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Innovation at the 
Crossroads of 
Humanities,
Social Sciences,
and Technology

 There is much to be proud of in the history of 
liberal arts at Georgia Tech. We have been part of the 
curriculum since the Institute opened in 1888.  From 
its inception, Tech made a habit of hiring stellar liber-
al arts faculty and administrators.  Testimony to that 
is the fact that two of Tech’s eleven presidents were 
humanities educators!

 In this timeline, you will see a gradual but 
steady evolution in liberal arts at Georgia Tech. 
Whether in roles as executive leaders, faculty, staff, 
or students, we in the liberal arts have kept innovat-
ing, kept making Tech better, and kept sustaining and 
continually refreshing a liberal arts dialogue here. 
We have advocated – and continue to advocate – for 
a strong role for liberal arts, both as a foundation for 
the educational, ethical, and intellectual growth of our 
engineering, science, and technology students, and 
for the liberal arts disciplines in their own right as a 
critical element for compassionate, human-centered 
innovation, and problem-solving.  

 Ultimately, Georgia Tech created our own dis-
tinctive approach to the liberal arts. With the founding 
of the Ivan Allen College in 1990, we enacted a vision 
for research and teaching that anticipated the ubiq-
uitous technology and globalization that is shaping 
our world.  Today, I think we can make a pretty good 
argument that, as a technological institution, Georgia 
Tech is continuing to firm up our grasp of the implica-
tions of the merging and strengthening of the linkages 
of liberal arts to the technological disciplines.  After 
nearly 30 years, we are just beginning to explore the 
full potential of this innovation.

    — Jacqueline J. Royster

This timeline brochure is a part of the Ivan Allen College History 
Initiative, led by Rebecca Keane, director of communications, Ivan 
Allen College of Liberal Arts.  Research by Paul DeMerritt and Rebec-
ca Keane; Design by Xiuxiu Yuan. We gratefully acknowledge Jody 
Thompson and Wendy Hagenmeir in the Georgia Tech Library and 
Marilyn Somers of the Georgia Tech Living History Program for their 
enthusiastic support of this project.  Thank you also to former Col-
lege development director, Ski Hilenski, who wrote an original time-
line, and to Sandi Bramblett in Institute Research.

Message from the Dean



Beginnings

Rethinking  
the Role of  
Liberal Arts

Defining the 21st Century  
Technological University

1888 Georgia Tech opens 
offering a mechanical engi-
neering degree. English is one 
of six subjects taught in Tech 
Tower building. 

 “The head is in Athens; the 
hands are here.” – Nathaniel 
Harris, at opening ceremony 

1898 Tech’s shop culture is abandoned 
for a “purely education institution, as far as 
possible.” 

English Department Chair Kenneth G. 
Matheson begins operating a library from 
his office for students.

“Our courses are exclusively scientific and 
we have but little time to devote to oratory.” 
– President Lyman Hall

1904 Modern Languages Department is 
established.

1906 English Department Chair Ken-
neth G. Matheson is named president. 
He secures a grant for the Georgia Tech 
Carnegie Library.

1908 Two years of foreign language are required for most ma-
jors. The English Department begins teaching economic theory, 
general history, political economy, and physical geography. 

1923 President Marion L. Brittain an-
nounces an emphasis on English and math-
ematics. Today, our Brittain Fellows teach 
English. 

1933 Ivan Allen Jr. 
graduates with a degree 
in Commerce.

1934 Departments of Economics and 
Social Sciences are established.

1948 The General College is estab-
lished for non-engineering programs.

1959 English is the final class 
taught in Tech Tower.

1963 An institutional self-study 
recommends an undesignated 
degree in humanities or social 
sciences. 

1968 “Conversations I have heard suggest there 
is a recognition by a substantial number of faculty 
members that solutions of engineering problems 
and scientific investigation can no longer be ap-
proached in vacuo, but must be viewed within a 
wider social, political, and psychological frame of 
reference.”  
– Sam Webb, Dean of the General College 

A humanities college is advocated to prepare for 
“the general degree.” The President’s Annual Re-
port recommends interdisciplinary education and a 
revamped curriculum addressing social contexts. 

1968 Engineering faculty approve a 
new core curriculum that includes hu-
manities and social sciences. 

The History of Technology program 
is created in the Department of Social 
Sciences, prefiguring the College’s use 
of engineering, science, and technology 
as lenses on the humanities and social 
sciences.

1968 “It is hoped that the current and future curricula will better 
prepare the engineering student to serve society when he leaves Geor-
gia Tech. Ultimately, Georgia Tech should become a center for studies 
in this field and provide leadership for other colleges of engineering.”  
– Engineering Dean Arthur Hansen 

1968 Student social concerns prompt 
the Department of Social Sciences to 
hire Georgia Tech’s first African Amer-
ican professor, William Peace, to teach 
Afro-American History.

1970s President Joseph Mayo 
Pettit mandates that all pro-
fessors, including those in the 
humanities and social sciences, 
will be evaluated on the basis 
of scholarship, as well as, 
teaching. 

1971 First liberal arts degrees 
are awarded in economics: bac-
calaureates in 1971, master’s in 
1974, and doctoral in 1980.

1910 “English and the modern languages 
are… necessary to produce men able to commu-
nicate with doctors, lawyers, statesmen, and fi-
nanciers on an equal footing. Without [them]… 
the technical man never reaches full potential.”  
– President Kenneth G. Matheson

130 Years of Liberal Arts  
at Georgia Tech

1988 “Georgia Tech can become a new form of technological 
university by adding intellectual strength and degree programs 
in non-technical areas in the behavioral, social, and policy scienc-
es and in the humanities. We do this not by becoming a tradition-
al liberal arts college. Far from it! We add strength in non-techni-
cal areas in ways that dearly build on and complement our core 
strengths in engineering, science, and technology.”

 “I agree completely with [Crecine’s] strategic forecast that the 
world will grow increasingly interdependent, that technology 
will become increasingly complex, and that the challenge to 
researchers, educators, and students alike at Georgia Tech is 
to prepare themselves ‘to live in a global economy and lead in 
the management of technology’.” 
– Dan Papp, Director, School of Social Sciences

1990 Ivan Allen College of Management, Policy, and In-
ternational Affairs is founded in the name of former Atlanta 
Mayor Ivan Allen Jr. and shapes the modern configuration of 
the College: economics; history and sociology; international 
affairs; literature, media, and culture; modern languages; and 
public policy. 

1991 Innovative Language for Business and Technology 
(LBAT) study abroads are established.

1996 Sam Nunn School of International Affairs is named in 
honor of the retiring U.S. senator.

1998 Management is separated, and the College mission is 
refocused on humanities and social sciences.

1999 Sue Rosser is named dean, the first 
female dean at Georgia Tech.

2001 - 2011 College awards the Ivan 
Allen Jr. Prize for Progress and Service to 
Georgia luminaries including Ted Turner, 
Gov. Zell Miller, Pres. Jimmy Carter, and 
civil rights icon Jesse Hill Jr. 

2004 The nation’s first doctoral degree 
in Digital Media is created in the School of 
Literature, Media, and Communication.

2010 Ivan Allen College research 
examining the ways in which scientific 
exploration affects public policy is key 
to Georgia Tech being the first 

2014 President Peterson high-
lights the “far-reaching impact” 
of the College including its glob-
al influence and strategic impor-
tance to the institute. “Georgia 
Tech would not be where it is 
today without the legacy and 
ongoing pursuit of excellence of 
the Ivan Allen College of Liberal 
Arts.”

2016 Public Policy enters U.S. 
News & World Report rankings. 
By 2018, it ranks #43 Best Grad-
uate School, #2 Graduate School 
in Information Technology Man-
agement, and #12 in Environ-
mental Policy and Management. 

2011 The legacy of Ivan Allen Jr. is 
expanded to all of campus. “We intend 
to provide our students with the 
means by which they can make deci-
sions based on the kinds of moral and 
ethical principles that led Ivan Allen 
to risk being ostracized by his peers in 
order to defend what was right.”  
– President G.P. “Bud” Peterson 

2011 - 2015 College presents Ivan 
Allen Jr. Prize for Social Courage. 
Honorees include Senator Sam Nunn, 
Congressman John Lewis, global 
health leader Dr. William H. Foege, 
and Zimbabwean human rights attor-
ney Beatrice Mtetwa.

2017 M.S. in Cybersecurity Policy is our seventh master’s 
program, complementing 10 bachelor of science degrees, 
and six doctoral degrees. 

10-Year Sponsored Research totals $50,730,187. 
 
Three new research centers established in three years bring 
our total to 16.

2018 “The vision for this College is blossoming 
to its full potential. The world is speeding beyond 
its fascination with technology and information to 
embrace discernment and understanding as keys to 
solving the complex challenges in the 21st century. 
The Ivan Allen College is a locus to engage robustly 
in these societal and public concerns.”  
– Jacqueline J. Royster, Dean

2009 “When Dean Rosser assumed her leadership role, 
there was not a clear understanding of how the College 
fit in with the rest of the academic units. Under her 
direction, Ivan Allen College has achieved not only an 
identity and focus, but also established itself as a leader 
in scholarship at the intersection of technology and the 
humanities.”  
– Provost Gary Schuster

2010 Jacqueline J. Royster is named 
dean, the first African American dean at 
Georgia Tech.

“We need to teach this [transboundary 
learning] at the beginning with inte-
grative freshman seminars. Whether 
science or art, the creative process 
is similar … innovation requires the 
ability to formulate a problem from 
different perspectives.” – Nancy J. Ner-
sessian, Professor of Cognitive Sciences 
in Public Policy and Computing

Sponsored research tops 
$6 million, tenure-track 
faculty has quadrupled, 
and student enrollment 
has doubled.

Faculty lead 20 work/study abroad programs. Cross-col-
lege Global Leadership Studies are established at Georgia 
Tech-Lorraine.

1975 The College of Sciences and Lib-
eral Studies (COSALS) is formed.

1980 The Master of Science of Tech-
nology and Science Policy is estab-
lished.

university in nearly a 
decade invited to join 
the prestigious Asso-
ciation of American 
Universities (AAU). 


