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THE STUDENT IN THE UNITED STATES AND HIS UNIVERSITY 

By 
Robert M. Strozier 

Dean of Students, The University of Chicago 

Vera was living in her native Czecko-slovakia when she was chosen to receive 
a generous fellowship, off·ered jointly by International House of Chicago and the 
University of Chicago. Her dessier, sent from the Charles University, showed that 
she was an excellent student, that she had interrupted her studies during the war, 
that she had already shown traits of leadership. 

She was brought to my office by the adviser to foreign students of the Univer
sity, soon after she arrived for the fall term of 1947. She was thin and somewhat 
drawn, shy and hesitant about speaking, although her superiority was immediately 
evident. We discussed her academic objectives briefly together, and she and the 
adviser left to attend central registration in the men's gymnasium. She snrank 
from entering the building when she saw a uniformed campus guard. Reassured by 
the adviser that nothing could be more innocuous than the campus police, she ad
mitted that her years during the war had made her afraid of all uniforms. 

When Vera began her residence in International House she stayed close to the 
other Czech students at first. She went for her physical examination at the 
student health and found that she was in good condition although the war years 
had taken their toll. 

Within three months she started to gain weight, she made friends on all sides, 
she came to the particular attention of several of the most distin~~ished profes
sors in the Division of the Social Sciences where she was studying Political Sci
ence. She bec~e a member of the student council of the International House and 
began her service there in helping to co-ordinate the social and cultural program 
of the House. She instigated forums and discussion groups where she and her col
leagues from abroad could discuss with stUdents of this country the problems of 
the post-war generation. She was preparing to go back to her native land as a 
teacher and to aid in her countryt.s particular dilemma. 

Then came the coup d'etat and Czecko-slovakia passed behind the Iron Curtain. 
I shall never forget my interview with her immediately after she learned the sad 
news. The ease with which she had been learning to associate with other students, 
the confidence which she had regained, the trust which she was coming to find 
again in human beings, all seemed to vanish in a fleet second. She was the drawn, 
tense, cynical young woman who had arrived only a few months earlier •. 

She talked with me frankly but with great amotion about her situation. She 
had lost both of her parents during the war; her fiance had been killed; she had 
served in the underground and known the greatest physical deprivation. She added 
with a kind of desperation that she felt she could not return to a life without 
freedom. She was willing to give up her personal property and possessions in 
Prague in order to live freely and independently. 

The Committee on Fellowships of the International House met in extraordinary 
session and decided to break its precedent and renew Vera's fellowship for another 
year. The UniversiV concurred and a yearts freedom was assured. 



-2-

B,y now Vera was well established in the University community. Her departmental 
adviser agreed that she should be admitted to candidacy for the Ph.D. degree. She 
took as her personal mission work for her former friends at the Charles University 
who wanted to escape the political situation there. The University of Chicago 
which had served as a home for the elder Mazaryk years before, and provided asylum 
for Benes more recently, was a sympathetic community for her work. With other 
friends she formed the Mazaryk Club, an official University organization. The 
University gave its blessing to the work of the club by announcing five annual 
scholarships for displaced persons from Czecko-slovakia. 

Verats course was now reasonably smooth, but when the University attempted to 
help her clarify her status with the immigration authorities so that her student 
visa could be changed to that of a displaced person, it was told that the change 
could not be effected without her leaving and re-entering the country. This was 
impossible for Vera, not only because of the sum of money involved but also be
cause of the hazards of attempting to re-enter the country under the circumstances. 

She had made many friends, all of whom were eager to help her. Among the grour 
in the Mazaryk Club was a young Czech student who was reared in their country but 
who had been born in Cleveland while his father was serving in their diplomatic 
corps. When Vera and Andy were married a year later, this enterprising young lady 
had already found for herself an assistantship in the University and was no longer 
studying on fellowShip. 

Her husband was now employed by a large Chicago firm with interests abroad and 
Andy and Vera were sent to Cuba. She had not yet attained her rights to citizen
ship and was forced to make a hazardous decision -- to go with her husband trusting 
that she would receive a change of status or await the probably long delays alone 
in Chicago. On the advice of many University friends, she followed her natural 
inclination and accompanied her husband to Cuba where their son was born a year 
later. But Vera, with her new-found happiness and security, had not escaped dif
ficulty entirely. There were delays in changing her status, and when she applied 
for a visa to return to the University for her final Ph.D. orals, the visa was 
refused. Feeling again the despair and cynicism which her war experiences had 
given her, Vear wrote us of her dilemma. The University was quick to act. It 
~mployed legal counsel in Washington to find and straighten out the difficulties. 
The following details I shall spare you but they make a sad story even though that 
story has a happy ending. After more than two· years of interminable bureaucratic 
proceedings Vera was given her visa, the way was cleared for her citizenship 
and recently she and her young son re-entered the United states where I 
hope they and Andy will live at least untU Czeko-slovakia is again a free nation. 
When it is, they will be among the group who can help provide intelligent leader
ship to their country for which they still have great devotion. 

The story of Vera is unusual in some aspects, as most of the more than thirty 
thousand students from abroad return to their native countries. It is important, 
however, as it Shows the concern of a large university for the health and welfare 
of its stUdents. Vladimir, one of her compatriots, was just as anxious to change 
his student status to that ot displaced person, and the University asked one of 
its former faculty members, Senator Paul Douglas, to introduce a special bill per
mitting him to do so. Vladimir is now beCOming a citizen, but when he was in my 
home one evening recently, he told me that he will return to his own country when 
it is again free. 

The reference to Vladimirt s visit in my home is indicative of one of the 
aspects of college life in this country which is entirely different from that in 
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any country which I know. Informality is the keynote of the relationships between 
students and faculty, partly because most of the professors and administrative 
officials are products of small schools where rigidity of relationships simply 
has not existed. This pleasant mixture of respect for officials, and directness 
in relationships is one of the good things which our educational system has 
fostered. It is, of course, surprising to the visitor or the new student. In 
fact at times our campus life presents a fantastic picture to the student newly 
arrived. Football, fraternity life, and dances seem to be the major study in some 
schools. It is not surprising that many casual observers think that we Americans 
worship only a material god, and that 160 million people live in a country without 
a real culture. 

These superficial conclusions miss the feverish excitement of a numerous 
people, at the crest of a scientific age, in a highly perfected, industrialized 
COmmunity, struggling seriously with its own mind and conscience. In such a 
struggle, the refinement of older cultures cannot be entirely the refinement which 
we may ultimately accomplish. 

Montesquieu in his "Esprit des Lois" wrote, in the eighteenth centurY, 
of the effect of climate on the laws of a country. For him, climate was more than 
the varying temperatures of countries in different zones. It combined the natural 
traits of a people, the effects of weather and all of those subtle factors which 
give character to a people. He could not have conceived of a nation like ours 
composed of peoples trom allover the world. Neither he nor we could conceive ot 
the ultimate outcome of our struggle with the basic and noble problems of equality, 
freedom, and the integrity of the individual, his body, his conscience, and his 
mind. 

Thus the people of this country, for better or for worse, have placed in the 
campus setting, instruments for promoting total living within the framework of 
our own peculiar climate and traditions. 

A Frenchwoman who was visiting our campus asked me, "Mais qu'est-ce que c'est 
qutun Dean of StUdents?" I replied as tully as possible about the concern of my 
office for the total life of the stUdent. I explained our interest in seeing 
that the life outside the classroom be meaningful so that each student might fully 
realize his potentialities, as a student and as a citizen. I attempted to show 
her that this interest was not paternalism or a" desire to mold the young mind to a 
particular pattern of thought, but on the contrary an attempt to free the mi.nd for 
independent thinking, independent action, and ultimately for independent li~g. 
I was not too discouraged when, after listening attentively, she replied with 
cynicism but without malice, "Mais, est-ce important?" 

Physically our campuses reflect the simple fact that people are meant to live 
and grow there, and also to learn. The spire of the chapel, the oval of the foot
ball field, the dOrmitories, the infirmary, the student union have all become 
necessary fixtures in our colleges and universities because we feel these things 
are necessary to the way we live. Student government, a student-operated news
paper, and social activities which mix the sexes are meant to place our students 
on the road of the adult responsibilities they must travel if they are to live and 
realize the blessings in our kind of climate. 

To many the existence of these things in an intellectual community seems 
strange and foreign. I do not think their existence here is the central problem. 
Their existence does not insure their wise use. It is their meaning.fl.11 inte8Tstion 
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into an intellectual community which is the primary problem. This is the diffi
cult problem of the dean of students in the American college or university, 
created not for the rich, the well-born and the few, but for the masses. 

Horace Mann, the famous American educator who adopted political means to 
achieve his goal of universal public education in our country, directly related 
the economic and political future of the republic to the level of education of 
its citizens. "Education," he said, "if equably diffused, will draw property 
after it by the strongest of all attractions; education, beyond all other devices 
of human origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of man - the balance 
wheel of the social machinery. The establishment of republican government, with
out well-appointed and efficient means for universal education of its people, is 
the most rash and foolhardy experim.ent ever tried by man." 

A search for equality, freedom, and material well-being, may be foreign to 
the traditional purposes of the European university, whose influences have been 
deeply felt in our institutions of higher education. But higher education in the 
United States cannot alone be viewed as a sword with which to carve out of the 
wilderness new settlements of pure intellectualism and scholarship; it must also 
be seen as a shield protecting each citizen in the fulfillment of his political, 
economic, and social aspirations. Our institutions are not only congregations of 
minds dedicated to learning in the abstract; they are also communities of bodies 
and souls, and all of the material and physical paraphernalia and shortcomings 
which accompany them. They have a primary purpose, which is intellectUal; but 
they encompass the vagaries of every phase of living. 

These dual purposes have been the source of much misunderstanding about our 
institutions of higher learning. Some gain the impression that our schools are 
places of play and sport rather than citadels of mental labor and scholarly en
deavor. There is partial truth in this impression as quantity must relinquish 
some quality if benefits are to be shared by millions instead of thousands. Same 
ga:J.n the impression that our schools are, in large measure, glorified trade
schools, and in this there is also partial truth. In our system, many professional 
aspects of education have been given the dignity of status in universities along 
with the subjects classically considered the object of study and research in ed
ucational institutions. Our greatest strength probably lies in this very multi
plicity of purposes we have attached to higher learning in the United States. But 
no one can deQY that the multiplicity of purposes frequently results in conflicts 
of purposes. 

It is an unthinkable that the University of Paris would include in its fac
ulties home economics, animal husbandry, forestry, social service administration, 
and opthamology as that it would employ a lawyer to protect Verats interests in 
becoming a citizen. Without suggesting the superiorl.ty of either system, however, 
I should point out that the climate of each of our countries has produced the 
systems which we find most suitable to our needs. 

The office at the University of Chicago which I represent reflects the major 
differences in our concepts of responsibility on the part of the university to 
its students. 

Before we accept a student we are interested to mow a great deal about his 
performance academically and as a member of the group to which he belonged before 
applying to us. When he arrives we wish to be assured that he is physically cap
able of undertaking the J>rogram which lies ahead of him -- hence a physical 
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examination for every student. We wish to lmow the level of his academic prepara
tion more accurately than grades from varying types of institutions give us -
hence tests make it possible to give wise counsel to the student as he chooses 
his goals and the methods of attaining them. We wish to lmow that he is well 
housed and well fed -- hence our dormitories for the younger students, Inter
national House, prefabs, apartments, and approved housing in the community for 
the older students. 

We wish to lmow that the student is performing as well as possible and that 
his course of study is consonant with his intellectual capacities -- hence his 
academic adviser. We wish to lmow that when he has free time for relaxation he 
will not be forced to seek expensive or undesirable leisure activities -- hence a 
social and recreational program under the general supervision of the school, but 
employing the leadership and imagination of students in planning and execution. . 
We wish to lmow th.at he will have a forum for his independent views on affairs 
outside the classroom -- hence his newspaper, his debating society, his political 
clubs, and his magazines. We wish to lmow that he will have expert and profes
sional assistance should he have serious personal difficulties -- hence ps,ycho
logical counselors or psychiatrists to whom he may go privately, lmowing that 
his confidence will be kept apart from his official school record. We want him 
to think about his own life and problems on campus, his responsibility to the ' 
school as well as its responsibility to him -- hence a student government wher'e 
as much freedom of decision as possible is delegated to student leadership. We 
want him to have the freedom to worship as he sees fit or to decline to do so if 
he wishes -- hence a non-denominationalchapel and religious workers representing 
many . different faiths. We want to be assured that if he fails totally in his 
academic or social responsibility, if he is a bad rather than a good citizen, he 
liill not be allowed to use the time and resources of the institution -- hence a 
committee on discipline for serious infractions of university regulations. 

It is entirely true that a young man or woman might come to the community of 
the university, find his own place to live, see a private doctor, attend his own 
church, make his own recreation, and have a satisfactory life without the care 
of the officials of the school. We believe, however, that many young people who 
would be lost and alone, who would not find their milieu under such circumstances, 
are able with our assistance to develop greatly their latent talents. Over
protection is less desirable than neglect of the young, but the proper balance 
between' them is, in our view, the ideal. 

Life and liberty in our political credo have always been linked to the notion 
of the pursuit of happiness. Some think of the American way of life as that of 
acquiring property. ' This does not account for the firm belief on the part of 
the people of this nation in the basic freedoms of speech, assembly, and religion, 
and the deep commitment to the belief (erroneous perhaps) that learning and edu
cation are the keys which always open the doors to wealth and success. In spite 
of its wealth, this is a nation where illiteracy is viewed, even among the uned
ucated groups, as socially undesirable; where democracy has so thoroughly infil
trated higher learning, that attending college, along with the acquisition of a 
new automobile, a television set, and a home for one's wife and children is a 
standard aspiration among all economic strata. 

The fragmentation of the classical subjects of study in institutions of 
higher learning, th~ diversity of types of public and private schools as well as 
the varying sizes, the conc~rn with th~ total life of the student -- these are 



-6-

all indigenous to this country. We do not insist that we have found the answer 
to the problems of the most effective means of accomplishing higher education for 
our young men and women. We do inej.$t,ncnethelcss, that we are continuing our 
search for truth and for the most effective means of aiding the young to find it. 

March, 1955 
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