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The engagement of the intellectual life of the university with broader society is complex 
and ever-changing. The first universities in medieval Europe were often located within walls, 
representing both a literal and metaphorical disengagement of intellectuals from the society 
around them.2 American public universities, many founded in the mid- to late 19th century as 
land-grant colleges, represent an alternative model of higher education that blurs the historical 
separation between "town and gown" by vastly expanding access to higher education and 
focusing on emerging social challenges.3   
 

 As public assets, the advantages of public universities are well known. Universities, 
which host faculties of accomplished researchers and aspiring, motivated students preparing 
for lifetime careers, foster the pursuit of basic knowledge and human capital development in 
ways that greatly benefit broader society.  External forces and social changes, however, were 
often required to extend these benefits to historically marginalized and minority populations. 
This essay explores the evolution of the American public university in the context of an 
increasingly urbanizing United States. Thereafter, the case of the University of Connecticut 
(UConn) will be discussed, concluding with its relevancy to contemporary urban life and public 
engagement.     

 
 

The Public University and the American City 
 
 State government-supported colleges made up a very small percentage of American 
higher education institutions until the mid-19th century. Efforts of state governments in higher 
education were reinforced when the federal government chose to engage in encouraging 
higher education opportunities for young Americans facing changing labor markets.4  Beginning 
with the Morrill Act of 1862, Congress passed a series of laws that established the American 
land-grant university system, a unique federal-state government collaboration that offered an 
alternative to traditional liberal arts colleges and, in later years, the German-inspired research 
universities that emerged in the late 19th century.5   
 

These federally supported land-grant institutions were originally designed to foster a 
predominately rural, agricultural economy and society; they promoted teaching priorities in 
agriculture and “mechanic arts” like mechanical and civil engineering and established 
agricultural research priorities and outreach missions to convey knowledge and best practices 
to rural societies.6 The public university, including land-grant and other state-supported 

mailto:robert.h.wilson@uconn.edu
mailto:rachel.l.smith@uconn.edu


 3 

universities, significantly transformed the landscape of American higher education by opening 
higher education to non-elites.7 
   

By the end of the 19th century, industrialization and urbanization had become key 
elements of the demographic expansion of the United States. The 1920 U.S. Census reported 
that, for the first time in the nation’s history, over half of America’s population resided in urban 
areas. In response, land-grant universities began to extend their rural-oriented mission to the 
needs of a rapidly urbanizing society, as evidenced by the diversification of their curricula to 
include liberal arts studies, basic scientific research, and professional training in a range of fields 
including social work, public and business administration, law, communications, public health, 
pharmacy, education, and city planning.  By following this increasingly expansive development 
track, many of the original 19th-century land-grant institutions – including the University of 
Connecticut – evolved into their respective states’ flagship public institutions. 
 

After facilitating the creation of the land-grant university system in the mid-19th century, 
federal influence in American higher education waned for several decades, only to re-emerge 
after World War II when various laws, court decisions, and funding decisions democratized 
college access and helped shape national research.  Federal efforts dramatically increased both 
the overall size and diversity of student bodies at public universities – including the original 
land-grant institutions and other state-supported universities – throughout the country, most 
notably due to the 1944 G.I. Bill, which enabled thousands of veterans to attend college.  
Initially, however, veterans belonging to racial and ethnic minorities lacked equal access; mid-
century civil rights legislation and federal court decisions would finally mandate full access and 
better on-campus conditions for women and minorities. While several European immigrant 
groups had struggled to gain access to higher education around the turn of the 20th century, by 
the 1960s the demographic composition of student bodies diversified substantially, albeit 
slowly, as total enrollments increased.  
 

The second form of major federal influence on higher education in the 20th century 
stemmed from a shift in national research priorities as the United States entered the Cold War.8  
The U.S. government’s heightened focus on defense, aerospace, and medical research sectors 
translated to increased funding opportunities in higher education, especially in STEM-related 
fields.  As a result, scholarly research and original contributions to knowledge became critically 
important in assessing university quality, becoming a foundational metric in the Carnegie 
Classification system of higher education institutions (established in 1970).  In 2018, of the 131 
universities classified as "R1: Research Universities (Highest Research Activity),” ninety-four 
were public universities.9  

 
The research agendas of public universities were also increasingly affected by needs and 

priorities of the communities in which they were located.  As these communities became more 
urban and industrialized over the course of the late 19th and 20th centuries, public universities’ 
curricula, research foci, and Extension efforts evolved to meet these changing social 
conditions.10 Later in the 20th century, as many northern cities entered a post-industrial period 
of economic, social, and environmental decline, policy leaders explored ways to utilize public 
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universities to address these distinctly urban challenges. Encouraged by such groups as the 
National Urban Extension Leaders,11 some institutions began explicitly substituting the word 
“urban” for the older, agriculturally-focused terminology, referencing “urban-grant 
universities,” “urban observatories,” and “urban field laboratories.”12 New urban-focused 
research paradigms emerged, including “community-based” and “action-oriented” ones that 
used specific social and environmental circumstances to help shape research agendas and to 
improve local conditions.13 In a parallel development, research outcomes in scientific and 
technological fields were assessed for commercialization potential and even as seedbeds for 
new firm development.14 Universities physically located in cities came to be identified as 
“anchor institutions” due to their long-term impacts on local built environments and city 
economies15 and their status as potential partners in local redevelopment efforts.16  
 

During the first two decades of the 21st century, public universities have increasingly 
adopted interdisciplinary research frameworks to address transitions to more sustainable, 
equitable, and global cities.  One framework studies the complex interactions of ecological and 
land use systems and human well-being in cities.17 Another encourages technological 
innovation in urban infrastructure systems to improve resource utilization – the so-called 
“smart cities” agenda. In addition, globalization trends have forced a reconceptualization of 
cities in the broader global context.18 The effects of increased flows of trade, investment, 
population, culture, knowledge, and ideas across national borders are reshaping cities in ways 
that are not yet fully understood.  These exciting new research agendas, by virtue of their 
complexity, require the use of transdisciplinary frameworks, drawing upon multiple disciplines. 
 

Despite an inherent resistance to change and being hampered by inward-looking 
disciplines, American public universities have, over the last century and a half, evolved in 
response to societal change, local challenges, and national priorities. These institutions, 
however, have recently witnessed significant constraints, if not reductions, in state funding19 
along with relative stagnation in federally funded R&D since 2014,20 forcing diversification in 
funding sources and placing stress on their research capacity. Although their missions and 
agendas have been, and will be, necessarily shaped by levels and sources of funding, public 
universities ultimately remain accountable to political constituencies for their programs and 
performance. Universities have the remarkable ability to reconfigure collaboration among 
disciplines and use transdisciplinary approaches to meet emerging areas of inquiry and adapt to 
the needs of the society in which they are embedded; they will doubtlessly continue to adapt to 
the new reality of decreased governmental support as well. 
  
 
The University of Connecticut: An Engaged Public University 
 
 The development of the University of Connecticut (UConn), from its origins as the Storrs 
Agricultural School (SAS) in 1881 through its ascension to New England’s premier public 
research university in the early 21st century, has closely followed the national trend of land-
grant institutions, albeit with some unique features.21  By 1881, Connecticut was one of the 
most industrialized states in the nation, having been one of the pioneering leaders of the 
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American Industrial Revolution.22  Like other land-grant colleges, the SAS was founded to 
provide a publicly accessible pathway to higher education that focused on bolstering the 
region’s agricultural sector, which many feared was being threatened by rapid industrialization. 
In just a few decades, however, the SAS had dramatically increased in size and scope several 
times – always in response to the perceived needs of the community around it – and, by 1939, 
the rural school had become the University of Connecticut, an institution that encompassed a 
wide diversity of science and liberal arts disciplines and a raft of professional schools. This 
section will review forces that helped shape today’s UConn.  
 

Change and growth at UConn were often met with resistance from some political 
leaders and state residents who thought that Connecticut was being well served by many other 
higher education institutions in the region. As UConn improved its national standing during the 
1930s and 1940s, some viewed the institution as becoming ever more elitist and straying from 
its land-grant origins, even though UConn’s changes were almost always responses to state-
specific needs.   But at several crucial moments – including library expansions in the 1930s and 
1950s, the institutionalization of programs in social work, pharmacy, medicine, dentistry, law 
and business,23 the modernization of its physical plant, and increased research support in the 
early 21st century – UConn’s potential value was recognized and supported by Connecticut’s 
political leaders.24 
 

The expansion of access to higher education became an ever-higher priority in the 
second half of the 20th century as a premium was increasingly placed on skills and education in 
the national labor market.  The Storrs Agricultural School was ahead of the national co-ed 
curve, having admitted female students in 1891, just ten years after its founding.25  Following 
World War II, the massive influx of G.I. Bill veterans more than doubled the student population 
and spurred construction projects that define the layout and character of the Storrs campus to 
this day.26 While the first African American student attended UConn in 1914, it would not be 
until much later, in response to the civil rights movement and federal legislation, that UConn 
substantially extended access to racial and ethnic minorities.27 Recognizing the importance of 
the core teaching mission of universities – preparing undergraduates for life-long learning and 
citizenship and for professional careers, and training new generations of scholars – the state of 
Connecticut and local governments supported the expansion of enrollments and diversity in 
student bodies at public institutions like UConn and other state and community colleges by the 
start of the 21st century. 
 

UConn’s effort to expand educational access found an urban focus in its regional 
campuses, located in Waterbury, Stamford, West Hartford, and Avery Point.  The downtown 
relocation of the Stamford (1998) and Hartford (2017) campuses supported teaching programs 
oriented, in part, toward issues specific to those two cities.  In a similar vein, even though not 
located in an urban setting, the Avery Point campus conducts research and outreach on climate 
change’s impact on coastal communities as part of UConn’s Sea Grant activities.28 
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Many of UConn’s 20th-century public engagement efforts involved urban-related 
activities. Its Cooperative Extension activities adapted programs and created new ones, like 
CLEAR (Center for Land Use, Education, and Research), to reflect urban issues in the state.29 The 
Institute for Urban Research was created in 1963 in the School of Business Administration. 
Accompanying developments in UConn’s academic programs in public affairs, the name evolved 
to the Institute of Public and Urban Affairs in 1987, then to the Institute of Public Affairs in 
2001, and was eventually incorporated into the Department of Public Policy in 2004. In 
addition, new forms of engagement emerged, including UConn’s Community Involvement 
Program in the 1960s, which provided leaves of absence to faculty members engaged in 
improving community programs and in changing attitudes toward human rights.30 The 
outstanding Education Abroad and Urban Semester programs and Service Learning 
opportunities for students and faculty members continue a tradition of student learning 
through exposure to and experience in non-familiar settings. Cities provide a rich learning 
environment, sparking curiosity and critical thinking among students about prevailing social 
practices.31 In an acknowledgement of the durability and saliency of this concept, the Carnegie 
Commission introduced the Community Engagement classification in 2006 to recognize 
exceptional outreach practices among universities, a classification held by UConn between 
2010 and 2018.  
 

Urban areas hold many advantages for a publicly oriented institution like UConn. 
Spheres of social creativity  ̶  ranging from arts and culture to community initiatives to science 
and technology – as well as a growing share of the world’s wealth generation processes are 
increasingly located in metropolitan areas. Diversified urban economies with high levels of 
human capital are especially well positioned for future growth.  Globally, the United Nations 
reported that just over one-half of the world’s population resides in cities,32 and it forecasts an 
increase to 70 percent by 2050.33 In the developed world, the average rate is 75 to 80 percent. 
Connecticut is the state with the eleventh highest percentage of its population living in urban 
areas, at 88 percent. Composed of 169 small cities, sprawling suburbs, and towns shaped by 
riverine and coastal waterways, its particularly distinct urbanization pattern results in a curious 
mix of pastoral and forested scenes located alongside deindustrialized urban corridors.  
Connecticut’s unique urban landscape, as well as its proximity to the large cities of New York 
and Boston, makes UConn an ideal home for innovative interdisciplinary urban research and 
community outreach.34   

 
Cities are not without their own unique challenges, however; they must support their 

economies to compete in the global marketplace but also provide residents with opportunities 
and services that enhance their well-being.  While municipalities strive to offer a high quality of 
life in order to attract the highly skilled, professional labor – the so-called “creative class” – 
desired by many of the most promising economic sectors, they must simultaneously grapple 
with very complicated issues of human capital development, health, public safety, affordable 
housing, social exclusion, and neighborhood stability, as observed in Connecticut’s larger cities. 
Equity issues in cities (especially for residents from marginalized backgrounds and immigrant 
communities) and avenues for intergenerational mobility require inclusive economic 
development.  Universities, as crucial drivers of the knowledge economy, harbor incredible 
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potential for promoting the kind of technological and economic development that 21st century 
cities need. As city leaders search for innovative approaches to promote development and 
prosperity for their populations, urban-facing universities, including UConn, are increasingly 
responding to their calls for action.  

 
Today, among the many potential public purposes of higher education, UConn’s 

resources should align to help address the complex contemporary challenges in cities and 
towns. UConn has a rich history of responding to urban-related challenges in the state by 
integrating new disciplines and adopting interdisciplinary approaches while achieving its 
educational mission, thereby showing the value of an engaged university in addressing social 
challenges.  These responses will contribute to the further development of UConn, especially 
toward excellence in research, teaching, and engagement consistent with maintaining the high 
standards of a public, Tier I research university.  
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