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Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment

Competitive Caveats
⎻ Exercise in interpretation, subjective in nature. 

⎻ Reflects what is said, and what is communicated.

⎻ Does not separate fact from fiction.

⎻ A comparative snapshot of their brands in 2018.
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Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment

Schools Reviewed

⎻ University of Southern 
California

⎻ University of Virginia
⎻ University of Pennsylvania
⎻ Vanderbilt

⎻ Boston College
⎻ Columbia University
⎻ Johns Hopkins
⎻ Northwestern
⎻ NYU
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Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment

Methodology
Materials reviewed:

⎻ Websites
⎻ Dean’s letters
⎻ Strategic plans
⎻ News and press releases
⎻ Viewbooks
⎻ Email messaging campaigns
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Individual School Analysis
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Johns Hopkins: “The Startup”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment



7CLIENT NAME / PROJECT TITLE

This is now my fourth major research university, and it's by far the most 
entrepreneurial place I've been in…There's less of a fear of failure here 
than any other place I've been. Academics can be a risk-adverse bunch, but 
I get less of a sense of that here. I feel the sky is the limit.”

- Christopher Morphew, new dean as of August, 2017
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Overview

Johns Hopkins has offered teacher education since 1909, but the School of 
Education was established in 2007. This history defines the institution. It 
acts almost like a startup business, dreaming big and beyond industry 
mores. However, also like a startup, it’s still determining what it stands for, 
how to differentiate, and how to clarify its messaging.

image
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Positioning
Community focused. Serving the community is a common thread throughout the school’s messaging. While physically based in both Columbia and 
Baltimore, it associates with Baltimore: “Johns Hopkins will forever be associated with the City of Baltimore.” The other city, Columbia, is a planned and 
affluent community, while perhaps Baltimore’s lower-income status better matches the school’s community-centered focus. The school mentions its high 
ranking, but doesn’t promote it the way it does the community theme.

Research-minded. While not as prominently articulated in the school’s messaging, research is a vital part of its identity. This is discussed more in later 
slides.

Mission statement. Its mission statement is lofty: “To generate knowledge to inform policy and practice and educate society to address the most important 
challenges faced by individuals, schools, and communities.” It also connects to the University’s mission: “True to Johns Hopkins University’s mission to ‘bring the 
benefits of discovery to the world,’ the Johns Hopkins School of Education equips educators and communities—locally and globally—with the latest insight into how 
learning happens.” 

Tagline

The school doesn’t use a tagline. It’s Twitter caption is “advancing knowledge, transforming lives.” Its website features headlines which reflect its startup 
identity and community focus: 

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Community theme

The school’s community focus is evident in how it partners with school 
districts and state agencies, as well as nonprofit and for-profit organizations. 
“Our students—and our faculty—are out in the field every day, serving as 
equal participants in a shared cause and learning as much as we teach.” 

Among the school's prominent outreach efforts is the Henderson-Hopkins 
K-8 public school and Weinberg Early Childhood Center in East Baltimore 
which takes a holistic approach that focuses on the behavioral, cognitive, 
and physical health of children.

image
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Research theme

Somewhat less overtly promoted on the school’s website is its emphasis on 
conducting research. This notion comes through in its 10-year anniversary 
video, where David Steiner, executive director of the Johns Hopkins Institute 
for Education Policy, analogizes the school’s current educational research to 
John’s Hopkins’ efforts in the 19th century to make medicine a research-
based practice. The research theme is also evident in the various initiatives 
on the next slide.

image
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Neuro-Education Initiative

“Furthers the understanding of 
how research findings from the 

cognitive and neurosciences has 
the potential to inform teaching 
and learning through research, 
collaboration, and advocacy.”

The Center for Research and 
Reform in Education

“Was a research center within 
Johns Hopkins School of 

Education…our major goal was to 
improve the quality of education 
for children in grades pre-K to 12 
through high-quality research...”

The website features multiple initiatives, many based in research and a few oddly described in the 
past tense

“Our centers…have been around for decades. We might be young, but our centers 
are in some cases 50 or more years old. They have been doing the research-to-
practice thing for a long time.” -Christopher Morphew

International Teaching and 
Global Learning

“The emphasis is to prepare 
educators to become skilled 

leaders capable of transforming 
schools, systems, and other fast-

changing learning environments in 
their home countries.”

New

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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…We need to make some choices. In order to make these choices, you need 
to identify priorities. What is important to you? Right now, I don't think we 
know exactly…it’s also very important to communicate to prospective 
students who we are. Why come here?”

-Christopher Morphew

Still new in his role, Morphew intends to further refine the school’s positioning

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment



14

NYU Steinhardt: “The Everything”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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People always, always ask me, ‘What exactly is Steinhardt again? 
I don’t get it.’ Well, we may not be simple to explain, but the world 
is complex and multifaceted. And you know it’s really kind of boring 
to be good at one thing when you can be great at many.”

- Dean Dominic Brewer's 2017 Graduation Address 

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Overview

NYU Steinhardt reflects the multi-faceted city where it’s based. Established 
in 1890 as the first school of pedagogy at an American university, the 
institution soon expanded. By 1921, it was educating teachers across all 
fields, including the arts and health, and offering undergraduate through 
doctoral degrees. It currently integrates research and teaching across 
education, communication, health, and the arts. Prior to 2001, it was known 
as the NYU School of Education.

image
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Positioning

Holistic view. The fact that Steinhardt’s focus is broader than pedagogy programs is confusing on its face, as is how the school is different than NYU itself. 
The school’s site doesn’t prominently answer these questions. It indirectly addresses the issue through the idea of holistic education: “We're redefining 
holistic education. Our students belong to a strong and supportive community of scholars – a warm, nurturing environment that encourages the exploration 
of new ideas.” 

Social change. The notion of social change is a consistent theme. “NYU Steinhardt's one-of-a-kind integration of education, communication, health, and 
the arts puts us at the heart of a movement: education for social change.” Its mission statement reflects this theme, connecting also to NYU : “Our 
mission is to advance knowledge, creativity, and innovation at the crossroads of culture, education, and human development. We exemplify NYU’s 
commitment to be of public service.” 

Global reach. The school’s broad purview extends geographically, from learning outside the classroom to across the world. “For more than a century, we’ve 
been building partnerships in our community: with local schools, families, community agencies, arts organizations, cultural institutions, and healthcare 
facilities…We prepare you to lead in a global society.”

Tagline & messaging

Steinhardt doesn’t use a tagline. It’s Twitter caption describes it as “a vibrant institution responding to social change.” Messaging is casual and often feels 
student-focused: “There’s no better way to get the inside scoop on what it’s like to be part of the NYU community than hearing straight from the horse’s 
mouth. Or is that the bobcat’s mouth? Either way, come visit us and learn firsthand from current students why there’s nothing like NYU.”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Holistic theme

While the school’s messaging works to make its wide variety of fields feel 
connected, the sheer variety still makes its focus feel unclear, as the Dean 
noted in that 2017 commencement address mentioned earlier, regarding 
how many “don’t get it.” The school boasts a number of famous graduates 
from all over the spectrum including Marv Albert, Martin Scorsese, and Judy 
Blume.

image

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment



19CLIENT NAME / PROJECT TITLE

…I ended up coming to Steinhardt because I thought the potential 
here for collaboration is greater than almost anywhere else I’ve 
seen…Under the Steinhardt umbrella we have people working on 
bullying from a music therapy point of view, from a teacher 
education point of view, from a social science point of view and so 
on.” 

- Dean Dominic Brewer's 2017 Graduation Address 

Underlying the holistic theme is the benefit of collaboration, but this idea is less promoted in 
messaging. The dean noted it below:

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment



20

Global theme

“At all of our events, we talk about the full NYU global community, which includes our degree-granting campuses in New York City, Abu Dhabi and Shanghai. 
This helps set the stage for where you might find your fit globally, academically, and personally.”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Center for Health, Identity, 
Behavior, and Prevention 

Studies
“A leading HIV, substance abuse, 

and mental health behavior 
research center focused on the 

well-being of all people, including 
sexual, racial, ethnic, and cultural 
minorities and other marginalized 

populations.”

Child and Family Policy 
Center

“Works to bring state-of-the field 
knowledge about how to promote 

children's healthy development 
and school success to the 
forefront of policymaking, 

program design, and practice.”

Examples of research centers and institutes

“Our 290 full-time faculty in 11 academic departments form the academic core of our School – teaching, 
undertaking research, leading curricular reform, developing and implementing innovative field-based 
projects, and providing leadership in professional organizations throughout the country.”

Music and Audio Research 
Lab

“Music and Audio Research Lab 
brings together music and 

computer science. They aim to 
combine art and science to 

understand how humans consume 
music…”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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The school leans into its NYC roots, while also tying to the 
global theme.

A well-produced “virtual tour” for prospective students still 
makes the campus feel tight-knit.

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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A public challenge of Steinhardt’s efforts to take courses online: 

“Higher education…requires us to embrace 
technology and figure out if the students of 
tomorrow will actually come to a leafy square 
for four years and have someone stand up in 
front of them and talk to them. I don’t think so. 
Not indefinitely. So the challenge is trying to 
figure out how to adapt and how to become a 
new kind of university.  
- Dean Dominic Brewer, 2014

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Penn GSE: “The Scholar”
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The University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education is a 
world-class education school at what is arguably the nation’s most 
dynamic and engaged research university.”

- Website copy

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Overview

Penn GSE promotes its ivy league identity, high ranking, and long history. It 
messages the value it places in research throughout its communications. 
Writing style, look and feel, and overall tone convey an intellectual and 
traditional aura. The intuition displays a general lack of marketing emphasis, 
in contrast to NYU Steinhart, for instance.

image
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Positioning

Sparse overt positioning: The school doesn’t have a mission statement. Wikipedia mentions a “motto” which isn’t prominently featured on the institution’s 
website: ”Laws without morals are in vain.” Much of the school’s website is void of the marketing-type intros and wrap-ups common to competitors. The 
color palate comes across as conservative.

High ranking & elite. The institution promotes its elite status, often using the word “leader: “Consistently ranked in the top 10 by U.S. News & World
Report, the Graduate School of Education at the University of Pennsylvania is a national leader in education research and preparing educators to be 
leaders and innovators—locally, nationally, and worldwide…a world-class school of education in a dynamic Ivy League setting…”

Research-focused. Research is featured, often as it connects to practice. “Penn GSE emphasizes the interplay of theory, research, and practice in everything 
we do, believing that education research produces knowledge to inform practice, but also that research must be informed by the issues, needs, and 
concerns of practitioners.”

Tagline

The school doesn’t use a tagline. Its Twitter caption is: “the Graduate 
School of Education prepares education leaders and generates innovative 
ideas to improve education in Philadelphia and across the globe.” Its 
headline on its webpage is “powerful opportunities.”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Research theme

Research is the school’s most common messaging theme. It’s elite status 
comes through: “Penn GSE is a national leader in education research. At an 
Ivy League school training the next generation of educators, Penn GSE 
faculty are deeply focused on the science of teaching and learning.”

image
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History

“The University of 
Pennsylvania’s 

Graduate School of 
Education has a long 
history of preparing 

education leaders. The 
university offered its 

first education courses 
for in-service teachers 

in 1893.” 

Innovation

“Catalyst @ Penn GSE 
is an endeavor to 
design innovative 
practices and to 
create and scale 

actionable solutions...” 

Other themes include the following

Philly impact

“Penn GSE is deeply 
committed to the City 

of Philadelphia through 
both research and 

practice. Our students, 
faculty, and staff are 

involved in hundreds of 
initiatives throughout 

the Greater 
Philadelphia Area…”

Global Influence

“The University of 
Pennsylvania 

nurtures global 
networks and 
encourages 

innovative, cross-
disciplinary research 
to better understand 
and resolve to global 

issues.” 

Diversity

“Penn GSE is 
committed to 

fostering a diverse 
community of 

students, faculty, and 
staff – and to 

preparing students to 
work and lead in a 

diverse, 
interconnected 

world.”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Diversity theme

Diversity is woven through many 
communications. It also has its own 
devoted page. image
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Milken-Penn GSE Education 
Business Plan Competition

“In partnership with the Milken 
Family Foundation, Penn GSE 

organizes and hosts the annual 
Milken-Penn GSE Education 
Business Plan Competition 

(EBPC), the first-ever funded 
business plan competition for 
emerging education ventures.”

Center for School Study 
Councils

“Works to improve the quality of 
education in school districts 

across Pennsylvania and New 
Jersey. The Center serves as a 

catalyst for school district 
superintendents to take a pro-

active leadership role and 
facilitates their professional 

development.”

Examples of initiatives

Center For Urban 
Ethnography And Annual 
Ethnography In Education 

Research Forum
“Center for Urban Ethnography / 
Annual Ethnography in Education 
Forum convenes the Ethnography 
in Education Research Forum, the 

largest annual meeting of 
qualitative researchers in 

education.”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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The dean argued against “disruption,” in sharp contrast to competitors who feature the word, 
further supporting the school’s traditional and research-focused approach

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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USC Rossier: “The Activist”
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When I came here, our big strategic planning was Excellence in Urban Education…but 
we had to confront the fact that we weren’t being clear on what we meant by urban 
education. The school mission is now more succinctly about advancing educational 
equity. We have prepared teachers all over the country…rural and urban schools are 
each facing challenges...it isn’t where they are; it’s what they need.” 

- Dean Karen Symms Gallagher, 2018

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Overview

Established in 1909, USC Rossier has among the most differentiated 
positionings of the schools examined. It shares Johns Hopkins’ community 
focus, but its messaging works harder to prove this claim with specific 
examples and comes across as more authentic. It has a strong emphasis on 
the Los Angeles community where the school is based, depicting specific 
impact the school has, often in highly emotive videos. Underlying all 
messaging is the idea of equity in education and a deep cultural sensitivity.

image
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Positioning

Equity in education: “The mission of the USC Rossier School of Education is to prepare leaders to achieve educational equity through practice, research 
and policy. We work to improve learning opportunities and outcomes in urban settings and to address disparities that affect historically marginalized 
groups. We teach our students to value and respect the cultural context of the communities in which they work and to interrogate the systems of power 
that shape policies and practices. Through innovative thinking and research, we strive to solve the most intractable educational problems.” 

Messaging often uses the term “disruption” like a number of other schools.

Urban undertone: Despite the Dean’s quote earlier about the idea of equity including non-urban areas, the school’s visual focus is on urban communities, 
and specifically Los Angeles.

Guiding principles: The institution names four: leadership, learning, accountability, and diversity. It places a high degree of emphasis on diversity, which it 
proves with specifics on the next slide.

Tagline

The school doesn’t have one tagline. Its Twitter caption matches its mission statement. Headlines on its website include the following:
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Diversity as a guiding principle

Diversity is given special attention and mentioned in many places: “Diversity 
is one of USC Rossier’s four guiding principles, and our vision is the full 
inclusion of students, faculty and staff, irrespective of background such as, 
race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, ability, sexual identity and 
other underrepresented groups.”

image
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Center for Human-Applied 
Reasoning and the Internet of 

Things

“Established in 2016, CHARIOT is 
a collaboration between USC 

Rossier School of Education and 
USC Viterbi School of Engineering 
to revolutionize personal learning 

by combining cutting-edge 
cognitive science and education 

research with emerging 
technologies from the Internet of 

Things (IoT).”

Center for Education, Identity 
and Social Justice

“Established in 2017, the Center 
for Education, Identity and Social 
Justice has a compelling interest 

in eradicating all forms of 
discrimination based on the 

intersection of an individual’s 
identities that include religion, 

gender, sexual orientation, race, 
ethnicity and disability.”

Examples of initiatives

Center for Engagement-
Driven Global Education

“Established in 2018, Center 
EDGE fuels interdisciplinary 

partnerships to bring relevant, 
sustainable innovation to scale in 

the crucial area of educational 
engagement – the activities and 

techniques used to improve 
teaching and learning outcomes."

Education Psychology Research Higher Education Research K-12 Education Policy Research
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World Master in Language 
Teaching dual degree 

program

“USC Rossier launched a first-of-
its-kind World Master in 

Language Teaching dual degree 
program in 2017. The World 

Masters in Language 
Teaching (WMLT) program is a 

dynamic dual degree program that 
will prepare you to teach English 
and another language to a variety 

of learners in multilingual and 
multicultural settings in the U.S. 

and around the world.”

New degree program launched in 2017 with a global focus

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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The institution uses emotive, gripping storytelling about its community impact and initiatives, 
often with a special focus on immigrants and the homeless
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The school proves its commitment to community with a hotline and dean’s advisory group 
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Peabody College, Vanderbilt: “The Historian”
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Overview

In 1979, George Peabody College for Teachers voted to end the school's 
104-year existence as a small undergraduate college and become a 
professional school within Vanderbilt University. Today, the school’s 
communications maintain a strong sense of that uniqueness and history. 
The pride it feels for this past is evident visually and in lengthy historic 
descriptions less common for other schools.

image
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Positioning

History: Shown first on the school’s About section is a 30-munite video, the majority of which is devoted to the school’s history, which it makes every effort 
to extend. Example: the Peabody College of Education and Human Development was founded in 1875, but the copy reads, “With a genealogy dating to a 
one-room Nashville schoolhouse in 1785…” In another section, it simply states, “Founded in 1785, Peabody College of Education and Human 
Development…”

Mission, with a nod to history: “Our mission is to enhance the human condition, with a particular focus on children’s learning and development. We do 
this as we always have, through the preparation of teachers and leaders; through cycles of research, implementation, and refinement; through service to 
families, schools, and communities; and through external engagement with professionals, leaders, and policy-makers. Peabody’s focus on learning 
differences has helped to define the college, as has a reputation for empirical rigor in educational neuroscience….”

Scientific research: The school conducts substantial research in human learning and cognition, some of it in conjunction with Vanderbilt University Medical 
Center. It hosts national research centers: the National Center on School Choice and the National Center on Performance Incentives.

Diversity is much less frequently mentioned than in some other schools’ communications. Social justice appears not be mentioned at all, in contrast to USC 
Rossier, for instance. The school doesn’t promote multiple initiatives like most other ones do.
Tagline

The school doesn’t use a tagline. It shows a series of headlines on its main page that feel generic:
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History theme

Attention to history is palpable visually, in videos, and in copy.

image
Collaborative theme

The school mentions how its range of experts work together: “The Peabody 
faculty is an amazing collective of scholars working across social science 
and natural science disciplines at a breadth that is unusual for schools of 
education. Educators, psychologists, child development experts, 
sociologists, economists, political scientists, neuroscientists, philosophers 
and historians of education, and quantitative methodologists are all 
included.”

Boston University Wheelock College of Education and Human Development: Competitive Assessment
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Success stories, use of visuals and video

The school uses visuals and video throughout its website. Among the most 
impactful ways it does this is through alumni success stories, which 
personalize the tone and help prospective students imagine their futures.

image
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Unique program: “Next Steps”

The school proves its commitment to special education through the 
following program: “Next Steps at Vanderbilt is a 4-year inclusive higher 
education program committed to providing students with intellectual 
disabilities inclusive, transformational postsecondary education in 
academics, social and career development, and independent living, while 
honoring equality, compassion, and excellence in all endeavors.”

image
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Research theme

The school states: “Leading schools of education do not only transmit 
knowledge, they create it. Peabody’s emphasis on research differentiates 
us from other schools…” However, while the school has a devoted research 
page and messages an emphasis on scientific study and learning differences, 
it leaves the reader unclear on how its research is truly differentiated.

image
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Human touch

The school offers the public the contact information of faculty, students, and 
even staff. The dean has a separate and extensive personal webpage that 
covers her publications, teaching, honors, press coverage, and contact 
information.

image
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An undated “strategic vision” buried in the website mentions the following “broad arenas” with 
little context or explanation

Underrepresented and 
Underserved Populations

“Peabody researchers will work to 
understand and reduce risk and to 

expand opportunity, learning, 
empowerment, and resilience via 

individual, family, community, 
institutional, organizational and 

policy interventions.”

Personalized and Connected 
Learning 

“Learning and teaching in 
schools will continue to be a 

central focus of the College. But 
how, when, and where people 
learn is changing. Personalized 

learning refers to helping 
people identify and choose 

learning opportunities.”

Biology of Learning and 
Environment 

“Influences of experience and 
genes on human functioning is a 

third strategic direction. This 
strand explores the dynamic 

relationships among organismic 
and environmental factors, 

including ways in which 
environments can be designed to 

promote learning.” 

Research Methods 

“New contributions to 
education and development 

will require powerful and 
context-sensitive research 

methods, including statistical 
modeling, psychological 

measurement, observation, 
neuroscience, action research, 

intervention, and design 
research.” 
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Boston College, Lynch: “The Theologian”
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We have a wide range of facility who engage in understanding students 
across multiple dimensions of their beings…education is about 
transforming the whole person…what does it mean to be an ethical 
person…it’s a philosophical question…a theological question…a practical 
question.”

- Dean Stanton Wortham
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Overview

Founded in 1952, the Lynch School was formally dedicated as the Carolyn A. 
and Peter S. Lynch School of Education in 2000. Peter Lynch is a Boston 
College graduate and financial investor. The Lynch School “employs the 
Jesuit, Catholic holistic approach,” which involves educating students “as 
whole people.” This theme and its religious foundation define the school 
including its communications, initiatives, and academics. 

image
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Positioning

Messaging: The main line on the school’s About page is: “Transformative Education for a More Just World.” It tends to use the phrase “enhancing the 
human condition” more often. Phrases that are either overtly religious or close to it are common, such as: “”shared sense of community,” “sense of 
mission,” “in the Jesuit tradition,” and “Catholic holistic approach.”

Mission: “To enhance the human condition, expand the human imagination, and make the world more just—that’s the mission driving the work of our 
faculty and students.” The school notes putting its mission into action through, “teaching, research, and service—informing policy, improving practice, and 
preparing students to serve diverse populations in a variety of roles.”

“Whole person” theme: While the school isn’t the only one touching on the idea of educating students and children in a comprehensive way, it casts the 
idea through a distinct, Catholic framing: “We define education expansively—as an opportunity to shape the future of humanity and our society. Toward 
that end, the Lynch School employs the Jesuit, Catholic holistic approach to student formation: We educate our students as whole people so they, in turn, 
can empower others to prosper and lead full lives.” 

Tagline

While there is no tagline employed, the school often uses the phrases “the whole person” and “improve the human condition.”
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“Whole person” theme

This theme is at times slightly vague in messaging, but the Dean explains it 
here: “Everyone believes that young people should learn some academic 
knowledge and that education should help prepare them for work. But the 
proliferation of alternatives reveals a widespread hunger to treat children as 
whole human beings whose development cannot be reduced to narrow 
academic competencies or measured through even narrower 
assessments.” An example of this view in practice is the school convening 
three conferences for education professionals, scholars and policymakers in 
the fall of 2017 focused on the idea.
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Research theme

The school frames its research messaging in a public service wrapper: 
“We’re committed to conducting inventive research—work that informs 
solutions to complex social problems and promotes the common good.”

image

Public service theme

The notion of public service frequently arises: “Service learning 
opportunities exemplify our commitment to making the world more just and 
enhancing the human condition. In the Jesuit tradition of educating men and 
women in service to others, our students gain hands-on experience working 
in underserved urban schools, domestic shelters, and community centers.”

Collaboration theme

Similar to other schools, the institution mentions collaboration: “The Lynch 
School community is defined by collaboration and cooperation. Each faculty 
member, student, and administrator actively supports one another—and the 
success of the schools and the people we serve.”
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Global theme

While the global theme is somewhat less prevalent for the school than 
others, Dean Wortham accounted this past April a partnership with Ireland’s 
leading school of education, which feels apropos given the school’s Catholic 
identity: "We're very pleased to reach this agreement with Mary Immaculate 
College…they share our commitment to enhancing the human condition by 
helping their students develop as whole human beings in the service to 
others. We already have plans for student exchanges, and we look forward 
to working with them over the coming years."
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Diversity theme

Diversity comes up frequently in strong language:  “Guided by our Jesuit 
ideals and social justice mission, we strive to foster a culture that is diverse, 
inclusive, and equitable. The Lynch School functions as a tight-knit 
community where students, faculty, and staff feel welcome and enjoy equal 
access to resources and opportunities. Care and compassion characterize 
our teaching and mentorship, and we actively apply research to disrupt 
the oppressive forces that marginalize.”
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Examples of faculty research initiatives, described with a social justice lense: “Our faculty’s studies confront the 
inequalities and injustices that must be mitigated for children, families, and communities to reach their full potential.
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Examples of research centers, where a Catholic-focused one is listed first in the group of nine
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University of Virginia, Curry: “The Conflicted”
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Overview

The Curry school was named for Dr. Jabez Lamar Monroe Curry, a man of 
renown in the antebellum and reconstruction South and an officer in the 
Confederate Army. While the school doesn’t message about him, it does 
frequently mention Thomas Jefferson in discussing its city of Charlottesville. 
This history exists in contrast with the school’s efforts to present as modern 
and progressive, which are evident from its website’s glossy look an feel to 
its emphasis on diversity and equality. As such, its identity feels partly in 
conflict.
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Positioning

Vague language: The school’s efforts at positioning often feel like a jumble of ideas, generic and without a clear focus. It describes its vision as: “To spur 
transformative change in education and human development through rigorous practice-informed scholarship and professional preparation.” 

And its mission: “We are scholars, teachers, and innovators whose work promotes human development across a broad array of settings, experiences and 
backgrounds. We prepare leaders in the practice and study of education, health, and human services. We foster authentic partnerships linking application 
and scholarship. We build knowledge and tools for its application. And we shape practice and policy to achieve important societal and personal outcomes.”

Diversity & inequality: The school has student organizations focused on these topics, messages them frequently - and deals with ongoing press on them as 
described later.

Tagline

The closest to a tagline is the school’s headline on its main page: “Advancing society. Together.” A subheading offers: “As the 16th ranked school of 
education, we create a positive and lasting change – in the classroom, in the lab, in the community, and in the world at large.”
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Vague messaging, imagery

Note in the website quote below how indistinct the language is:

“At Curry we are resolved to tackle big questions, the ones that seem 
intransigent and fundamental. We approach these thorny challenges with 
the energy and talent of teams, the perspective that assets reside within all 
systems, and our role is to inquire, discover, inspire, and partner to wrestle 
challenges into solutions that enable individuals and societies to thrive and 
flourish.”

Imagery is sometimes also unclear, like in this picture.
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Diversity/inequality theme

The theme of diversity is a constant throughout the school’s messaging. It 
links many topics to this. “The Curry School of Education values diversity in 
all of its complexity and richness. We engage our students with multiple 
perspectives to prepare them to be active agents of change in a complex 
global society. We intentionally seek opportunities to expand diversity at our 
school through recruitment, retention, teaching, research and service. Our 
goal is the development of a community that promotes and values diversity 
and equity, engaging all individuals in our community.”
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A diversity-focused school organization recently in the press, 
demanding action from the school

“On Thursday, April 26, 2018 a coalition of UVA undergraduate and 
graduate students affiliated with Educators for Racial Justice and 
SEEDS4Change undergrads disrupted the Curry Student Awards Ceremony 
to demand concrete steps towards dismantling white supremacist 
structures and positive steps towards racial justice at the UVA Curry School 
of Education.”
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If we’re not careful, the policies of this administration will encourage the abandonment 
of a century or more of commitment to the fundamental role of public education in our 
society. Do we still believe we need a strong, innovative, universal public education 
system as well as a sustained national commitment to excellence, equity, and closing 
gaps for all students? Do we still have a collective responsibility to work toward 
equity, protect the vulnerable, and ensure all students get a good education?”

- Dean Stanton Robert Pianta, 2017

The dean spoke out against the presidential administration, also referencing the 
diversity and equality theme:
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The school mentions Thomas Jefferson as a part of the value of living in the 
Charlottesville and it takes pride in its Southern identity.
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Holistic and impact themes

Like many other schools, Curry mentions the holistic approach: “At Curry, 
we believe in a holistic approach to education. Learners often have needs 
that cannot be met with just one method. That is why we teach our students 
to view the learner from various angles, considering emotional, physical, and 
social needs in addition to intellectual..”

And it discusses impact: “The Curry School boasts a remarkable portfolio 
of work – scholarship that is alive and relevant to the everyday work of 
professionals in education and human development. Our research drives 
inquiry, discovery and impact.” Diversity and equality often make their way 
into impact as well.
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Four academic departments

“The Curry School is divided into four departments representing four distinct areas of academic study. Faculty and students within all four departments regularly 
collaborate on interdisciplinary programs, courses, and research projects.”
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Examples of centers at Curry

Center For Advanced Study 
Of Teaching And Learning

“Founded in 2006, CASTL is 
an interdisciplinary research 
center that aims to advance 
the quality of teaching and 
learning, from infancy to 

higher education. Our 
research initiatives span the 

globe and our faculty are 
leading the way to promote 

meaningful changes in 
education.”

EdPolicyWorks

“EdPolicyWorks is a joint 
collaboration between the 

Curry School of Education and 
the Frank Batten School of 

Leadership and Public Policy 
which seeks to bring together 
researchers from across the 

University of Virginia and the 
State to focus on important 

questions of educational policy 
and the competitiveness of 

labor in an era of globalization.”

Youth-Nex

“Youth-Nex is a trans-disciplinary 
center focusing on three core 

domains: a) Out-of-School Time; 
b) Educational Systems: Middle 

School; and c) Community 
Engagement: Civic and Political."
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Perhaps the most important element of a Curry education is the connection 
we make between rigorous study and real-world experience. It’s one thing to sit 
in a classroom and learn about child poverty and how that affects learning. It’s 
another thing to be immersed in a classroom situation where you’re actually 
trying to teach a low-income child how to read.”

- Dean Stanton Robert Pianta, 2012
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Northwestern: “The Underdog”
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Overview

Established in 1926, the Northwestern School of Education and Social Policy 
is consistently ranked among the top education schools in the country. Yet, it 
doesn’t focus messaging on ranking. In fact, it instead frequently mentions 
its small size in comparison to other Northwestern schools as something like 
a badge of honor, perhaps taking pride in a slight sense of being an 
underdog, or issuing a rallying cry for thinking in a modern, different way 
about education. 
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Positioning

Mission: “To understand and improve human learning and development throughout the life span and in multiple contexts — in classrooms and schools as 
well as within families, in communities, in the workplace and in elective learning environments.” It draws on its history to further establish this idea: 
“Northwestern University began as one of the first institutions in what was then the Northwest Territory, providing education for those pioneering 
families…While the one-room schoolhouse as an actual place is no more, we can still imagine such a space where learning is seamless, collaborative 
and knows no borders.”

Innovation: The word comes up frequently. “Nationally and internationally, the School of Education and Social Policy is known for innovation, an 
interdisciplinary approach and major research, as well as excellent faculty and students.”

Social policy: The school discusses its mission as having broad impact, but it doesn’t always prominently and explicitly discuss what social impact means.

Tagline

The closest the school has to a tagline is “Make Things Better,” which is a line taken verbatim from its 2013 -2017 strategic plan discussed later. It uses the 
line in an introductory video as something of a catch-all without much specificity.  A more alumni focused campaign uses the line “We Will.”
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Featured on the website and Youtube is what’s labeled as a campaign using the tagline “Make Things Better.” An alumni 
focused video uses the line “We Will.”
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Small school theme

Lots of messaging references the school’s small size in one way or another, 
but ignores the fact that many prospective students are comparing its size to 
other schools of education, rather than simply other schools within 
Northwestern.
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The SESP Difference

The school’s About page goes into further detail what makes it distinct. The themes are mostly familiar ones from other schools. The close community one is another 
reference to small size.

A Close Community: “As the smallest school at Northwestern, the School of Education and Social Policy cultivates an intimate and supportive community for 
graduate and undergraduate students.”

Diversity of Students and Faculty: “SESP students and faculty come from a wide range of backgrounds and geographical locations, offering a degree of diversity that 
provides a rich resource for learning.”

Interdisciplinary Approach: “Interdisciplinary education helps students to make key connections and fosters inquiry. We draw faculty from multiple disciplines, 
including psychology, computer science, economics, sociology and statistics.”

Influential Research: “Students have the opportunity to be involved with faculty in high-caliber research that influences policy in the areas of education and social 
policy.”
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2013-2017 Strategic Plan

A strategic plan located on the site described six top goals:

1. DEVELOP a global perspective

2. PREPARE a new generation of education leaders 

3. LEAD a bold rethinking of designing for learning 

4. CREATE innovative interventions to improve human lives 

5. SHAPE AND EVALUATE policies designed for impact 

6. FOSTER an engaged learning community 
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Global theme

Mentioned prominently in the strategic plan and moderately 
in website messaging is a global theme. “The School of 
Education and Social Policy is moving boldly into the 
international arena by prioritizing the development of a 
global perspective. Global ties can spark innovation, 
increase understanding of critical issues, and magnify the 
School's effectiveness through extended collaboration.”
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The school has its own publication
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The school has a good grasp of messaging that feels personal and student-focused, perhaps to address its undergraduate 
program, which not all competitors offer
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Teachers College, Columbia: “The Leader”
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Teachers College’s seventh President, the Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Lawrence Cremin, wrote that 
the College ‘has been at the forefront of every major movement, issue, and conflict in American 
education.’ Yet education, in the words of TC philosopher and psychologist John Dewey, ‘is not 
preparation for life, but life itself.’ Thus from its inception, the College has been committed to a vision of 
education writ large that focuses equally on education, psychology and health and that leverages the 
connections among fields to create a smarter, healthier, more peaceful and equitable world.” 

- Website copy
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Overview

The Dewey quote on the previous page, “education is not preparation for life, 
but life itself,” symbolizes how the institution sees itself: as having influence 
far beyond education and being the leader in its field. The school frequently 
describes itself as the “first and largest graduate school of education in the 
United States,” which also evidences this lofty idea and shows the way the 
university describes the importance of its existence, influence, and 
initiatives.
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Positioning

Mission: The school describes its mission boldly with a reference to leadership: “Teachers College, Columbia University is the first and largest graduate 
school of education in the United States and is also perennially ranked among the nation’s best. Its name notwithstanding, the College is committed to a 
vision of education writ large, encompassing our four core areas of expertise: health, education, leadership, and psychology.”

Goals: “For more than 100 years, Teachers College has continued to engage in research on the central issues facing education; prepare the next generation 
of education leaders; educate the current generation of leaders in practice and policy to meet the challenges they face; shape the public debate and public 
policy in education; and improve practice in educational institutions.

Holistic theme: Like other schools, Columbia mentions training the student in a broad way: “TC’s first dean, established a model for ‘training which would 
enable the student to see the relationships existing everywhere in the various fields of knowledge, even the unity of all knowledge.”

History: The school frequently quotes philosophers, early deans, scholars and more. 

Tagline

The school uses a tagline for an alumni giving campaign and also more broadly: “Where future 
comes first.”  Its logo lockup usually includes the phrase, “A graduation school of education, health 
and psychology.”
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Leadership theme

The school articulates what it means by leadership with regard to policy and 
reaching: “Teachers College sees its leadership role in two complementary 
arenas. One is as a major player in policy-making to ensure that schools 
are reformed and restructured to welcome all students regardless of their 
socio-economic circumstances. The other is in preparing educators who 
not only serve students directly but also coordinate the educational, 
psychological, behavioral, technological, and health initiatives to remove 
barriers to learning at all ages.”
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Instagram photo and caption: “Angela Valenzuela opened TC’s 
5th annual Edmund W. Gordon Lecture – named for the TC 
professor emeritus whom the New York Times called the 
greatest black psychologist of his generation.”
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History theme

The school describes its history the following way (note the references to leading historical thinkers): “The world in which TC was created in 1887 faced 
challenges much like those of today. Industrialization and technology were creating both enormous wealth and deep economic divisions and 
uncertainty…communities were grappling with complex new problems of health, race relations, education and crime. Teachers College, which was conceived 
to meet all of these challenges, reflected the collective consciousness of the era’s leading scholars, practitioners, philanthropists, social reformers, and public-
minded citizens.”
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Long-form copy

The school’s website copy tends to list long-form copy in describing its 
initiatives, goals and more, often to the point that the main idea isn’t clear. 
To the right is how it describes its faculty’s leadership. As a result of this 
theme, initiatives and labs are too voluminous to list.
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Diversity theme

Like other schools, the Teachers College has a section devoted to diversity. It 
also lists out the diversity of its classes in chart form.
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The school describes the reasons to give to its alumni campaign below 

The TC story begins with 
impact—strengthening families, 

schools and communities, in New 
York City and around the world.

“The name of our 
campaign, Where the Future 

Comes First, underscores what 
sets us apart from other 

institutions: We don’t just help 
improve the world—we launch 

new fields of inquiry and modes of 
practice, transform schools, foster 

the physical and psychological 
health of communities, and help 
nations bring the best ideas to 

scale.”

No other graduate school of 
education can rival our breadth 

of expertise, perspective and 
talent.

Since our founding, the leading 
minds in education, psychology and 
health have worked together at TC 

to address the world’s most pressing 
challenges. Today the best and 

brightest students come to TC from 
around the world to learn, discover 

and lead…”

We strive for a constant exchange 
between theory and practice.

“At TC, our students learn from our 
extraordinary faculty—including 

phenomenal teacher-scholars who are 
creating a new understanding of how 

poverty affects brain development; 
how human beings respond to 

emotional loss and trauma; how 
toddlers learn and employ “everyday 
math”; and how hiphop can help high 

school students learn physics.”

We are innovators, informed by 
the wisdom of the ages.

“More than a century ago, TC’s great 
philosopher, John Dewey, argued that 

education must be a hands-on process 
in which learners inquire and discover 

in order to make sense of their own 
experience.”
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