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Oglethorpe derives its institutional purpose from an awareness and appreciation 
of the University’s heritage and from an analysis of the needs of contemporary 
society. The goals of the educational program and of other component parts of 
the University are based on this sense of institutional purpose. 

The Oglethorpe Tradition 

Oglethorpe University was established in 1835 and named after General James 
Edward Oglethorpe, the founder of Georgia. The University was patterned on 
Corpus Christi College, Oxford, General Oglethorpe’s alma mater. Although 
influenced by other conceptions of higher education, Oglethorpe University has 
been shaped principally by the English tradition of collegiate education, which 
many observers believe is the finest type produced by Western civilization.

Briefly stated, four characteristics have made this kind of college widely admired: 

■     1. Colleges in the English tradition emphasize broad education for 
intelligent leadership. They recognize that this is a more useful 
undergraduate education for the able young person than technical 
training for a specific job.

■     2. Colleges such as Oglethorpe stress the basic academic competencies 
– reading, writing, speaking, and reasoning – and the fundamental fields 
of knowledge – the arts and sciences. These are essential tools of the 
educated person.

■     3. Close relationships between teacher and student are indispensable to 
this type of education. A teacher is not merely a conveyor of information 
– the invention of the printing press and advances in information 
technology have made that notion of education obsolete. Rather, the 
most important function of the teacher is to stimulate intellectual activity 
in the student and to promote his or her development as a mature 
person.

■     4. A collegiate education is far more than a collection of academic 
courses. It is a process of development in which campus leadership 
opportunities, residential life, athletics, formal and informal social 
functions, aesthetic experiences, and contact with students from other 
cultures, in addition to classroom exercises, all play important roles. 
Versatility and ability to lead are important goals of this type of 
undergraduate education.

Another aspect of Oglethorpe’s tradition was contributed by Philip Weltner, 
President of the University from 1944 to 1953. Oglethorpe, he said, should be a 
college that was “superlatively good.” Only at a college with carefully selected 
students and faculty, he believed, could young persons achieve their fullest 
intellectual development through an intense dialogue with extraordinary 
teachers. Thus, a commitment to superior performance is an important element 
of the Oglethorpe tradition.
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Oglethorpe University

Purpose: Education for a Changing Society 

While an institution may take pride in a distinguished heritage, it is also essential 
that its educational program prepare young people to function effectively in a 
complex and rapidly developing society, which places a premium on adaptability. 
People in positions of leadership must be able to function effectively in changing 
circumstances. The broadly educated person, schooled in fundamental 
principles, is best equipped to exercise leadership in a world that is being 
transformed by high technology and new information. Oglethorpe emphasizes 
the preparation of the humane generalist – the kind of leader needed by a 
complex and changing society.

The location of the University in the dynamic city of Atlanta offers unique 
opportunities for students to experience first-hand the relevance of their 
education to the exciting changes that are a part of modern development. 
Students are encouraged to explore the connections between their educational 
experiences on campus and the challenges that face a city today. Atlanta offers 
a multitude of opportunities for students to see the process and result of change 
and innovation in areas such as government, business, education, cultural 
affairs, artistic endeavors, international exchanges, transportation, recreation, 
medical services, science, and technology.

Oglethorpe University provides a superior education in the liberal arts and 
sciences and selected professional disciplines in a coeducational, largely 
residential, small-college environment within a dynamic urban setting. 
Oglethorpe’s academically rigorous programs emphasize intellectual curiosity, 
individual attention and encouragement, close collaboration among faculty and 
students, and active learning in relevant field experiences. Oglethorpe is 
committed to supporting the success of all students in a diverse community 
characterized by civility, caring, inquiry, and tolerance. Oglethorpe’s talented, 
self-reliant, and motivated graduates are prepared to make a life and to make a 
living, to grow as life-long learners, and to be energetic and intelligent 
contributors in a rapidly changing world. 

Goals 

Educators at Oglethorpe expect their graduates to display abilities, skills, 
intellectual attitudes, and sensitivities that are related to the University’s purpose. 
The curriculum and extracurricular life are designed to develop the following:

■     1. The ability to read critically – to evaluate arguments and the evidence, 
and to draw appropriate conclusions.  

■     2. The ability to convey ideas in writing and in speech – accurately, 
grammatically, and persuasively. 

■     3. Skill in reasoning logically and thinking analytically and objectively 
about important matters.

■     4. An understanding of the most thoughtful reflections on right and wrong 
and an allegiance to principles of right conduct, as reflected by 
Oglethorpe’s Honor Code.

■     5. The willingness and ability to assume the responsibilities of leadership 
in public and private life, including skill in organizing the efforts of other 
persons on behalf of worthy causes.

■     6. An inclination to continue one’s learning after graduation from college 
and skill in the use of books, information technology, and other 
intellectual tools for that purpose.

■     7. A considered commitment to a set of career and life goals.
■     8.8. An awareness of the increasingly international character of 

contemporary life and skill in interacting with persons of diverse cultural 
backgrounds.

In its dedication to a broad, comprehensive liberal education for each student, 
Oglethorpe has created a common set of core courses that invites students to be 
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Oglethorpe University

thoughtful, inquisitive, and reflective about the human condition and the world 
surrounding them. These core courses work together with students’ experiences 
in advanced courses in their chosen disciplines to encourage the lifelong “habit 
of mind” that is extolled in John Henry Newman’s “The Idea of a University.” 
Students are thus urged to consider carefully what they see, hear, and read, to 
examine questions from more than one point of view, and to avoid leaping 
quickly to conclusions.

All undergraduate programs also require the student to develop a deeper grasp 
of one or more fields of knowledge organized coherently as a major. The 
student’s major may be pursued in a single field, such as biology, economics, or 
English, or it may cut across two or more traditional fields (as an interdisciplinary 
or individually planned major).

The success of Oglethorpe alumni and students in their subsequent education, a 
wide variety of careers, and community life attests to the soundness of this 
approach to education.
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