, seems to be 

the most logical decision. Instead of students needing to go back to school between every 

career move, these students already have the necessary skills after graduation.  

In addition to the diversity of classes students take, liberal arts colleges’ class 

sizes are often much smaller than those of research and technical universities. Small class 

sizes encourage discussion among students and allow for more interaction between 

students and their professors. Participation becomes a role integral to the education 

process. Many liberal arts colleges, including Wake Forest College,  in Winston Salem, 31

North Carolina, require incoming students to enroll in a first-year seminar to be 

28 “The Yale Report of 1828 · Part I: Liberal Education and Collegiate Life,” 1828. 
http://collegiateway.org/reading/yale-report-1828/ .  
29 “Marco Rubio on Education.” Accessed May 14, 2018. 
http://www.ontheissues.org/Social/Marco_Rubio_Education.htm .  
30 Bureau of Labor Statistics, Number Of Jobs, Labor Market Experience, And Earnings 
Growth Among Americans At 50:Results From A Longitudinal Survey.  (U.S. Department 
of Labor, 2017), https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/nlsoy.pdf . According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, the typical baby boomer holds an average of 11.9 jobs in their 
lifetime.  
31 Wake Forest College refers to the Undergraduate College of Wake Forest University 
(WFU). WFU also includes several other schools, including a medical school and law 
school, but only one undergraduate liberal arts college.  

11 
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completed during their freshman year. This seminar, with no more than sixteen students 

per section, requires that students prepare for and participate in class, as the class is too 

small for its members to passively sit and listen. Additionally, according to Wake 

Forest’s website, during the course of the semester, students will “read increasingly 

sophisticated texts critically; pose and respond to complex ideas; identify, analyze, 

interpret and evaluate different points of view; and construct cogent arguments in both 

written and oral form.”  These first-year seminars demonstrate a commitment to small 32

class sizes and engaged, collaborative learning so that students come to understand in 

their first year the importance of being active participants in their own education.  

One common argument against public liberal arts colleges is that if a student 

wants to study the humanities, or wants to get a broadscale education, they should learn 

about their areas of interest on their own time, instead of consuming taxpayer dollars on 

it. Zakaria explains that while one can always read a book or use Google to get the basic 

information about a topic, the “crucial challenge is to learn how to read critically, analyze 

data, and formulate ideas.”  These are the critical skills taught at liberal arts colleges and 33

transferable across fields. While Google can provide an individual with an answer to a 

specific question that already has an answer, a liberal arts education gives students the 

skills to answer previously-unanswered, even unasked, questions.  

While arguing for the benefits of a residential liberal education, Harvard historian 

Samuel Eliot Morison explains, “[it is] by studying and disputing, eating and drinking . . . 

32 “First Year Seminars (FYS 100) | Undergraduate College | Wake Forest University.” 
Accessed May 14, 2018. 
http://college.wfu.edu/student-resources/first-year-programs/first-year-seminars-fys-100/ .  
33 Zakaria, 61 .  

12 
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as members of the same collegiate community, in close and constant association with 

each other and with their tutors, that the priceless gift of character could be imparted.”  34

The sense of community, which might start with the collegiate community, teaches 

students the importance of being an active member of their larger community. This 

well-rounded liberal arts education equips students to be better citizens.  

Studying other cultures allows individuals to better understand their own culture. 

Ideologies and culture are so present in daily life that it takes experiencing a different 

culture, or learning about different ideologies, to understand one’s own. That is perhaps 

why liberal arts schools place such a high value on the study of other cultures. Most 

liberal arts schools have a foreign language requirement as well as global inquiry 

requirements to help accomplish this goal. Learning about other cultures, and how they 

are similar to and differ from one’s own, can help individuals identify problems in their 

culture that need to be addressed.  This approach encourages students to become active 35

and engaged citizens who notice injustices and work to right them.  

Lastly, a liberal education helps students see where multiple aspects of life 

intersect and are affected by each other. When liberal arts schools were first gaining 

popularity in the US, students were expected to make connections among all their courses 

as evidence of a singular, divine intelligence behind it all.  While colleges do not now 36

demand that students attend chapel or find aspects of religion in all their classes, they do 

34 Samuel Eliot Morison, The Founding of Harvard College. The Tercentennial History of 
Harvard College and University , 1636-1936.  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1935), 252. 
35 Zakaria, 70. 
36 Zakaria, 50. 
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encourage students to make connections and see how all the subject areas are connected 

and affected by each other. Students are encouraged to search for the overlap between 

subjects. This part of a liberal education also forces students to think about problems 

from multiple perspectives. For example, when it comes to complex issues like 

immigration reform, education plays a large role. Students at a university with no general 

education requirements will likely all approach the problem from the perspective of their 

own majors. One student might answer with a robust economic plan, while another will 

focus on education, and a third will address the issues involving law enforcement. On the 

other hand, a student at a liberal arts college will be more likely to consider immigration 

from multiple angles: the historical context, the economic repercussions, the sociological/ 

cultural factors, the linguistic barriers, the impact on education, ethical responsibilities, 

how it will all be communicated, the impact on jobs and unemployment, and the legal 

precedent before making a decision. Colleges and universities are expected to train 

students to be able to handle the complex issues of the future, and a liberal education 

does just that.  

One of the most important reasons for a liberal education is that it prepares 

students to solve problems that have not emerged yet. It challenges students to critically 

think about the world around them. When looking back at the five qualities Delbanco 

suggests a college should instill in its students, a liberal education seems to accomplish 

these.  

As explained above, an understanding of history, paired with critical thinking 

skills and knowledge of how to analyze and formulate ideas, helps create a “skeptical 
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discontent with the present, informed by a sense of the past.”  The expectation is that 37

students will take classes in a variety of disciplines and synthesize the themes from each 

class to give themselves the “ability to make connections among seemingly disparate 

phenomena.”  Since students, regardless of major, are expected to take classes in both 38

STEM and the humanities, they can develop an “appreciation for the natural world, 

enhanced by knowledge of science and the arts.”  When students study other cultures, 39

they demonstrate a “willingness to imagine experience from perspectives other than one's 

own.”  Lastly, the strong sense of character and drive to make the world a better place 40

that a liberal education instills in its students helps develop students’ “sense of ethical 

responsibility.”   41

While the description of a liberal arts education explained above is not perfect, it 

is a starting point for talking about the subject. A liberal arts education should include a 

variety of subjects, encourage citizenship, inspire intellectual curiosity, and develop 

critical thinking skills.  

Previous Research on Colleges 

There are several books advocating for and justifying the liberal arts, however 

there is little research on how liberal arts colleges describe and justify themselves. Most 

research has focused on how institutions of higher education generally market 

37 Delbanco, 3. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
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themselves, regardless of identification as a research university, trade school, or liberal 

arts college.  

From a critical perspective, Andrew Wernick describes the importance placed on 

colleges for “cultivating a public image” that is consistent with its management’s “chosen 

competitive strategy.”  Wernick explains that while competition and reputation are not 42

new for colleges, what is new is the “self-consciousness with which a university’s 

corporate image has come to be managed, the administrative prominence this task 

assumes, and the objectification, and indeed monetization of academic reputation itself as 

a brand.”  While universities have upheld their integrity and reputation throughout their 43

histories, prestigious and well-recognized universities like Harvard have also been able to 

“convert a long-entrenched academic reputation into a fully capitalizable brand.”  While 44

many scholars critique the consumer culture of higher education, universities still need to 

draw on branding and marketing strategies to maintain enrollment.  

University marketing and branding have been studied both empirically and 

rhetorically outside of the United States. Much of the research has been done on value 

claims and cultural ideals. Using universities and corporations in the United Kingdom, 

Davide Giannoni’s discourse analysis of “about us” texts on websites looks at value 

claims made on university websites. As explained in his article, “Despite offering similar 

‘products,’ all universities are keen to stress their distinctiveness, and to do so primarily 

42 Andrew Wernick, “Rebranding Harvard,” Theory, Culture & Society  23, no. 2/3 
(March 2006): 566–67. 
43 Wernick. 
44 Wernick. 
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by claiming excellence in some area of their operations.”  After collecting the “about us” 45

sections from 50 academic universities and 50 corporations in the UK, researchers coded 

sections for mentions of eight values: globalization, worth, primacy, qualities, impact, 

delivery, emotion, and rootedness. While both academic universities and corporations 

make mention of each of the eight values, academic “about us” sections give added 

emphasis to worth, primacy, qualities, and emotion. The findings from this analysis of 

stated value claims suggest that universities are using strategies to market their “brands” 

in ways similar to corporations. 

Similar to Giannoni’s approach to studying value claims in the UK, Muhammad 

Hamid looks at how universities communicate cultural values in Pakistan. Hamid looks at 

visual representations of cultural dimensions on college websites.  Hamid highlights the 46

growing need for culturally appropriate images on college marketing materials and 

analyzes different colleges’ attempts at culturally relevant and appropriate images for 

Pakistan. While the coding schema for cultural appropriateness is not the same for 

Pakistan as it would be for the United States, the method for coding images and text as 

culturally appropriate could be used to study images produced by universities in the US.  

Recent research has not only looked at images and texts, but also at web design 

and branding. Yiqiong Zhang and Kay O’Halloran’s discourse analysis of the National 

45 Davide Simone Giannoni, “An Investigation of Value Claims in Academic and 
Corporate ‘About Us’ Texts,” Applied Linguistics  39, no. 3 (June 2018): 328–51, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amw010 .  
46 Muhammad Akif Hamid, “Analysis of Visual Presentation of Cultural Dimensions: 
Culture Demonstrated by Pictures on Homepages of Universities in Pakistan,” Journal of 
Marketing Communications  23, no. 6 (November 2, 2017): 592–613, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13527266.2016.1147486 .  
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University of Singapore’s (NUS) website sheds light on the complexity of the messages 

produced in web design.  Rather than simply coding the text on the page, researchers 47

documented the evolution of the NUS website through six iterations. The researchers 

looked at color, images, navigation content, and navigation style. After analyzing each of 

the elements, they made claims about what the website appeared to be communicating.  

In his study of universities in Singapore, Carl Ng cites Robert Goldman and 

Stephen Papson who point out that corporate branding usually emphasizes individualism, 

free market, efficiency, and consumption as ideals of capitalism.  Ng adds that anything 48

that promotes organizational and individual dynamism and competitiveness is also valued 

and emphasized.  Ng finds these corporate values in university promotional materials. 49

Ng looks specifically at metaphors of races to win, heights to climb, and uncharted waters 

to navigate. In addition to analyzing metaphors, Ng also looks at images of students in 

promotional materials to make claims about what is valued at these universities.  

While all this research is helpful in understanding how university marketing and 

branding are currently being studied, none of these studies sheds light on how liberal arts 

colleges in the United States are marketing themselves to potential students. Additionally, 

47 Yiqiong Zhang and Kay L. O’Halloran, “‘Toward a Global Knowledge Enterprise’: 
University Websites as Portals to the Ongoing Marketization of Higher Education,” 
Critical Discourse Studies  10, no. 4 (November 2013): 468–85, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2013.813777 .  
48 Robert Goldman and Stephen Papson, “Capital’s Brandscapes,” Journal of Consumer 
Culture 6, no. 3 (November 1, 2006): 327–53, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540506068682 .  
49 Carl Jon Way Ng, “Semioticizing Capitalism in Corporate Brand Enactment,” Critical 
Discourse Studies  11, no. 2 (April 2014): 139–57, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2013.836116 .  
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none of these studies looks specifically at how value claims change with conditions of the 

economy.  

The Thesis 

In an effort to better understand how liberal arts colleges communicate their value 

during times of economic uncertainty, I plan to look at viewbooks from three liberal arts 

colleges in the southeastern United States. For each school I will analyze one viewbook 

from shortly after the recession, circulated to potential students in the years 2009 and 

2010. As explained earlier, this period of time is especially pertinent to this study because 

of the fears facing high school students at that time. A college viewbook, which can 

range from a several-page pamphlet to a bound volume, is generally sent to prospective 

students after they have expressed interest in the school. These viewbooks go through 

everything the admissions office believes college students need to know before making a 

decision. While viewbooks serve to promote the institution, they also provide valuable 

information like deadlines, financial information, and directions on how to apply. 

Viewbooks are rich texts to study as they communicate values, norms, and general 

information associated with almost every aspect of the college student experience, 

including academics, athletics, student life, residential living, traditions, engagement 

opportunities, and financial details. Additionally, the viewbooks include images and 

university branding to prepare potential students for life at their campus and, more 

importantly, to persuade the student to commit to their school. While a college will boast 

of its athletic facilities, campus culture, and dining halls during tours to get applicants’ 
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attention, the viewbook is the vehicle through which colleges can persuade students to 

select their school. In essence, this document is the school’s best argument for itself.  

I will be looking at Elon University, Davidson College, and UNC Asheville. 

These schools were chosen for three primary reasons. First, they are all liberal arts 

colleges that vary in both enrollment and endowment size. While Davidson College and 

Elon University, both private schools, have endowments of over 725 million  and 230 50

million,  respectively, UNC Asheville, a public school, has an endowment of less than 51

45 million. ,  Their enrollment size ranges from 2,000-6,000 students. While they are all 52 53

liberal arts colleges, they each have unique challenges distinct from one another. The 

second reason for choosing these three schools is that they are all within driving distance 

of Winston-Salem. This proximity allowed me to visit, meet with archivists, and make 

copies of the materials I needed. The final reason for analysis of these three schools is 

that they each had copies of their viewbooks available either electronically, or physically 

in their college archives.  

Elon University, located in central North Carolina between Greensboro and 

Durham, is a mid-sized private college. Founded in 1889, Elon is currently home to over 

6,000 undergraduate students, with approximately 65% choosing to live on campus. ,  54 55

50 “How Does Davidson College Rank Among America’s Best Colleges?” Accessed 
March 28, 2019. https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/davidson-college-2918 .  
51 “How Does Elon University Rank Among America’s Best Colleges?” Accessed April 
11, 2019. https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/elon-university-2927 .  
52 “University of North Carolina--Asheville - Profile, Rankings and Data | US News Best 
Colleges.” Accessed April 11, 2019. 
https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/unc-asheville-2907 .  
53 These endowment sizes are all as of 2017.  
54 “History.” Elon University. Accessed March 28, 2019. 
https://www.elon.edu/u/about/history/ . 
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Elon’s main campus is 656-acres and includes a 56-acre forest.  In 2008 tuition was just 56

over 24,000 dollars.  57

Founded in 1837, Davidson College is located just north of Charlotte in Davidson, 

North Carolina. The undergraduate college currently enrolls under 2,000 students with 

93% living on campus.  Despite its small size, Davidson competes in NCAA Division I 58

athletics. In 2008 tuition was just over 33,000 dollars.  In addition to using need-blind 59

admissions practices, in 2007 Davidson College established The Davidson Trust, which 

allows the college to offer financial aid packages that cover all demonstrated need with 

no loan component.   60

Due to its status as the only designated liberal arts college in the public 

17-campus University of North Carolina (UNC) system, UNC Asheville is an ideal 

institution to study. Headquarters of the Council of Public Liberal Arts Colleges 

(COPLAC), UNC Asheville strives to further the mission of the public liberal arts, as 

well as to provide an affordable liberal education to its students. Located in the Blue 

Ridge Mountains in western North Carolina, UNC Asheville enrolls just under 4,000 

55 “How Does Elon University Rank Among America’s Best Colleges?” Accessed March 
28, 2019. https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/elon-university-2927 . 
56 “Our Campus.” Elon University. Accessed March 28, 2019. 
https://www.elon.edu/u/about/campus/ .  
57 “Tuition and Fees, 1998-99 Through 2018-19.” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
December 31, 2018.  https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/tuition-and-fees . 
58 “Fast Facts.” Davidson. Accessed February 12, 2019. 
https://www.davidson.edu/about/fast-facts . 
59 “Tuition and Fees, 1998-99 Through 2018-19.” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
December 31, 2018.  https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/tuition-and-fees . 
60 “The Davidson Trust: A Case Study | TIAA Institute.” Accessed April 22, 2019. 
https://www.tiaainstitute.org/publication/davidson-trust-case-study . 
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students with 37% choosing to live on campus.  As a public school, its cost of 61

attendance is competitive with other North Carolina state schools. In 2008 tuition was 

just over 4,000 dollars for North Carolina residents and approximately 15,500 dollars for 

out-of-state students .  62

In these viewbooks I will look specifically at mentions of curriculum or learning, 

regardless of where they take place, as well as at sections that address money or value. I 

expect to find information on class sizes, internships, study abroad, student research, and 

service learning. I also expect to look closely at cost to attend, scholarship opportunities, 

graduate job placement, and preparation for work. I am curious about value claims, 

arguments, and information that is briefly mentioned or seemingly omitted.  

I plan to use a framework blending Andrew Delbanco’s five qualities a college 

should instill in its students with the aforementioned description of a liberal arts college. I 

will look at the viewbooks to compare the three texts. The requisite qualities include 

skeptical discontent with the present, informed by a sense of the past, the ability to make 

connections among seemingly disparate phenomena, an appreciation for the natural 

world, enhanced by knowledge of science and the arts, a willingness to imagine 

experience from perspectives other than one's own, and a sense of ethical responsibility.  63

In addition to Delbanco’s qualities, I will look for mentions of a foundation of skills that 

61 “Quick Facts.” UNC Asheville (blog). Accessed February 11, 2019. 
https://www.unca.edu/about/quick-facts/ . 
62 “Tuition and Fees, 1998-99 Through 2018-19.” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
December 31, 2018.  https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/tuition-and-fees . 
63 Delbanco, 3. 
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are transferable across careers, small class sizes, critical thinking skills, living 

community, appreciation of different cultures, and intersection of disciplines.  

I hope to find similarities among the three schools’ viewbooks that will shed light 

on how liberal arts colleges frame their goals and values after hits to the economy. Rather 

than writing about the viewbooks as three distinct case studies, I will organize this thesis 

by topic, to highlight the similarities and differences between arguments made in each of 

the viewbooks. Chapter 2 will focus on the written messages on the pages. I expect to 

find arguments about academic rigor, class sizes, and job preparedness. I am also 

interested in how out-of-classroom activities like internships are framed: as experiential 

learning or as doorways to jobs. I am most specifically interested in which aspects of a 

liberal education are highlighted and how they are framed.  

Chapter 3 will focus on the images in the two viewbooks. I am interested in what 

is highlighted: individuals, groups, professors, students, and types of activities. I am also 

interested in seeing whether a specific discipline is highlighted more than others. I expect 

to find an emphasis placed on images of students in internships and jobs, rather than of 

students in classrooms. I will also pay special attention to the anchored text  and 64

footnote descriptors.  

Chapter 4 will focus on how and where the written text about academics and 

finances is situated in the viewbook. I am curious to know if they are tucked away in the 

back, thrust next to athletics, or given their own section. Additionally, I plan to write 

about quantity and length of these portions in this chapter. Are finances given significant 

64 Anchored text, or verbal anchorage, refers to words and phrases overlaid on images, 
while footnote descriptors refer to sentences below images.  
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attention in the viewbooks? Lastly, my conclusion will tie the previous chapters together 

and make larger claims about how these liberal arts colleges communicate their values in 

times of economic uncertainty, specifically after the 2008 economic downturn.  
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CHAPTER TWO: TEXT 

As determined in the first chapter, liberal arts colleges should instill in their 

students: 1) a skeptical discontent with the present, informed by a sense of the past; 2) the 

ability to make connections among seemingly disparate phenomena; 3) an appreciation 

for the natural world, enhanced by knowledge of science and the arts; 4) a willingness to 

imagine experience from perspectives other than one's own; and 5) a sense of ethical 

responsibility.  According to Zakaria, liberal arts colleges instill these values in the 65

following ways: having either a common curriculum or a variety of core classes that need 

to be taken; requiring students to gain a breadth of experience in both science and the 

humanities; teaching skills that are transferable over a wide variety of professions; 

demonstrating a commitment to small class sizes and engaged, collaborative, and 

participatory learning; challenging students to learn how to read critically, analyze data, 

and formulate ideas; imparting character through residential community living; studying 

other cultures; and encouraging students to see where multiple aspects of life intersect 

and are affected by each other. 

These values are vital to the goals of a liberal education, but how do liberal arts 

colleges communicate these values? What do they focus on and how are their arguments 

framed? In a time where return on investment (ROI) is carefully considered, how do 

liberal arts colleges justify their worth? Perhaps more importantly, what do they claim is 

their worth? In order to understand how these values are communicated, I will look at 

sections on academics and financial aid from the viewbooks published shortly after the 

65 Andrew Delbanco, College: What It Was, Is, and Should B e. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 2012), 3.  
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recession. I will argue that, in an effort to attract students, the most persuasive viewbooks 

focused on how students learn and presented multiple types of success so that readers 

could identify with the one that most appealed to them. Additionally, I will show how 

these schools highlighted the liberal arts qualities of their curriculum, but defined success 

or outcome more broadly for individual interpretation. Each college will be analyzed 

separately with discussion of overarching themes in the conclusion. 

As explained in chapter one, when the recession hit and large numbers of people 

lost their jobs, consumers started to cut back on non-essential purchases. While 

economically-savvy investors like Warren Buffett took advantage of the stock market 

drops and bought stock when it was least expensive, everyday consumers were less likely 

to have the resources or inclination to invest when they saw banks declaring bankruptcy 

and stock prices falling.  They safeguarded their assets rather than making long-term 66

investments. While the recession did not keep students from seeking degree programs,  67

the high cost of college attendance in times when the public mood was cautious made it 

more important to consider what they would receive from these degrees. Graduating high 

school seniors saw an increase in unemployment, including recent college graduates 

struggling to find jobs, so it is logical that the incoming freshmen were critical when 

considering the cost of their educational investment, and what they could expect to 

66 Montag, Ali. “Warren Buffett’s Rule for Investing during the Financial Crisis,” 
September 14, 2018. 
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/09/14/warren-buffetts-rule-for-investing-during-the-financia
l-crisis.html. 
67 “U.S. College Enrollment Statistics 1965-2027.” Statista. Accessed April 14, 2019. 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/183995/us-college-enrollment-and-projections-in-publ
ic-and-private-institutions/ . 
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receive from it. Obviously, the investment is money, time, and a great likelihood of 

student debt, but what is the return they are seeking? Since college students consistently 

cite investment in their future as the strongest reason for attending college,  it is 68

important to consider what colleges are marketing as the return. More simply put, if a 

college claims that enrollment at its institution is “worth it,” the challenge is to determine 

what, according to the institution, the “it” is.  

Elon University 

If liberal arts colleges are criticized as being elitist, inaccessible, and out of touch 

from their ivory tower, Elon’s viewbook defies that label. This viewbook shows a liberal 

arts education hard at work in the outdoors, classrooms, labs, business settings, and 

hands-on internships. Instead of writing about its values, Elon’s approach is 

demonstrating its values in action. Its 2009 viewbook reads and feels like a scrapbook, 

cluttered with handwritten sections, intentionally unlevel and skewed text boxes, and 

images that are photoshopped to look ripped, torn, or quickly cut. Rather than looking 

neat and organized, the book has a messy, worn-in feel. Through showing rather than 

telling the value of a liberal education, and focusing on how its learning outcomes are 

experienced, the Elon viewbook demonstrates the skills its education will help students to 

craft and allows readers to make decisions about how the experiences presented will help 

them accomplish their own goals. 

68 “Attitudes to College - Students’ Opinions Regarding Higher Education in the U.S., 
2017 | Statistic.” Statista. Accessed April 20, 2019. 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/259220/students-opinons-regarding-college-education-
in-the-united-states/ . 
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Though the viewbook does not include the term “liberal arts” or “liberal 

education,” Elon’s viewbook shows a commitment to this educational philosophy starting 

on the first page. Readers open the book and see a full-page image of a student in 

goggles, wearing examination gloves, and holding metal tools with unfocused images of 

skeleton models in the background. The page facing this full-page image is titled 

“challenge yourself!” with the sub header “at Elon, learning is MORE than just knowing 

the right answers.” The page is filled with information “selling” general education 

requirements and boasting of the “fundamental courses” that develop skills in critical 

thinking, writing, problem solving, and asking better questions.” Since Elon prides itself 

in the freedom students have over their education, the viewbook does not refer to these 

compulsory classes as required but instead just states that all students are required to start 

with “the basics, the arts and sciences.” Since at the core of its mission is teaching 

students how to think and learn, rather than just knowing the right answers, it is 

unsurprising that the way the viewbook communicates Elon’s values is by showing 

examples and having readers come to their own conclusion.  

Rather than simply telling the reader of Elon’s core values, it shows them. One 

way it “shows core values” is by sharing examples of student experiences to highlight the 

hands-on nature of its education philosophy. This first page of the viewbook mentions 

students exploring the “intricacies of the human body” in Elon’s fully-equipped cadaver 

lab. Students not only read anatomy textbooks, attend lectures, and view images of the 

human body, but they also take their education a step further by interacting with the 

cadaver in a laboratory setting and thus gaining insights that cannot simply be described 
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and memorized, but must be experienced. This special attention paid to the hands-on 

approach used in the cadaver lab simultaneously demonstrates the interactive nature of an 

Elon education, while also highlighting an unique opportunity for undergraduates that 

distinguishes Elon from other schools. 

While academic life inevitably involves attending lectures, Elon chooses to 

highlight academic life outside of the traditional classroom. This focus on academics 

outside the classroom can be seen in the viewbook’s twelve pages devoted to the “Elon 

Experience.” On the first page of this section the sub header challenges students to 

“ground your education with real-world experience” and introduces the five components 

to the Elon experience: study abroad, research, internships, service, and leadership. By 

including testimonials and examples of students grounding their education in real world 

experience, Elon is arguing that the education will be usable in the real world. One of the 

conventional arguments against liberal arts colleges is that they do not adequately prepare 

students for the workforce. Elon’s focus on grounding education with real-world 

experience can be seen as a counter-argument to the popular argument against this 

education philosophy. This counter-argument would suggest that Elon is well aware of 

criticisms of the liberal arts. Carefully placed sentences about the potential for jobs allow 

Elon to talk about its own goals while still catering to the goals of the concerned parents 

and students. While the mission of a liberal arts education is not simply to procure a 

well-paying job for its graduates, Elon is arguing that it can do that too. 

This section includes sentences like “think of [these five programs] as your 

education reality check.” By mentioning that the “Elon Experiences” provide an 
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education reality check, Elon is tailoring its argument to those who may not subscribe to 

the seemingly lofty goals of a liberal arts-focused mission. Though the school is not 

admitting that education should be for the sole purpose of job preparedness, it is showing 

that, in addition to accomplishing its lofty goals, the school does prepare students for jobs 

and goes further to suggest that its education philosophy can even set students up for 

extended  success. 

The potential for success is reflected again toward the end of the viewbook in the 

section titled, “Find yourself . . . in the company of leaders, innovators, and 

humanitarians.” In addition to listing the notable jobs and career successes of fourteen 

unnamed alumni, this two-page spread features three named graduates of the last ten 

years who have reached “success.” This is where Elon’s most persuasive strategy is used. 

Instead of focusing on just one success story, Elon chooses to spotlight three unique types 

of success. First is the successful international venture capitalist who studied sociology 

and was student government president. This success story demonstrates return on 

investment as financial security in a lucrative career. By highlighting his 

non-business-related major and involvement in student leadership, Elon is showing a 

liberal arts path to success. In this example, success, or the ideal return, is a financial gain 

and job security. Parents who worry about their children becoming art history or 

anthropology majors and imagine no hope for a job can be comforted by a financial 

success story of a sociology major.  

The second alumni success story is of a film editor and producer whose film was 

the first feature film produced in Jordan in 50 years and won a top award at the 
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prestigious Sundance Film Festival. The international student, who was a recipient of the 

King Hussein Scholarship, established in memory of the monarch by his widow, Queen 

Noor, referred to the mentorship of specific professors. In this story, success is shown as 

the historic significance of producing the first feature film to come from your country in a 

half century. Unlike the previous spotlight, there is no mention of money. The success of 

this alumnus can be seen in recognition from peers in his field in the form of an award for 

an historic film. While the spotlight does not reference humble beginnings, the inclusion 

of the scholarship details suggests a rags-to-riches story.  While the alumnus could have 69

attended a film school or technical school, the hands-on education and mentorship from 

Elon’s professors is what set him up for success a mere three years after graduation. This 

story, which one could argue represents a variation of the “American Dream,” also shows 

the school’s commitment to diversity in action.  

The third and final alumni success story is of a Peace Corps volunteer who 

reflects on her life-changing experience in Namibia. This graduate recounts wanting to 

give back after realizing “the scales of justice had been weighted enormously in [her] 

favor.” While the alumna does not explain her path to joining the Peace Corps, the 

success she has earned is found in helping to make the world a better place. Steering 

away from the “white savior complex,” this volunteer reflects on how rewarding the 

experience was for her. Her return, or success, was serving a developing country in a 

highly competitive program and helping others. 

69 In this case, “riches” is respect in acclaim from peers, rather than financial “success.” 
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In terms of return on investment, when Elon shares these stories it is arguing that 

enrolment in its school produces a high level of return: earning money, receiving awards 

for a quality product, or changing the world through service. Whichever form of success 

the student is looking for, they will find. Elon focuses on transferable skills so that, 

regardless of the student’s main goal, Elon can help them achieve it. 

This strategy for altering the message to better appeal to the audience looks 

similar to Simon Sinek’s pattern of the golden circle, made popular by his book, Start 

with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action,  and subsequent 2014 

TED Talk.  Sinek’s golden circle attempts to explain why some brands, individuals, and 70

companies are successful, when others have similar resources but are not as successful. 

The golden circle is represented by three circles inside each other, like a bullseye. The 

inner circle is the “why.” This is oftentimes a lofty goal, but it is the thing that drives the 

individual or group. Sinek uses Apple as an example. Apple’s “why” is a belief in 

challenging the status quo. This principle can be seen in Apple’s “Think Different” 

campaign. The middle circle or ring is the “how.” In the case of Apple, the “how” is by 

designing sleek, user-friendly products. The outer ring is the “what.” For Apple, the 

product is computers. Sinek explains that this strategy for communicating values is what 

allows Apple, a computer company, to extend its product lines to include phones, 

watches, TVs, MP3 players, music, and file storage. Since Apple is marketed as a 

company that challenges the status quo by designing sleek and user-friendly products, 

70 TED. The Most Popular TED Talks of All Time. Accessed April 20, 2019. 
https://www.ted.com/playlists/171/the_most_popular_talks_of_all . This TED Talk is the 
3rd most popular TED Talk, with over 43 million views.  
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customers feel comfortable buying a watch or a TV from a computer company. Sinek 

argues that successful companies like Apple start with their why and allow their answer to 

lead to their what, whereas companies like Gateway and Dell with similar resources also 

tried selling TVs and MP3 players but were thought of only as computer companies, and 

therefore failed at branching out. When marketing is focused on the why, the product can 

change and consumers will still have brand loyalty. Sinek also mentions Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr., and the Wright Brothers as innovators and world-changers who started 

with why rather than what. 

How does this perspective relate to liberal arts colleges? Rather than focusing on 

the what or the why, Elon focused on the how. Instead of focusing on the why, which will 

likely be different from student to student, Elon focuses on the how, and that approach 

lets prospective students fill in their own personal and specific why.  

While the intrinsic values of a liberal arts education (the why) may be considered 

too lofty by the general public, the focus on the how allows Elon to stay true to its values 

without excluding qualified applicants who are also concerned about the use value of a 

college education. The why does not change, but how is given special attention. In 

focusing on the how of achieving success, Elon is demonstrating its commitment to 

hands-on learning while broadening the audience to include almost any goal for return, or 

why. Elon is practicing its strategy of having students find their own answers. Essentially, 

students are given data, the examples of what former students have accomplished, and are 

given the space to come to their own conclusion. Any such conclusion they reach will be 

favorable to Elon.  
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Davidson 

Davidson’s approach to the viewbook is much different from Elon’s. Before 

reading a full sentence, the reader will notice a clear difference in aesthetics, but the 

difference does not stop in the visual representation of the brand. While Davidson 

similarly asks readers to interact with the book and start their education rooted in inquiry, 

it utilizes a different approach to writing about its educational philosophy in the 

viewbook. Instead of highlighting how the liberal arts mission works in accomplishing 

goals, Davidson chooses to highlight the specific resources available to students that 

make Davidson  exceptional, assuming that the reader is already convinced of the value of 

the liberal arts writ large. The viewbook asks readers to start their educational journey 

here in the book and continue their search for answers with a visit to campus. The 

assumption in this viewbook is that the reader has already decided on a liberal arts 

education, so the persuasive strategy is focused on what makes Davidson the best option. 

Davidson College’s 2009 viewbook is titled “INQUIRE” and is organized by 

questions and answers. The first page of the viewbook states that a liberal arts education 

is “all about inquiry” and links the inquiry associated with deciding which college to 

attend with the inquisitive nature of a liberal education. This section then goes on to say 

that while some questions can be answered with statistics and facts, there are many 

questions with answers that are more complex. It extends the comparison by 

acknowledging that some questions will be answered by a visit to campus. Just like the 

student-specific question “is this the school for me?” can be answered best by being on 

the campus, other lofty and complex goals can be answered at Davidson, too. The bottom 
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of the page reads, “Davidson: You have questions. We have answers.” The reader is 

being invited to start practicing the skills that will be refined by a liberal arts education. 

The rest of the viewbook is set up and labeled as twenty-four questions, each with a short 

answer. 

Questions three and four ask, “What is the academic experience like?” and “Are 

any classes required?” The first question is answered with information on class sizes, 

student-faculty ratio, and the general notability of professors. The paragraph describes 

how committed the faculty are to undergraduate teaching. Rather than framing the 

academic experience from the point of view of the student, the answer to “What is the 

academic experience like?” lists and describes the resources available to students. The 

second question, asking if any classes are required, is answered in a way that might be 

expected in a course catalogue, rather than in a promotional viewbook. It lists the ten 

classes students must take to fulfil the “distribution requirement” as well as the additional 

writing, foreign language, and cultural diversity classes that are required for graduation. 

Rather than expressing how the diversity of classes a student takes can benefit their 

education, Davidson assumes the reader already understands this fact, and chooses to use 

the space to share which  classes will be required. 

The viewbook includes one question, number seven, asking, “What can I do after 

Davidson?” Using data collected from students nine months after graduation, the 

viewbook lists that of the 2008 graduates 66% are employed in career-related fields, 25% 

are continuing their education, 6% are seeking employment, 3% are taking a year off, and 

less than 1% are in fellowships. The rest of the answer lists graduate schools with name 

35 



  
 

recognition  that recent Davidson graduates have attended, as well as providing a list of 71

notable fellowships that graduates have been awarded.  Interestingly, though 66% of 72

students are employed, there is no supplemental information on what kind of jobs the 

graduates have or testimonials of how their education from Davidson helped them earn 

these jobs. It seems counterintuitive that during a time of high unemployment and 

economic uncertainty a university would not highlight the fact that 66% of their most 

recent graduates are employed in a career-related field, and only 6% still seeking 

employment. 

If the reader stops here, it would seem that the Davidson viewbook is not 

persuasive. However, it is important to consider other factors outside of the text: the 

source and the audience. While each of the viewbooks is marketed to high school 

students who are applying to college, the target audience for each of these schools varies. 

Perhaps due to its elite nature and recognition, Davidson does not attempt to 

justify the value of a liberal arts college. This stance also may be due in part to the 

demographic of students Davidson attracts.  Students who requested a viewbook likely 

already know of the prestige associated with an education from Davidson College and 

likely do not need to be persuaded of the benefits of a liberal arts education. With fewer 

than 2,000 students, Davidson would likely not be considered by students wanting to 

attend a large state school.  

71 This list of twelve universities includes Cambridge, Harvard, M.I.T., Oxford, 
Princeton, and Stanford.  
72 This list of seven awards includes Fulbright fellowships, National Science Foundation 
Research fellowships, and Rhodes scholarships.  
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This difference in anticipated outcomes can also be seen in the text. As 

highlighted in Davidson’s viewbook on page 16, the last page before the back cover, over 

80% of its alumni have graduate or professional degrees. While this fact suggests that 

Davidson prepares its students well for graduate and professional school, it also suggests 

students at Davidson do not expect a college diploma to signal the end of their education. 

The focus on Davidson being a stepping stone for more school, might explain why 

immediate post-graduation careers were not overtly focused on. When a student starts 

college already prepared to continue their formal education after graduation, it may seem 

unnecessary to use space highlighting jobs they could get after graduation. 

Due to its standing among other liberal arts colleges and its financial incentives, 

Davidson may not need to put as many resources into creating a persuasive viewbook. 

Nevertheless it seems like a missed opportunity not to persuade prospective students who 

have not yet committed to a specific path for their education. Highlighting the fact that 

the school is “one of America’s strongest and most selective liberal arts colleges” is not 

as effective a claim if the reader is not clear on what the liberal arts mean. 

University of North Carolina Asheville 

As the only designated liberal arts college in the University of North Carolina 

(UNC) system, UNC Asheville holds a relatively unique title: a public liberal arts 

college. Its public funding differentiates UNC Asheville from the two other two schools 

under study here. Aesthetically, the UNCA viewbook looks like the blend of the 

viewbooks from Elon and Davidson. There are a variety of colors and fonts with very 

little space left blank, similar to Elon’s, but the images and text boxes are aligned and 
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organized in rectangles in a way that resembles Davidson’s. The viewbook argues for the 

values of a liberal arts education, the personalized attention students receive, and the 

opportunities for life after graduation. 

The second page, titled “ready to take on the world? Equip yourself here,” 

introduces readers to themes that will be explored throughout the viewbook like small 

class sizes, academic rigor, and personal attention. It also highlights the quality of an 

education from UNCA that comes with a public school price. This fact primes the reader 

for looking at the viewbook confident in UNCA’s affordability, an attractive feature not 

often associated with liberal arts colleges. On page six, the viewbook starts the 

conversation about the liberal arts by giving a brief definition of what a liberal arts 

education entails, including looking at life “through many lenses,” questioning 

assumptions, and seeing connections through a multitude of subjects. This short 

definition helps students who are still deciding what they want from a college to 

recognize the difference between a liberal arts education and a degree from another type 

of school. 

Instead of relying on lofty language about how an education from UNCA prepares 

students for life after college, the viewbook uses tangible examples to show how students 

are prepared after graduation. Immediately under the description of the liberal arts, there 

is a paragraph titled “graduate with a resume.” While highlighting student experiences is 

expected in a viewbook, the reference to a resume is what makes this appeal especially 

persuasive. Anyone can get experience, but experience that leads to a solid resume 

translates into finding a job. The resume is the concrete and tangible representation of the 

38 



  
 

abstract “experience.” While experience may make someone qualified for a job, a resume 

is how that qualified individual actually lands the job. This way of articulating the 

benefits of experience does not negate the intrinsic value of an education, but instead 

shows readers how to use it. 

The viewbook also highlights the personal touch each student gets at UNCA. In 

the section titled, “academically challenging inspiring environment,” the viewbook 

highlights the approachability of professors who are committed to undergraduate 

education. The viewbook notes that professors notice when students skip class and 

“won’t settle for anything less than your personal best.” The relationship between faculty 

and students ensures accountability, similar to the role of a coach or a trainer. Professors 

will have high expectations for their students and will be there every step of the way to 

make sure each student succeeds. 

This personal touch is also seen on the second page, mentioned previously. The 

last sentence on the bottom of the page reads, “we can’t wait to find out what you’ll 

contribute to our campus.” This passage demonstrates the importance placed on 

individuals. The students are not just seen as consumers but are valued for their 

individual contributions. This emphasis is seen again on page eleven where under an 

image of a student talking with his professor is the statement, “you're not just a social 

security number here. You're a person with goals, dreams and ideas.” For students who 

may be nervous about being swept up in the crowd, the viewbook reassures them that 

students are valued as individuals.  
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The value placed on students as people, rather than just as learning vessels, can be 

seen in the “day in the life” section where two current students share a single-day 

snapshot of their schedule. In addition to going to class, internships, and an on-campus 

job, the students recount working out at the gym, playing intramural sports, hanging out 

with friends, and watching an episode of The Office on their schedules. This snapshot not 

only demonstrates the holistic view of the person that UNCA has for its students, but it 

also allows readers to imagine what their life would be like at UNCA. These snapshots 

are another example of UNCA showing concrete representations of its values.  

Similar to Elon’s viewbook, UNCA’s viewbook includes spotlights on recent 

alumni and their accomplishments. There are two different spreads over four pages that 

highlight 1) how UNCA prepared alumni for success, and 2) how a liberal arts education, 

specifically, prepared alumni for success. Emphasis is not only placed on the individual 

college, but also on the education philosophy held by the college. The alumni spotlights 

in these sections include write-ups and images of a professional mountain bike racer, two 

business partners and entrepreneurs who met at UNCA, an analyst on Wall Street, a 

pottery artist, and a New York Times  bestselling author. 

The spotlight on the pottery artist explains that while still enrolled at UNCA, the 

now-recent graduate decided to make sculptures from clay native to the area. After 

renting a bulldozer and digging up 40 tons of clay, he founded a co-op for artisans 

working with clay and applied for a $15,000 fellowship to build a kiln. Now, the UNCA 

graduate is a “well-respected artist” whose pieces sell for up to $1,000, according to the 

viewbook. This career spotlight is especially persuasive for several reasons. First, it 
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shows how students can start working toward their future career before graduation. 

Internships are a popular example of students working in a future career, but they 

function as ways to gain experience in order to be seen as qualified for a job. In this 

graduate’s example, the work he was doing while in school did not just function as 

experience but was, in fact, the start of his career. Rather than being valuable practice, it 

was actually the real thing. In addition to showing an example of a student starting a 

career while in school, the spotlight also underscores the value of a broad-scale 

education. This student did not just succeed in producing art. He also founded and 

managed a co-op, successfully wrote a grant proposal, and built a 30-foot kiln for the 

local art community to use. Lastly, this alumni spotlight challenges the idea that only 

business and STEM majors can find jobs after graduating, or that those who study the arts 

and humanities will need to find work outside of their major. 

While the UNCA viewbook successfully argues for the values of a liberal arts 

education, the personalized attention students receive, and the opportunities for life after 

graduation, at the end of the viewbook it does one more distinctive thing: it compares 

UNCA to other schools. Sharing rankings from Fiske Guide to College s, The Princeton 

Review , and U.S. News & World Report, UNCA compares itself to other liberal arts 

colleges, as well as to other colleges in the UNC system. Not only does UNCA offer all 

of the perks of a liberal arts college, including small class sizes, committed professors, 

and a beautiful campus, but attendance at UNCA costs a fraction of the price of an 

education from other liberal arts colleges. Additionally, according to its statistic 

attributed to U.S. News & World Report, UNCA was the “only North Carolina college to 
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be ranked among those institutions whose class of 2008 graduated with the least amount 

of debt.” UNCA is showing that it is reasonably priced not just when compared to other 

liberal arts colleges, but also when compared to other public schools in the state. 

Overarching Themes 

While there were overlaps from one viewbook to another, surprisingly there was 

little overlap among the all three. Though not present in Davidson’s viewbook, Elon’s 

and UNCA’s viewbooks highlighted how an education from a liberal arts college will 

benefit the reader’s career path and life after education. Specifically, they showed how an 

education from these schools will prepare students for the outside world and highlighted 

the hands-on, student-driven education their institution offers. They communicated these 

values through narratives of student experiences inside and outside of the classroom, as 

well as through spotlights on alumni who have achieved career success, be it financial or 

otherwise. They framed the academic experience as building a tool set, and the 

outside-of-classroom experiences as opportunities to practice using those tools and skills. 

In contrast, Davidson’s viewbook worked on the assumption that the audience is 

already aware of the values of a liberal education and has made the choice to attend a 

liberal arts college. Thus Davidson’s viewbook highlights the resources available to its 

students. It provides lists and straightforward answers to straightforward questions and 

asks readers to visit the campus for an opportunity to answer the more complicated 

questions face-to-face.  
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CHAPTER THREE: IMAGES 

Images are arguably the most important aspect of a college viewbook. As the 

adage says, a picture is worth a thousand words. In the case of viewbooks, an image can 

allow a prospective student to picture themselves on campus, serve as visual evidence for 

claims made in the book, and reflect the campus identity and institutional values. Just like 

the text in viewbooks, the images included in viewbooks are important to study for their 

persuasive arguments. Though a quick glance may suggest that the images are included to 

keep a reader’s attention or distract them with pretty pictures, looking more closely at the 

images one can see that the photos in viewbooks are contributing to larger arguments as 

well as making their own arguments. While each viewbook has multiple images, for each 

school’s viewbook I will briefly describe in general terms how images are used in the 

publication, explain how unique or notable features work, and analyze a single image in 

terms informed by the analysis of each school in the previous chapter. 

Elon 

Elon’s 2009 viewbook, as described previously, looks like a well-loved 

scrapbook. It is cluttered with handwritten sections, intentionally unlevel and skewed text 

boxes, and images that are photoshopped to look ripped, torn, or quickly cut. Rather than 

looking neat and organized, the book has a messy, homemade, worn-in feel. There are 

over 100 images present in the viewbook, though this number cannot be exact because so 

many images are photoshopped and layered on top of each other; on some pages it is 

difficult to determine where one photo ends and another begins. This viewbook could be 

described as a collage. There is very little blank space, and images and words are often 
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placed on top of each other. The large number of closely-cropped images, bright colors, 

and different fonts make the design feel overly stimulating. To describe it colloquially, 

this is not your mother’s viewbook. 

While all three viewbooks rely heavily on stock images and clearly posed photos, 

Elon’s viewbook features a large number of images of student-in-action. The action 

images are usually cropped so as to focus only on the subject, or on the point of interest 

in the image. These cropped action photos show students skateboarding, running, 

dancing, singing, kayaking, fishing, playing tug-of-war, and competing in sports. Images 

are cropped to include only the focal subject; this technique takes out the context that 

comes from the background setting, and eliminates other potential subjects from the 

shifting focus. This design strategy gives more room for the reader’s imagination by 

making the context ambiguous. For example, as shown in figure 1,  if a student is 73

pictured raising her hand to ask a question the reader has space to imagine herself in that 

context. Different readers will have different mental images of what class the student was 

in, how many students were in the classroom, what the classroom looked like, what the 

professor looked like, or how the professor was teaching, by lecture or demonstration.  

73 Figure 1a is a scanned version of page 4 in Elon’s 2009 viewbook. Figure 1b is an 
enlarged portion of the bottom left corner of figure 1a. 
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By making the context more ambiguous, these cropped images also make photos 

of people and things more versatile for placement in the viewbook. If something in the 

original photograph does not support the claim being suggested, the creators of the 

viewbook can crop the image, while still being able to use the parts that serve their 

purpose. If a group of students takes a picture together and off to the side or in the 

background is bystander mid-sneeze, the editor can simply crop the sneezy passerby out 

of the image. 

Having cropped action images also allows space for more images to be included. 

Instead of needing to decide which sport should be prioritized on the two pages about 

athletics, creators of the viewbook are able to include closeup images of student athletes 

running track, playing soccer, basketball, and baseball, as well as an aerial image of the 

packed football stadium and closeups of cheering fans.  This busyness of the page 74

74 A collage of student athletes from all of these sports can be seen on page 48 and 49.  
45 



  
 

touches multiple sports, and also conveys to the readers the level of excitement and 

activity on campus. 

More important than the use of the design strategy, however, is the choice of what 

is featured in the images: the subject. Subjects of images do not have to be people. For 

example, schools with distinctive architecture on campus may choose to highlight their 

bell tower or another well-known building. The subject of an image can be a building, 

animal, tree, or foliage. While some images included in Elon’s viewbook do contain 

backgrounds with building, animals, trees, and foliage, fewer than ten images feature a 

non-human as the subject. This choice shows a dedication to people, rather than to 

infrastructure. This dedication to people, specifically to students, can be clearly seen from 

the first page of Elon’s viewbook. 

 Upon opening Elon’s viewbook, the reader sees a large image on the first page 

and smaller pictures with text on the second, as seen in figure 2. The image is of a female 

student in lab goggles, gloves, and holding scientific instruments in her hands. Based on 

the descriptive text, made to look like a ripped notebook page, the audience can deduce 

that the student is working with a cadaver (not pictured). The out-of-focus skeleton 

models behind the student, paired with the protective lab-wear, add credibility to the 

student and highlight the unique opportunity for hands-on learning at Elon. The next 

page, facing the image of the student, is approximately 75 percent text, with a few cut out 

images of students. The heading which starts on page one and spreads to page two reads 

“Challenge yourself!” On page two the sub header reads, “At Elon, learning is MORE 

than just knowing the right answers” and the text below references engaged learning, and 
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a foundation in the arts and sciences. The student is challenging herself in a serious, 

hands-on learning environment. 

The image of the student is tightly framed and at an angle that suggests intimacy. 

This perspective invites the viewer to imagine themselves in the classroom with the 

pictured student. The tight shot on the subject eliminates other subjects from view. With 

her eyes focused on her work, the student looks dedicated and attentive, ignoring the 

camera in favor of her research. While there were likely other students and an instructor 

in the lab when the photograph was taken, the exclusion of other subjects communicates 

the dedication and academic rigor required of students, as well as the trust given to 

students. Students are not only dedicated to hands-on learning and their education, but 

students are also even trusted to work with cadavers, an area which is both scientific and 

sacred. The closeness of the subject to the camera reinforces an intimate feeling with the 

reader. 

The choice to print the descriptive text in cursive-handwriting font further helps 

the institution present itself as accessible. While the image reflects a seriousness given to 

her work, the student’s quotation in a handwritten font on a ripped piece of notebook 

paper suggests a closeness and congeniality. The relationship between the current student 

(pictured) and the incoming student (reader) is now established. The student pictured is 

inviting the reader to join her academic community.  
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Even the viewbook images that are uncropped or without a clear subject still show 

students in hands-on learning environments. Shirtless male students work on robots at 

computers inches away from the edge of a swimming pool on one page while students are 

cleaning up storm debris on the next page. 

While this thesis is focused on viewbooks published shortly after the recession, it 

is important to note the difference between images in Elon’s 2009 viewbook and its 2006 

edition, in order to highlight the importance of placing a student as the subject. 

Upon opening Elon’s 2006 viewbook, the first thing a reader sees is an aerial shot 

of a large building spread over the entirety of the first two pages, as shown in figure 3. In 

front of the large brick building with large windows and white trim is a beautifully 

maintained flowerbed and perfectly manicured lawn. Though far away and 
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indistinguishable, the viewer can see four pairs of figures walking in different directions 

and one individual walking toward the building. The vivid green of the grass and trees 

contrasts the red brick of the sidewalk and building. The text “discover how ELON 

brings learning to life” is anchored in the bottom right side of the image. While the flora 

look full of life, the campus looks lifeless as far as humans and one would suggest, 

learning, go. Not only are there a surprisingly small number of people in the wide-angle 

shot, but the focal point of the image is a large, lifeless building. Though the tagline 

suggests otherwise, there is no evidence of learning being brought to life in this image. 

By highlighting an image of a lifeless building, the 2006 viewbook is 

communicating a commitment to maintained facilities and grounds. The grass and flower 

beds are beautiful; they look perfectly manicured and pristine. It appears that no one has 

ever cut across the grass while running late to a class or sunbathed there and watched a 

game of frisbee on a beautiful day. This campus looks perfect, but it does not look lived 

in. The wide-view aerial shot renders the object in the image as far away and out of 

reach. This sterility and out-of-reach quality may be helpful in crafting an elite aurra for 

the school, but it also makes the school appear much less accessible and inviting.  
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Whether the changes made to the images in the viewbook across the years were 

due to a shift in marketing strategy after the start of the recession, a general change is 

aesthetics, or an unknown reason, the focus on students in the 2009 viewbook helps to 

strengthen the argument that Elon provides a student-centered, hands-on education. 

Davidson 

 Davidson’s viewbook is aesthetically different from Elon’s. The images and text 

fit together like a grid, with all elements being level and aligned, as seen in figure 4. The 

viewbook uses three distinct fonts, as well as red and yellow accent colors. While there is 

a lot of information contained on the pages, they do not look busy or cluttered. There are 

over 50 unique photos in the viewbook, plus repeated images of students, cropped to 

show only their upper bodies on the cover and first page. Unlike Elon’s viewbook, all of 

the images have square edges, with no closely-cropped images in irregular shapes. 
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Additionally, the viewbook relies on traditional methods for emphasizing subjects in 

images such as closeups, simple backgrounds, and selective focus.   75

 

 
Though the viewbook appears more organized and clean-cut than Elon’s and the 

strategies for emphasizing subjects are different, the images used in Davidson’s 

viewbook still make clear arguments about the education offered at Davidson. 

Unlike the images in Elon’s viewbook, there is only one image of Davidson 

students doing explicitly STEM-related research. While there are photos of students 

working on computers, the images of students in classrooms and doing school work do 

not give preference to a specific discipline. Almost all images in the viewbook feature 

students as the subject. This choice demonstrates a focus on students as individuals. The 

75 Selective focus refers to focussing on the subject and making images behind or in front 
of the subject appear blurry or unfocused.  
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“small school feel” is present and reinforced in the images of individuals and small 

groups. Since the background has not been edited out of the images in this viewbook, the 

images offer an opportunity to show off the grounds and facilities without shifting the 

focus from the student. 

On one of the last pages of the viewbook there is an image of two students on a 

bench in front of a brick archway, shown in figure 5.  The viewer can see the unfocused, 76

slightly blurry image of a building in the background. The primary focus, however, is on 

the students, laughing and smiling while one holds a book. This image shows the 

collegiate relationship between the two students. Classmates are happy to laugh and talk 

about their classes together. 

Since the creators of the viewbook kept this color image uncropped,  the viewer 77

can also see the environment that surrounds the pair. The fall foliage and sunlight in the 

background suggests the setting is a beautiful fall day. The comfortable weather is perfect 

for sitting on campus with no need for jacket. The brick archway behind the pair shows 

the historic architecture that surrounds students when they are on campus. The space 

looks open, yet fairly secluded. This setting shows that students can maintain a sense a 

privacy, while still feeling safe. 

The blurry building in the background, constructed in a style similar to the brick 

archway gives the setting a timeless feel. Unlike campuses where the decade of each 

76 Figure 5a is a scanned version of page 14 in Davidson’s 2009 viewbook. Figure 5b is 
an enlarged portion of the bottom right corner of figure 1a. 
77 I think it is important to note that no image is truly “uncropped” or “unedited.” By 
choosing what to include and exclude from the frame, the photographer is already 
manipulating the image. I use the term only to differentiate from the close-cropped 
images seen in Elon’s viewbook.  
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building’s construction is suggested in the architecture, here the buildings’ features are 

consistent and well-matched. From what the viewer can see of campus in this image, it 

looks historic and well-maintained. These buildings were not put up quickly and cheaply; 

they were an investment for the future. Similarly, an education from Davidson is an 

investment that will stand the test of time.  

             

 
Though the background suggests a commitment to history and the comforts of a 

beautiful campus, the focus ultimately remains of the subjects of the image: two college 

students smiling over a book. 

UNC Asheville 

While the viewbook for UNC Asheville is more cluttered than Davidson’s 

viewbook, it looks significantly more well-organized than Elon’s. All the images are 

rectangular, but some of the images and text boxes are intentionally skewed and unlevel. 
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There are over 50 photographs in the viewbook and, like the other two schools, most 

feature students as the subjects. Almost every even-numbered page features a full-page 

image with writing partially covering it, and the odd-numbered pages are primarily text 

with some small photographs scattered in. Like Davidson, UNCA’s viewbook relies on 

traditional methods for emphasizing subjects in images such as closeups, simple 

backgrounds, and contrasting colors. For example, the image below shows three students 

collecting samples from a stream. The red shirt and rods make the male student closest to 

the camera the primary subject, rather than letting him blend into the background. This 

strategy of using contrasting colors to show focus is often present in this viewbook, most 

likely because the decision to include images with backgrounds of trees and foliage 

draws further attention to some of UNCA’s most highlighted features.  
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Though almost half of the UNCA viewbook photos were taken outdoors, one of 

the most persuasive images is of two students inside, in a recording studio, shown in 

figure 7. One student is sitting at the keyboard with his back to the camera. One hand is 

resting on the keys, and the other is blurry from moving. The second hand appears to 

have just played a chord or to be about to. The other student looks down at the keyboard 

with his hands on other recording equipment. The cutline at the bottom of the image 

reads, “Take a hands-on approach to education: Whether composing music on classic 

synthesizers in the Bob Moog electronic music studio or examining proteins for cancer 

research in a Zeis Hall lab, you'll learn by doing at UNC Asheville.” This image and 

cutline are particularly persuasive for several reasons. First, images of students in 

hands-on learning environments are usually of science students conducting research 

either outdoors or in labs. This image shows the possibility of hands-on research for 

students who decided not to pursue STEM majors. As shown in the list of majors and 

minors on the page next to the image, psychology and literature & language are the two 

most popular majors at UNCA, neither of which is STEM. While electronic music 

composition is not a part of psychology or literature & language, the fact that a discipline 

in the arts is featured in such an important picture is telling. 

Additionally, the image of the students in the music studio highlights the 

skill-related opportunities, in this case to compose and record music, that are often 

associated with career colleges. The difference, however, is that at a career college the 

same student would not have the opportunity to study both music composition and 

biology in hands-on learning environments. The resources available to students are 
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further highlighted by the cutline naming the music studio. Not only is there an 

opportunity for music students to work with high-end technology, but there is an entire 

studio dedicated just to electronic music. 

Lastly, the image shows collaboration between two students. Though music 

composition may seem like a solitary area of study, the collaboration of the two students 

shows the communal nature of an education from UNCA. Students working together 

demonstrates a sense of community and cooperation.  

 

  
Not only do the environmental science students have an opportunity for hands-on 

work, in the nearby streams and forests mentioned in the viewbook, but students studying 

majors in the arts are also provided tangible, real world resources. 
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Overarching Themes 

While each of the three viewbooks used different methods, each viewbook 

communicated its school’s commitment to the student. By making students, rather than 

buildings or professors, the subject of the images, the viewbooks highlight hands-on 

learning, collaboration, and dedication to student learning. When buildings are shown, 

they are placed in the background and provide evidence of the resources available to 

students. These visual strategies not only reinforce claims made by the text, 

predominantly regarding the hands-on education a student receives, but the images in the 

viewbooks also invite students to imagine themselves, literally to see themselves, in the 

company of the photographed students, as students at the school.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

Cost of attendance is one of the biggest obstacles for students attempting to earn a 

college degree.  In 2014 approximately 70 percent of college students graduated with 78

student loan debt.  Just like advertisements for any other product or service, colleges are 79

expected to include price of attendance in their viewbooks. Where colleges choose to 

include these costs and how the costs are framed differ from viewbook to viewbook. In 

this chapter I will look at the structure of viewbooks and pay special attention to where 

tuition and fees are included in the book, as well as how they are framed.  I will argue 

that each college framed the cost of attendance to align with their previously 

communicated values.  

Elon University 

At Elon, academics are given priority placement in the viewbook. The viewbook, 

which is sixty pages long, is organized into sections grouped by topic. The first two 

sections provide information about academics and “Elon Experiences,” both given twelve 

pages each. There are subtopics on classes, majors and programs, faculty, and Winter 

78 “Student Loan Expectations: Myth vs. Reality.” US News & World Report. Accessed 
April 21, 2019. 
https://www.usnews.com/news/blogs/data-mine/2014/10/07/student-loan-expectations-m
yth-vs-reality .  
79 Hess, Abigail. “Here’s How Much the Average Student Loan Borrower Owes When 
They Graduate,” February 15, 2018. 
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/02/15/heres-how-much-the-average-student-loan-borrower-o
wes-when-they-graduate.html .  
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Term,  as well as the Elon Experiences, mentioned previously as internships, study 80

abroad, research, leadership, and service.  

Following the pages on Elon Experiences is the introduction of Elon Fellows, a 

group of six prestigious fellowship programs that offers scholarships, study abroad 

grants, and special housing for some recipients. In addition to highlighting Elon’s 

commitment to academic excellence, this program shows one way Elon makes attendance 

more affordable for highly-motivated students. These four pages dedicated to the 

fellowship program show that hands-on learning experiences, presented previously in the 

viewbook, can be attainable for hard-working students who apply for merit-based awards. 

Though not all fellows receive scholarships, for example only five of the twenty-five 

leadership fellows receive scholarships, potential applicants are shown that a fellowship 

is an opportunity for funding.  

Following four pages on first year experiences and alumni spotlights and eighteen 

pages about campus life, the last ten pages of the viewbook are about admissions and 

financial aid. This section looks completely different from the rest of the viewbook. 

Whereas the majority of the viewbook is full of color, different fonts, and collages of 

student portraits, this section is printed in black and green on white paper. Information on 

scholarships, financial aid, and the admissions process covers the page with columns like 

a newspaper. Though the Elon Fellows program is highlighted earlier, most information 

on costs and finances is left for this section at the end.  

80 Winter Term is an opportunity for students to take one four-week, four-hour course 
during the month of January. Some courses, including “Business of NASCAR” and 
“Kennedy Assassination in Film” are only offered during this term.  
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The first focus is on scholarships and financial aid. A paragraph included directly 

above descriptions of all the scholarships states, “At Elon, the first financial aid policy is 

to keep the cost reasonable. According to the latest statistics available, the cost of tuition, 

fees, room and board at Elon is nine percent below the national average for private 

colleges and universities. We invite you to compare the quality and cost of an Elon 

education with any other private institution.” This disclaimer, as well as descriptions of 

scholarships, is placed on the page immediately before the cost of attendance is revealed. 

Before readers turn the page to see the cost of attendance, they are told that price of 

attendance at Elon is lower than the national average. This disclaimer works as a 

preemptive counter-argument, protecting the reader from potential private college sticker 

shock. The invitation for readers to compare cost and quality at other private institutions 

demonstrates a level of transparency and trust. Without admitting it explicitly, Elon is 

recognizing that its cost of attendance may seem high, but anticipates that sentiment by 

presenting an argument that the price is closer to a bargain. These facts suggest that other 

schools with comparable resources cost even more.  

After flipping the page, the reader’s eye is drawn to a dark green box with tuition 

and fee information clearly written out. On this page is information on need-based 

assistance, non-need-based loans, and payment plan options, as well as a checklist on 

how to apply for financial aid displayed in a larger font than the text around it. This page 

outlines the several options a reader has for paying for their Elon education, and includes 

encouraging statistics on the percentage of students who receive financial aid, and the 

designation of Elon as a “best buy” university in Fiske’s Guide to Colleges . Readers who 
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are worried about funding their college education can be comforted in the opportunities 

available for grants, scholarships, and loans.  

The dark green box with tuition and other costs is located on the left page, in the 

bottom right corner, closest to the fold. The dark color allows readers who have already 

read through the book to easily locate the green box, but the placement near the fold 

makes it more difficult for readers who are flipping through the book to find it, since it is 

not placed on the outer edge. This placement makes it more difficult for readers to find 

the tuition and fee information before reading the disclaimer that Elon’s price is 

comparable with other universities’ and that financial aid options are available. Though 

readers can always choose in what order they look at the viewbook, this strategy gives 

more control to the creators of the book over what the reader sees first. After the box with 

cost of attendance information, there are two pages outlining admissions information and 

processes, followed by a tear-out official application to be completed and returned to the 

Office of Admissions.  

The distinct shift in overall aesthetics and language reflects the focus on the 

expected audience for this section of the viewbook. While the intended audience for the 

entire viewbook is the prospective student and their family, I would argue that the 

colorful, image-filled pages of the book are marketed for prospective students, whereas 

the financial aid section is likely targeted to parents and guardians of the student. As a 

high school student in 2011 and 2012, most of my attention was focused on sections 

about academics and campus life in the promotional materials from college admissions 

offices. Conversely, as a recent college graduate who had just made her first student loan 
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payment, I closely reviewed information on financial aid when my younger sister was 

looking at and applying to colleges.  

The shift in language and aesthetics also signals a differentiation between the 

ethos of the institution and the necessary information on finances. The rest of the 

viewbook shows the reader the essence of the institution, whereas the section on finances 

and the application process is necessary, but not defining.  

Davidson College  

The question-and-answer format of Davidson’s eighteen-page viewbook means 

that, instead of being organized by topics and subtopics, the viewbook is organized by 

twenty-four questions which are loosely grouped together.  Questions about academics, 

out-of-classroom educational experiences, and academic resources make up the first half 

of the viewbook, while questions on student life, the admissions process, and financial 

aid are in the second half. As described in previous chapters, the Davidson viewbook 

focuses on resources that make Davidson unique. Rather than attempting to establish its 

liberal arts spirit in the pages of a promotional pamphlet, the viewbook asks readers to 

visit campus to find the answers that are more complex, like “describing the special mix 

of freedom and responsibility that comes with Davidson’s Honor Code.” The viewbook is 

providing information and asking students to come see for themselves whether Davidson 

is the right school for them. This stance eliminates the need, as seen in Elon’s viewbook, 

to differentiate between the brand, that the school has worked hard to establish in the 

viewbook, and cost of attendance, which is a necessary component of the book. Davidson 

62 



  
 

can answer the question of how much tuition costs without fear of it harming its brand 

identity.  

The last five questions of the Davidson viewbook deal with cost of attendance. 

Question twenty asks, “Can I afford Davidson? How much will it cost?” The answer, 

which is one paragraph long, starts with a disclaimer about how issues of affordability are 

different from family to family. It then shares the percentage of students from the year 

before who were eligible for need-based financial aid, as well as the percentage of 

students who received athletic scholarships or merit-based scholarships.  The preface 81

noting how many students receive financial aid acts as a pre-emptive counter argument, 

similar to Elon’s. Before the viewbook discloses how much attendance will cost, readers 

should know that financial aid is an option. Only then are readers given the 

“comprehensive cost,” or total cost combining room and board, tuition, and fees. The last 

sentence of the paragraph suggests readers look at questions twenty-one through 

twenty-four to learn more. Since the cost of attendance is in  the paragraph, it is difficult 

for a reader to quickly skim over the page and see the cost without also seeing 

information on financial aid.  

The next two questions ask about need-blind admissions and The Davidson Trust. 

Not only is Davidson need-blind, meaning that a student’s ability to pay is not considered 

in the admissions process, but through The Davidson Trust, students will have 100 

percent of demonstrated need met by grants and student employment, not loans. This 

81 According to the viewbook, in the Class of 2013, 44% of students were eligible for 
need-based aid, 9% received athletic scholarships, and 9% received merit-based 
scholarships.  
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approach means that students who would otherwise not be able to afford the cost of 

attendance are able to attend without taking out loans. While students are still responsible 

for whatever their expected family contribution is calculated to be, as determined by their 

FAFSA,  students can attend Davidson without accruing debt.  82

The final two questions relate to how financial need is calculated, and how 

merit-based scholarships are awarded. In sum, the answers to these five questions help 

address concerns that readers might have about how financial aid is determined. Like 

other schools, Davidson uses standards set by the U.S. Department of Education to 

determine financial need.  

By putting information about academics at the front of the viewbook and 

information about financial aid at the end, Davidson is demonstrating its commitment to 

prioritizing academics. As communicated through its answers on need-blind admissions 

and The Davidson Trust, Davidson does not want financial need to be an obstacle for 

student success. This goal is mirrored in its viewbook structure. The school is making 

sure that finances are taken care of while maintaining a focus on academic success.  

University of North Carolina Asheville  

UNCA’s twenty-six page viewbook  starts with an introduction to the public 83

liberal arts and the affordability that classification brings. The second page boasts of the 

82 The FAFSA is the Free Application for Federal Federal Student Aid. Expected Family 
Contribution is determined by the U.S. Department of Education, based on a family’s 
taxed and untaxed income, assets, benefits, size of family, and number of family 
members enrolled in college.  
83 This viewbook has page numbers that would suggest it has twenty-eight pages, but the 
front and back cover are included in that number, making twenty-six pages of material 
plus two covers.  
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small classes, personal attention, and hands-on learning students should expect, but with 

the price of a public school, and cites its recognition as a “best value” in higher education 

according to several college guides. After the introduction, the rest of the viewbook is 

organized by academics, life outside of schoolwork, and alumni success stories, followed 

by tuition information and steps on how to apply.  

It starts by mentioning UNCA’s affordability on the second page when the reader 

first opens the book. Unlike Elon’s viewbook, which attempts to separate the brand ethos 

from discussion on cost of attendance, or Davidson’s, which does not attempt to establish 

a brand identity in its viewbook, the price of attendance is  a prominent part of the spirit of 

UNCA. At its heart, UNCA is both a public school and a liberal arts college, so the 

attractive cost of attendance is very much a part of UNCA’s identity. In the same way 

that the school highlights its small class sizes, a staple in a liberal arts education, it also 

highlights the low cost of attendance, an important characteristic of a public college.  

At the end of the viewbook, immediately after the section on careers and two 

pages before the last page, UNCA talks about its tuition price and financial aid. The page 

with financial aid information has an autumnal photo of trees on campus as the 

background with a two large text boxes centered on the page. In big letters are the words, 

“value affordable” with the sentence, “The price tag at UNC Asheville is remarkably 

affordable, especially when you compare numbers with private schools and other 

universities.” Under the sentence the viewbook lists the prices for tuition,  housing and 84

food service, and the total cost. The orange colored text box catches a reader's eye, and 

84 Because this is a state school, there are different tuition prices for in-state and 
out-of-state students, both clearly labeled.  
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the bolded fonts make the list of prices easy to read. UNCA is not attempting to hide its 

price; it is proud of the low cost and highlights it. Unlike Elon and Davidson’s 

viewbooks, in which cost of attendance is difficult to find, UNCA’s cost is proudly 

displayed and even foreshadowed on page two.  

Directly below the text box containing tuition cost is a box with information about 

financial aid. The text box explains that more than half of students receive financial 

assistance and that more than eighty-five percent of aid was met through scholarships, 

grants, and loans. Rather than prefacing the cost of attendance with warnings that other 

schools are even more expensive, UNCA shows the modest tuition, and then offers 

suggestions for how to pay it. While it still provides suggestions for paying for school, it 

is not apologetic about its price.  

The page facing the financial aid and cost information also features a text box 

over an image of trees on campus, but this box includes rankings and quotations from 

college review organizations like The Princeton Review  and Fiske Guide to Colleges . 

This page highlights that UNCA students graduate with less debt than those attending 

other colleges in the UNC system,  and that UNCA is ranked in the top fifty best values 85

for in-state and out-of-state students.  UNCA is highlighting its affordability compared 86

to other schools that its target audience is likely considering.  

Following the pages about tuition, financial aid, and rankings is information on 

the admissions process and how to apply. Throughout the viewbook readers have been 

85 This finding is attributed to U.S. News & World Report guide to America’s Best 
Colleges.  
86 This observation is attributed to Kiplinger’s Personal Finance .  
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introduced to academics at UNCA, a focus on the liberal arts, student experiences, life in 

Asheville, successful alumni, and the cost of attendance. As Elon’s viewbook guides its 

readers through the college experience and the essence of Elon, UNCA’s viewbook 

functions similarly but includes tuition and financial aid prominently, as well. UNCA 

finds recruiting advantage in acknowledging that paying for college is part of the college 

experience.  

Overarching Themes 

Though each school framed financial aid and tuition costs differently, each did so 

in a way that was consistent with its established institutional identity. In addition to 

saving all mention of cost and payment until the end, Elon’s viewbook shows a dramatic 

shift in format and aesthetic, seemingly separating cost from institutional values. 

Davidson’s viewbook, which makes less of an attempt to communicate institutional 

identity than Elon’s, prioritizes information on academic resources while assuring readers 

that cost should not be obstacle to their success. Lastly, UNCA highlights its affordable 

tuition as a central part of it its institutional identity as a public liberal arts college.  
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CONCLUSION 

In order to better understand how liberal arts colleges communicate their values 

during times of economic uncertainty, this thesis looked at admissions viewbook from 

three liberal arts colleges published shortly after the Great Recession, and analyzed 

arguments made for the value of a liberal arts education. I hoped to find similarities in the 

ways liberal arts colleges argued their purpose and worth. While there were overlaps in 

this set of viewbooks, surprisingly there was little overlap among the three.  

Elon’s viewbook highlights how an education will benefit the reader’s career path 

and life after education. Specifically, the viewbook shows how an education from its 

school would prepare students for the outside world and highlighted the hands-on, 

student-driven education their institution offers. This viewbook communicated these 

values through narratives of student experiences inside and outside of the classroom, as 

well as through spotlights of alumni who have achieved career success, be it financial or 

otherwise. It framed the academic experience as building a tool set, and the 

outside-of-classroom experiences as opportunities to practice using those tools and skills. 

In its visuals, Elon used closely-cropped images of students to highlight students as the 

focal point. In addition to saving all mention of cost and payment until the end, Elon’s 

viewbook shows a dramatic shift in the format and aesthetic of the latter portion, 

seemingly separating cost from institutional values. 

Davidson’s viewbook works on the assumption that the audience is already aware 

of the values of a liberal education and has made the choice to attend a liberal arts 

college. Thus the Davidson viewbook highlights its specific resources available to 
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students. It provides lists and straightforward answers to straightforward questions and 

asks readers to visit the campus for an opportunity to answer the more complicated 

questions face-to-face. Rather than attempting to establish its liberal arts spirit in the 

pages of a promotional pamphlet, the viewbook asks readers to visit campus and discover 

for themselves. Similar to Elon’s visual strategy of cropping images to show only student 

subjects, the images in Davidson’s viewbook use selective focus to make students the 

clear subjects in images. This visual strategy offers an opportunity for Davidson to show 

off its grounds and facilities without shifting the focus from the student. Davidson’s 

viewbook, which makes less of an attempt to communicate institutional identity than the 

other schools studied, prioritizes information on academic resources in the structure of 

the viewbook while assuring readers that cost should not be obstacle to their success. 

Finally, UNC Asheville focused on the direct application of an education from its 

school. Instead of relying on lofty language about how an education from UNCA 

prepares students for life after college, the viewbook uses tangible examples to show how 

students are prepared after graduation. Similar to Elon’s, this viewbook shows how  an 

education from UNCA school would prepare students for the outside world and 

highlighted the hands-on, student-driven education its institution offers. Through 

narratives of student experiences inside and outside of the classroom, as well as through 

spotlights of alumni who have achieved career success, this viewbook communicates the 

multitude of opportunities for students who have studied in the liberal arts tradition. The 

the other two schools, UNCA focuses on students as the subjects in images used in the 

viewbook. In addition to showing students outside in nature, UNCA’s images show the 
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possibility of hands-on research for students who decided not to pursue STEM majors. 

Lastly, instead of separating tuition costs from the rest of the viewbook or putting it in 

small print in the middle of a paragraph, UNCA highlights its affordable tuition as a 

central part of it its institutional identity as a public liberal arts college.  

While each of the schools utilize similar strategies for visuals, and place financial 

aid and tuition costs in their viewbook in a way that aligns with their previously 

communicated values, the schools place varying levels of value on the viewbook itself. 

Though each of the texts meets the definition of a viewbook, they do not appear to have 

the same goals. Elon’s viewbook could serve as a replacement for a campus visit, 

Davidson’s viewbook works as a collection of important information to have before the 

campus visit, and UNCA’s viewbook works to pique interest both from students seeking 

a public school education, and those seeking a liberal arts college.  

Each of these viewbooks tackles the issue of the cost of a liberal arts education, 

though obliquely. Before that project however, each volume establishes the primacy of 

the student. The post recession viewbooks are long on the student experience and 

especially hands-on versions of learning. All three schools present their costs as some 

form of bargain: Elon’s costs are below the national average; Davidson’s trust means no 

loans for admitted students; and UNCA’s public school status renders it a genuine 

bargain. So even on matters of economics, these three apparently-similar schools tell 

different stories. This thesis has documented that in post-recession world liberal arts 

schools must justify their worth. These viewbooks illustrate three of these justification 

narratives.  
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Due to the cyclical nature of the economy, there will inevitably be more 

recessions and times of economic trouble in our country’s future. If the current economic 

and political climate is any indication, there will also likely be a simultaneous need for 

more liberal arts graduates and some popular sentiment that liberal arts schools are elitist 

and out of touch. This research can inform both institutions and individual scholars in 

practical ways to draw in new students. While the viewbook is the text studied in this 

thesis, the viewbook is just the medium for the arguments. Arguments for the values of a 

liberal arts education can also be seen in college websites, social media posts, videos, 

speeches, and other promotional materials, and the method of analysis used in this thesis 

could be applied to look at the arguments found in those mediums. Due in part to their 

small size and the fact that their values are contested in the political sphere by 

anti-intellectual sentiment, liberal arts colleges are vulnerable to both shifts in public 

opinion and changes to the economy. This thesis works to aid in building the body of 

literature on liberal arts colleges with the goal to support their continued success.  
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ADDITIONAL THOUGHTS  

The Story Behind My Texts 

All of the viewbooks were distributed within 3 years after the stock market 

crashed and recession started. The recession started in late 2007 and ended in mid 2009 

but, because recovery was slow, the effects of the recession were felt for years after the 

official end. Two viewbooks were distributed in 2009, and the third was distributed in 

2010. I ended up focusing on viewbooks from different years because of limited 

resources in the archives I visited. I had assumed that every school would have copies of 

previous admissions materials easily available, but I quickly discovered that archivists 

can only hold on to what is given to them: if no one gives copies to the archives, the 

hardworking archivists have no way of saving them.  

I had originally intended to include Warren Wilson College in my analysis. Here 

is a description I wrote in an earlier draft of chapter one:  

Warren Wilson College (WWC), located just outside of Asheville in Swannanoa, 
North Carolina, is a small private college home to just under 600 students. In 
addition to its small size, WWC is unique from the other schools I am looking at 
in that it requires all residential students to work on campus at least 10 hours per 
week.  Started in 1894 as a vocational school for young men who had never had 87

a formal education, WWC maintained its commitment to service learning and 
outside-of-classroom experiences when it transitioned to a liberal arts college in 
the 1970s.  Students can work tagging and maintaining trees in their 600-acre 88

forest, farming and raising livestock on their 275 acres of farmland, woodworking 
and creating fiber art in one of their shops, or serving food in one of the dining 
halls.  In 2008 tuition was just over 22,500 dollars.   89 90

87 “Work Program.” Warren Wilson College (blog). Accessed February 16, 2019. 
https://www.warren-wilson.edu/academics/work-program/ . 
88 “History.” Warren Wilson College (blog). Accessed February 16, 2019. 
https://www.warren-wilson.edu/about/history/ .  
89 “Work Crews.” Warren Wilson College (blog). Accessed February 16, 2019. 
https://www.warren-wilson.edu/academics/work-program/work-crews/ . 
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After working with the archivist who was searching different departments to find the 

viewbook, I received a call that the admissions office had recently gotten a new director 

and had moved buildings. In the shuffle of a new boss and new building, previous years’ 

viewbooks and other admissions materials were thrown away. The archivist found 

handwritten memos from a previous admissions director, and offered to put me in contact 

with him, but any materials that were not already in the archives were lost. This was a 

bummer but it also gave me a greater appreciation for archivists. Aside from my 

childhood librarian who organized my town’s summer reading program, I have never 

appreciated librarians as much as I have during this project.  

A Story Comes Full Circle  

I realized shortly before finishing my thesis, while digging through Facebook to 

find an old photo of myself, that I  had been a model in admissions materials at the 

University of Mary Washington early in my collegiate career. I had completely forgotten 

about the marketing campaign I had played a small part in. My hope is that maybe 

someday a communication student in search of materials for her thesis will find this 

photo of me and decide to use it in her project. Perhaps she will argue that UMW was 

communicating their values of collaboration, diversity, and out-of-the-box thinking when 

on their admissions materials they placed a photo of me sitting barefoot, cross-legged, on 

top of a table, in front of someone else’s computer, pretending to work on a project with 

90 “Tuition and Fees, 1998-99 Through 2018-19.” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
December 31, 2018.  https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/tuition-and-fees . 
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my classmate (who I had actually met 10 minutes prior). To her, I say this: good luck 

with your thesis. I don’t know you but I know you can do it.  

 
This is a photo a family friend of mine took when he received his admissions materials 
from UMW. I am wearing my favorite at the time: pink capris and a striped shirt.  
 

 
This image, which was used to promote completion of course evaluations, is similar to 
the one used in admissions materials; it is just easier to see.   
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