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Biography

Ben Nelson is the founder, chairman and CEO of Minerva Project, 
based in San Francisco, California.  

He obtained his B.S. in Economics, with Honors, from the Wharton 
School at the University of Pennsylvania.  

He joined the online photo hosting and printing service Snapfish in 
1999, eventually serving as CFO and, eventually CEO, until 2010.  
Snapfish was acquired by Hewlett-Packard in 2005. 

Ben has a long-standing passion for innovative and substantive 
education reform, and served as the Chair of the Student Committee 
on Undergraduate Education (SCUE) during his student days at 
Wharton.   He began working full-time on Minerva in 2010, which 
received a $25 million seed investment from Benchmark Capital in 
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2012. In the fall of 2014, Minerva began teaching operations with its 
founding class of international students. 

Howard spoke with Ben in San Francisco in April 2014. 
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“Genius without education,” Ben Franklin informed us in his ever-play-
ful Poor Richard’s Almanack, “is like silver in the mine.”

Like most of the Founding Fathers, Franklin was convinced that 
education was the key to ensuring that the newly minted United States 
of America, which he did so much to contribute to, would continue 
to thrive. 

But what type of education would be required?

Franklin, ever the bold, albeit congenial, revolutionary, took a decidedly 
different tack than many of his peers. Convinced that many contempo-
rary methods were “too ornamental”, he advocated a distinctive fusion 
of the practical and theoretical, mixing science with philosophy and 
emphasizing English over Latin, so as to ensure that students would be 
best prepared to converse, conduct business and develop their minds so 
that they could maximally contribute to the life and prosperity of the 
young republic. 

Franklin’s vision was triumphantly manifested in the creation of 
the College of Philadelphia (together with two schools for younger 
students, the Academy and the Charity School), which later became 
the University of Pennsylvania. In 1757, the first class graduated from 
the College, and Franklin’s philosophy became a reality. 

While a founding member of the venerable Ivy League, to this day Penn 
maintains a forthrightly progressive view of its educational mandate, 
welcoming – indeed, to some extent, demanding – new ideas and ap-
proaches to consider how best to refine the learning experience in a 
changing world. This attitude goes well beyond routine self-apprais-
als by academic administrators and faculty. Penn’s undergraduates also 
weigh in through their long-standing Student Committee on Under-

A Tale of Two Bens

Introductory Essay
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graduate Education (SCUE), which produces regular, influential “white 
papers” that often lead to substantive pedagogical change. 

Ben Nelson regards himself as a proud descendant of this Franklinian 
tradition of educational innovation and critical self-improvement. As 
Chair of SCUE during his undergraduate days, he had the opportuni-
ty to directly propose a wide variety of his passionately-held, innova-
tive measures to enhance the student (and faculty) experience, some of 
which (like “preceptorials”) are still very much part of the current Penn 
experience. 

“Today,” he told me proudly, “not only are preceptorials integrated 
into the course registration system, but roughly a third of Penn under-
graduates take a preceptorial every semester. It is, I think, the largest 
non-credit bearing academic program in the Ivy League.

“That’s fantastic, and it did what we wanted it to do, which is to make 
Penn a more intellectual, vibrant, place, where people learn for the sake 
of learning, not just getting knowledge, but actually engaging in the 
world. For us that was very important.”

An unqualified success, then? Well, not exactly. For Ben, preceptorials 
were just the tip of the revolutionary iceberg. And underneath their 
initial success, lay a mountain of frustration. 

“I had the most powerful position on campus. I was the ‘big man on 
campus’, but I couldn’t get anything done. Well, not exactly; I got what 
was under my control done, but I couldn’t convince anyone of doing 
the really big things. So I just said, ‘It’s impossible.’ And eventually I 
gave up.”

What were the sorts of “really big things” Ben had in mind? Principally 
they involved moving away from a system of “knowledge dissemina-
tion”, where faculty were responsible for passing along a body of facts 
to students, to developing a structure where professors were instead 
focused on ensuring that their pupils knew how to think. The facts, 
meanwhile, they could – and should – pick up on their own. 
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Somewhere along the line, Ben realized, the modern university had 
abandoned its pivotal role of piloting the intellectual development of 
its students in favor of simply passing along fixed quantities of informa-
tion, gradually resulting in a sense of restlessness and gnawing indiffer-
ence towards the entire educational status quo. 

“As you move from, I’m going to develop you intellectually to I’m going 
to disseminate information, you inevitably find yourself saying, ‘Hmm. 
Disseminate information? You can pick up that information anywhere. 
Maybe we don’t actually need to do that. And then, we’ll just do some grade 
inflation. I don’t really care what happens to the class. Well, why do we even 
have a class to begin with? Oh well, no one will notice…’

Essentially, Ben realized, what he really wanted to do was build his 
own university. But unlike his more illustrious 18th-century namesake, 
he didn’t have the opportunity to do so – at least not yet. So he gave 
up and headed west, settling at an online photo hosting and printing 
company called Snapfish, where he remained for over 10 years, working 
his way up to CFO and then CEO. 

In April 2010, after an exciting and tumultuous decade of experiences, 
the time was right to leave Snapfish and try something new. But what? 

On reflection, he told me, the most memorable aspect of his years 
at Snapfish had centered around some serendipitous, yet immensely 
rewarding, acts, like providing key emotional support for victims of 
Hurricane Katrina and developing a progressive policy on employee 
illness. In fact, he realized, his most significant accomplishments during 
that decade weren’t directly related to the business of Snapfish at all. 

“We could have been selling widgets. We could have been any success-
ful enterprise. So I decided that what I was going to do next would have 
that as the reason, not as an accident. 

“Then I thought, Where can you make systemic impact? Where can you 
actually have a social mission be the reason you exist? You can do health 
care, but I know nothing about that. You can do clean energy, but I 
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knew nothing about that either. You can do education… So I thought, 
Oh, right – I had this idea... 

“And because of Snapfish I had gone through this experience where I 
realized that you can actually start something. So I gave it a little bit of 
thought, and realized this can actually work.”

In 2011, Ben Nelson officially founded Minerva Project, a new educa-
tional institution which has, as its goal, nothing less than becoming the 
best university in the world. They accepted their first crop of interna-
tional students in the fall of 2014, and are already making serious waves 
in the world of higher education. 

You might hear it said that Nelson is just another Silicon Valley entre-
preneur who has recently turned his attention to EdTech. Don’t believe 
it for a second. Ben Nelson has dreamed of starting a university for 
decades now. And while he enthusiastically embraces technology for 
its liberating potential to allow him to move beyond the standard cur-
riculum, he is the last thing from a techno-gimmick guy. For him, the 
curriculum has always been the problem, and technology is but one 
vitally important aspect of the solution.

And not just for his pet project. For everyone. 

“It doesn’t matter how successful we are as an institution, we will not 
be able to find, educate, and provide that kind of guidance to all the 
high-potential students in the world. That’s impossible. So the only way 
for us to have our mission fulfilled is if everybody copies us. 

“One of the reasons that we are so adamant about creating a brand, and 
a value proposition, and an institution, that is the best – not a good, or 
very good, or even excellent, but the best university in the world – is 
because, in the world of higher education, everybody follows the leader. 
Our goal is to leave other universities no choice but to either adopt 
our curriculum or – and this is what we hope will happen – figure out 
something even better. We want to bring the concept of a competitive 
marketplace for curricula back into the university.”
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Centuries after Franklin’s shining example, Ben Nelson is hard at work 
in downtown San Francisco, mining all the silver he can get his hands 
on. 

– Howard Burton
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The Conversation

Chapter 1  
Minerva Defined
How to make a different sort of university, and why

Howard: I’d like to start by asking you to tell me all about Minerva. 
What is it? And why do you think it’s different? Then we can take 
it from there. 

Ben: Minerva is effectively our attempt – we think the first attempt 
– at reimagining what a top-tier research university looks like in 
a 21st century context, with no presuppositions and no encum-
brances: a fully clean-slate environment. We look at every aspect 
of the student life cycle, the faculty-university relationship, the 
university-research relationship, the university-community rela-
tionship, and start from scratch, effectively basically creating what 
we think is an ideal system. Now, it’s not the ideal system, but an 
ideal system – an ideal system around our particular goal. 
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Our goal is to educate those students who we believe will be the 
future innovators and leaders in a broad variety of contexts from 
a global perspective. Those elements are what we try to teach 
the students, and we structure the university around that. Even 
the faculty model, then, even the way that they will do research, 
will be informed by optimizing that outcome for students. That’s 
effectively the system that we’ve built. 

Howard: Perhaps it might be useful to clear up some misconceptions, 
because I think those tend to happen, particularly when someone 
is doing something new. You’ve had a lot of very positive media 
coverage, but inevitably people will put various tag lines to it 
that may or may not be appropriate. I’m sure you hear people say 
things like, “Oh, it’s high-tech. It’s modern. It’s all virtual and the 
students aren’t actually there,” which is, in fact, not the case. 

Ben: Right. Well, what’s interesting about the evolution of Minerva is 
that Minerva started as a plan to actually reinvent the University 
of Pennsylvania. It didn’t start as the idea, How do I start a new 
university? It started with me thinking about my experience at 
Penn while I was there as an undergraduate, lobbying for reform 
of the university.  
 
This was, first and foremost, a curricular, and secondly, a peda-
gogical argument: that, basically, curricula no longer exist in uni-
versity – certainly not from a liberal arts perspective – and that 
you needed to recreate a more structured curriculum that was 
flexible in its addressing of subject matter, but more structured in 
the way that you teach students how to think. That was really the 
kernel of the idea.  
 
The problem with applying those notions to the existing model 
– and this was really the flaw of my initial argument 20 years ago 
– is that, if you really want to structure a curriculum but allow 
for flexibility (meaning various subject matter), the connection 
between unit to unit, course to course, is tenuous at best. It’s 
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basically non-existent.  
 
If you’re going to teach people how to think, you can’t just have a 
conversation with them. You certainly can’t put them in a lecture 
and say, “Think this way.” What you have to do is provide them 
with the cognitive tools that they can then apply to various sub-
ject matter, this concept of far transfer: learning something in one 
context, and then being able to transfer it to a completely differ-
ent context. That’s when you start to develop learned intuitions. 
Then as you exercise that process and learn more and more, that’s 
really when it becomes second nature.  
 
The issue is that if you take that idea and put it into the current 
university structure, it’s almost certainly not going to happen, be-
cause a university can barely tell professors what subject matter to 
teach in their class, let alone tell them, “When you teach Dosto-
evsky, make sure you get across the idea of second-order effects.” 
That’s a very tall order for a university to impose, and even if the 
university were to tell the professor to do that, there’s no way of 
knowing if she actually did.  
 
What we realized is that, in order to create this scaffolded curricu-
lum – this concept of a curriculum with a base at the bottom on 
which the rest of the courses are built, and that base then feeds 
into those courses – you have to use data in the classroom.  
 
You also have to have a small number of students in a class, 
meaning that you don’t have these large lectures that are so 
common (and which are typically just information dissemination 
anyway). It’s about active learning, it’s about actual practicing of 
the concepts by the students. And you have to ensure that the 
professor knows which concepts the students are struggling with, 
which ones they have great facility with, and how to direct the 
conversation of the class depending on which student is doing 
what.  
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It turns out that implementing that concept is very difficult to 
do offline. For our formal curriculum, then, we wanted to make 
sure that we can deliver the pedagogy at its highest level – and 
really the only way in which to do that is online. Now, you can’t 
just say it’s online, you actually have to build the platform that 
is able to do that, because there is no existing platform that can 
actually deliver this kind of pedagogical model that we have in 
mind. It has to be more interactive than a regular seminar. It has 
to be more engaging for the students. It has to be more driven by 
the structured concept of which fundamental ideas and habits of 
mind get exercised on which subject matter, which day of class, 
and so forth. 
 
It’s quite a bit of work from that regard, but when you accom-
plish that, you get three very nice side benefits.  
 
The first is that you don’t have to spend a whole bunch of money 
building buildings, because the classrooms themselves don’t 
need to exist: there just needs to be a one-camera-to-one-student 
relationship, and they can be on their laptops, anywhere. That, I 
think, is part of where the misconception that we are a “virtual 
university” comes from, because the classes themselves don’t have to 
have a physical space.  
 
The second benefit is that now the professor doesn’t need to be 
next to the student. So we’re able to actually have professors all 
over the world who are truly the subject matter experts, without 
the constraint of saying, “Well, you have to actually get up and 
move, move your family, move yourself, etc.” Alternatively, if 
you’re stuck somewhere you don’t want to be, you can move to 
wherever you want to be; it’s not a matter of where we need you 
to be. 
 
The third benefit is that it gives you complete carte blanche to 
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reimagine the student experience. So, rather than saying, I have a 
university. It revolves around my faculty. I congregate the faculty first. 
I build the infrastructure for the faculty, and then I have to congre-
gate the students around them and then build more infrastructure for 
the students, instead, we get to say, Well, if we want to train stu-
dents that are going to be innovators and leaders in a broad variety of 
fields in a global context, what kind of student experience should we 
be providing for them?  
 
For us, the idea is that we want them to be integrated into society 
as opposed to being removed from it. So, at Minerva, our stu-
dents will have lived in seven different countries by the time they 
graduate. They spend their freshman year here in San Francisco. 
Then they’ll follow a rotation of immersion experiences in the 
following cities: Berlin, Buenos Aires, Bangalore, Seoul, Istanbul 
and London.. This naturally gives them that broad understand-
ing of the great cultural, political, and economic capitals of the 
world, and allows them to really learn from their environment. 
We believe that that is the optimal environment for students who 
will then go on to have the kind of impact we expect. 
 
It also provides us a tremendous amount of flexibility. For 
example, if a student wants to stay in a particular city a couple 
of semesters, as opposed to going to a different city, because her 
particular area of study is dominant in that city, that’s possible. 

Howard: They have that flexibility? It’s not as if they necessarily have 
to follow the path you just laid out? 

Ben: They have to petition to take a different route, but there is that 
option. There’s always a way to choose your own adventure. I 
think about it very much like living off campus. My first two 
years at Penn I lived on campus, and my second two years I 
lived off campus. So we have an on-campus option for all of our 
students, but sometimes you have to allow for some off-campus 
types of environments for them as well.
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Further References

A standard modern article that discusses the notions of transfer and 
pedagogy is, “Rocky Roads to Transfer: Rethinking Mechanisms of a 
Neglected Phenomenon” by Gavriel Salmon and David Perkins (Edu-
cational Psychologist 24(2), 113-142, 1989).

For more on active learning, see, for example, Active Learning: Creating 
Excitement in the Classroom by Charles C. Bonwell and James A. Eison 
(1991), Using Active Learning in College Classes: A Range of Options for 
Faculty, edited by Tracey Sutherland and Charles C. Bonwell (1996), 
as well as “Does Active Learning Work? A Review of the Research” 
by Michael Prince (Journal of Engineering Education, 93(3), 223-231 
(2004)).

For a sampling of the press Minerva has received, see, for example, 
Abigail Jones’ December 2014 Newsweek article, “How to Solve 
College Debt: An Online School May Have the Answer,” Graeme 
Wood’s September 2014 Atlantic article “The Future of College”, and 
this PBS Newshour feature. More Minerva-related press can be found 
on their website media page.
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Chapter 2  
Learning to Learn
Distinguishing between knowledge dissemination and the process of learning

Howard: My sense is that there are two issues at play here. 
 
There is the matter of the knowledge which is to be disseminated 
and assumed digested. If I want to study mathematics, or political 
theory, or archeology, there are a bunch of things that I have to 
know in order to do those activities well.  
 
And then there is the whole idea of habits of mind, how to 
think properly, critical thinking skills, and so forth. And my 
understanding is that what Minerva is doing is effectively saying, 
“Look, all of that information about what you have to know is vi-
tally important, but that can be received through reading books, 
online materials, and a wealth of other ways.” 
 
I discussed this a little bit with Stephen Kosslyn1 recently. When 
I was an undergraduate (I think this is a very typical experience), 
I remember thinking, Why the heck am I sitting in a class listen-
ing to some guy talk about something that I can just read about? It 
seems like a completely inefficient way to actually go about doing 
something.

Ben: And worse than inefficient, it’s expensive. That really is the trag-
edy. If it was just a time sink, well, okay; you have to go through 
that at some point. You have to read the book, or you have to do 
the homework.

Howard: Well, I would argue that you’re not actually learning it in 

1  Stephen Kosslyn is Founding Dean of Minerva. Howard’s 
conversation with him in April, 2014 was the basis of the Ideas 
Roadshow issue, Psychology: From Theory to Practice. 
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class. You have to go out and do that afterwards anyway, so you 
really are just wasting your time. 

Ben: That’s right. In that case, you are generally wasting your time. 
But what’s worse is that you’re paying to waste your time, and 
you’re paying an enormous amount of money. 

Howard: It’s definitely worse for the student. It’s not so clear that it’s 
worse for the people who are receiving the money. 

Ben: Well, as far as the institutions are concerned, one of the interest-
ing things in higher education is how quickly universities follow 
what leading universities do. For example, the concept of online 
courses has always been around, but as soon as Stanford and 
Harvard got behind it very publicly, everybody else followed. But 
nobody actually thought through why that was the thing to do. 

Howard: And they still haven’t, as far as I can tell.

Ben: Right. They still don’t know. Now, for humanity, that’s a great 
thing. And for Minerva, that’s a great thing. We highly encourage 
it. We think knowledge should be free and ubiquitous. 
 
But for these universities, the reason that they’re so strict about 
their prerequisites – for example, if you look at any course catalog 
it’ll say something like, Before you can take this class you have to 
take Econ 101, Econ 102, Econ 201, and Econ 202, and then you 
can take Econ 345. But when you actually take the Econ 345, it 
turns out that there are really only seven or eight concepts that 
you needed to know in advance, concepts that they could have 
easily told you.  
 
But the reason it works this way is that those are the profit cen-
ters: these gigantic lectures where they stuff students. I’m not just 
talking about the CSU (California State University) system. I’m 
talking about the University of California. I’m talking about the 
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Ivy League. All of these institutions make an enormous margin 
on those large lectures.  
 
For them to say, “Well, actually, this is really only about $20 or 
$50 worth of value, and therefore you should go online and fig-
ure it out yourselves,” is, from a business-model perspective, very 
challenging – and they are highly aware of their business model. 

Further References

For more on MOOCs (massive open online courses), see, for example 
MOOCs by Jonathan Haber (2014), MOOC U: Who is Getting the Most 
Out of Online Education and Why by Jeffrey J. Selingo (2014), MOOCs: 
Opportunities, Impacts, and Challenges by Michael Nanfito (2013), as 
well as the website mooc.org.
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Chapter 3  
Minervan Details
Four integrated principles and practices

Howard: So, Minerva has separated these things. You’re putting the 
focus on the unique skills that people wouldn’t normally be able 
to extract from reading a book or taking an online course. There’s 
a clear sense of where value is added and what you’re actually 
paying for. 

Ben: Right.

Howard: Now let’s talk about what that actually is. For somebody 
reading this who’s not an educational theorist, who doesn’t have 
15 degrees in psychology and for whom the words ‘habits of 
mind’ and ‘critical thinking’ don’t mean all that much in particu-
lar, there could well be the thought, What the heck are we actually 
talking about here? Can you be a little bit more specific about all 
of this?

Ben: Sure. Maybe it would help to understand a little bit about what 
we expect our students to learn on their own. Before a student 
even starts Minerva, we expect them to have a decent grasp of 
statistics, a decent grasp of English – and by decent I mean they 
can write well and have an advanced understanding of grammar, 
which is important because many of our students are not native 
English speakers – and they have to have a solid understanding of 
the sciences, the fundamental concepts of science.  
 
We then offer them four full-year courses in their freshman year. 
Now, in effect, this is really one gigantic course taught by four 
different professors, because all of this interrelates.  
 
These four courses are not subject-matter driven. They’re driven 
by modules, by components in each of them, that together teach 
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115 different concepts. They fall into four large buckets, which 
are the four courses.  
 
The first one is Formal Analyses, which concerns logical think-
ing: how do you combine logic, advanced use of statistics, and 
thinking through the world algorithmically, towards understand-
ing and solve complex problems using those tools. 

Howard: So is this like a formal logic course that you would take in, 
say, a course on propositional calculus? Or is it somehow differ-
ent? 

Ben: It’s a little bit different, because it’s not just that. It has elements 
of that, but not every question that we address necessarily has an 
answer. That’s the key thing. Because if it’s just, Here’s a formula. 
Apply it to this. See what comes out, you can do that on your own. 
But in our case it’s more a question of learning how to use algo-
rithms and formal thinking for debate and for perspective.  
 
The second course is Empirical Analyses. This is actually the very 
first of the cornerstone courses that I piloted when I was at Penn. 
This course is effectively about how you experimentally design 
a hypothesis, test it, and see what comes out. It’s not about how 
you mix two chemicals that are supposed to explode, and then 
they do explode and you say, “Oh, yes! It exploded!” That’s not 
the point, here. 
 
20 years ago, we took peer-reviewed, published, scientific papers 
and had them read by non-scientists – students. Every single 
one of those papers was wrong: faulty use of logic, faulty use of 
statistics, people drawing inappropriate conclusions, exaggerated 
claims of certainty, and so on. It was very informative.  
 
The third course is Complex Systems. Your brain is a complex 
system. Your body is a complex system. Society is a complex 
system. Markets are complex systems.  
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So what happens is, once you have your theory, and you’ve done 
your experimental design and reached a conclusion, now you ap-
ply it to a system, and all of a sudden it doesn’t work out. Why? 
Because you have to think through second-order and third-order 
effects. You have to think about interactions.  
 
One of my favorite examples (which is highly relevant to Miner-
va) is a simple one, concerning federal financial aid. The federal 
government says, “The G.I. bill was a big success. It allowed 
veteran servicemen to get a college education. Why don’t we open 
things up for everybody? Let’s go and make higher education 
more affordable,” and they launched Federal Financial Aid.  
 
First-order effect: higher education is more affordable.  
 
Second-order effect: higher education is less affordable.  
 
Because, of course, when you introduce a subsidy, the natural 
incentive is that the market will eat the subsidy up and it’ll still 
clear. What’s worse is that when you introduce a subsidy, you 
create inefficiencies; and now, where higher education was afford-
able for a large swath of the population that wasn’t addressed by 
financial aid, now it’s not affordable for that swath.  
 
This is a simple analysis – actually, it’s a simple, complex analy-
sis – which is very different than when you talk about weather 
patterns, or how markets behave, which gets extremely complex. 

Howard: But the same principle in involved – that is, the principle of 
complexity.

Ben: Exactly – the same principle applies. And, of course, building on 
these ideas further, one encounters chaos theory and other issues. 
But the goal here is to give students the tools to handle complex 
problems. 
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The fourth area is Multimodal Communications. This is 
probably the most similar to a traditional course, or traditional 
curriculum, at a standard university, because every university will 
say that you have to have a writing requirement. But this is actu-
ally, first and foremost, a rhetoric class. It’s about how to get your 
arguments down to the most salient points; and then, depending 
on the medium, how to communicate them. Writing is definitely 
one method, but so is public speaking, so is a conversation, so is 
visual presentation, so is the use of music. We want to make sure 
that students have the basic principles that underlie each one of 
those modalities. 
 
And  we approach it – and this is probably illustrative of our 
unique style and orientation – with the subject matter used to 
teach each of these modalities being completely independent. 
So the course isn’t A Shakespeare course, in which you learn how 
to write. It is a course on communications, in which you may 
study a bit of Shakespeare, but you may also listen to the Rolling 
Stones. 

Howard: Well, presumably it has to be as part of your ethos, because 
otherwise it would necessarily be tied to some much narrower 
stream. 

Ben: Exactly. And what I think is actually less talked about – be-
cause it’s perhaps a little bit more esoteric than our impact at the 
core – is that if you look at our course catalogue, every class that 
Minerva offers is about applying these tools and trends to various 
subject matters, to the concentrations, but they are not about 
knowledge dissemination.  
 
We think of knowledge dissemination as just being the introduc-
tory level courses – Econ 101, 102 – but unfortunately, it’s not 
just that. It also happens all too often in much smaller classes, 
upper level classes.  
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I remember taking a course on Dostoevsky in college – I love 
Dostoevsky. There were only 12 of us in the class, but it was a 
lecture. There was no interaction, no active learning. It was just: 
read The Double, come to class, and the professor will talk to 
us about it. He was a foremost expert on Dostoevsky, but that’s 
not the point. I could have gotten The Great Courses lectures on 
Dostoevsky and saved myself a few thousand dollars. 

Further References

For more details on Minerva’s curriculum, see here. 

There does not seem to be a Great Courses course specifically devoted 
to Dostoevsky, but there is one on Classics of Russian Literature with 
Irwin Weil. 
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Chapter 3a  
An Example 
The value of comparing and contrasting 

Ben: I’ll give you an example.

Howard: I thought you just did give me an example. 

Ben: Well, that’s an example of what not to do. Here’s how we take a 
concept and make it a Minerva course. In many universities you’ll 
find a course on the political systems of Latin America. And 
what do you do in that course? You explore the political systems 
of Latin America. Well, you can explore that on your own. Why 
are the political systems of Latin America interesting? Because 
Latin America, as a group, went from dictatorship to democracy 
relatively successfully, as opposed to, say, what’s been going on 
with the Arab Spring – which has not been as successful, to put it 
mildly. 
 
That is, I think, a much more interesting approach. Rather than 
having a Minerva course about the political systems of Latin 
America, and South East Asia, and every other area, it would be 
a course about transitioning from one form of government to 
another, successes and failures. That’s useful. And if our students 
are eventually going to be presidents, prime ministers, helping 
to draft new constitutions for their countries, that’s an extremely 
important skill for them to have. 

Howard: It’s not only useful – I want to get to the utilitarian aspect 
later – but it strikes me as being deeper.

Ben: Yes. It’s both more theoretical and more practical.

Howard: And the appeal of that is presumably that it motivates and 
piques the curiosity of the students. If you’re looking at one 
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isolated example of one country, or one group of neighboring 
countries, in terms of learning dates, who came to power, when 
the coup was, who got killed, and all that, that may be important 
for your general level of culture, but that, in and of itself – unless 
you have some identification with that country – will probably 
not be terribly motivating for you. That’s essential, because if 
you’re passionate, there’s a great likelihood that you will go on to 
do important things. 

Ben: That’s exactly right. We just admitted our first class of students 
and I’ve just been speaking with some of them. One of the stu-
dents whom I talked to (who’s from Malaysia) went through the 
course catalogue and told me, “I read through the entire course 
catalogue. I want to take every single class, and I’m seriously 
doubting my initial choice of major.” You don’t typically get that 
by reading a university course catalogues.

Howard: Not usually, no.

Ben: And that was very, very gratifying, because that’s really what it’s 
all about. 
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Chapter 3b  
Critical Teeth-Cutting
When imitation happens, and why

Howard: I’d like to spend more time on your personal story. You 
mentioned a little bit about this before, about being this idealist 
at University of Pennsylvania. Walk me through, not just your 
ideas about how you were going to reform education at Penn, 
but presumably what happened before you stepped on campus. I 
don’t need to go into your deep, dark, childhood or anything like 
that, but I’d like to discuss when these more concrete ideas about 
education reform started to occur to you. 

Ben: I first had a bunch of theories in high school about high school 
education reform, and I wrote a paper very early on about that 
stuff.

Howard: You wrote a paper about this when you were in high school?

Ben: Yes. You remember, in 1983, the big study the Reagan adminis-
tration did on the failing schools?

Howard: I don’t remember that. I remember being terrified of global 
nuclear war when Reagan was in power.

Ben: Anyway, it was big news in the ‘80s about the failure of high 
schools and our educational system. 

Howard: But isn’t it always big news? Aren’t high schools always fail-
ing, to some extent?

Ben: I suppose, but that’s when I was made aware of it. When I was 
in high school, in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, I decided I should 
write something about it and give some of my perspectives on 
things. But really, it wasn’t very deep. It just sparked a little bit of 
my interest in education.
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Howard: Hold on a minute. Sorry to keep interrupting you, but most 
people, when they’re in high school, don’t say, “The government 
has conducted a big study. The education system is failing. I’m 
going to write a paper about it.” What high school did you go to?

Ben: I went to Montclair High School in Montclair, New Jersey.

Howard: Isn’t that where Yogi Berra2 is from?

Ben: I think he is, yes. Yogi Berra is from Montclair. And Buzz 
Aldrin3. Aldrin went to the same high school I went to, as it 
happens.

Howard: OK. So you attend this interesting high school in Montclair, 
New Jersey. The government of the day is concerned about failing 
high schools and you write a paper, and then what happens? Did 
you publish it somewhere? Did you put it in a desk drawer? Show 
it to a few teachers?

Ben: I think I sent it to my social studies teacher or my history teach-
er.

Howard: And what was their reaction? Did they say, “This is fantas-
tic!”? Or, “We’ve got to evict this kid from school!”?

Ben: No, they were highly tolerant of my shenanigans. 

Howard: Those aren’t shenanigans. A shenanigan is setting the school 
on fire. Not writing a paper.

Ben: Right, so these were different shenanigans. But I was very in-
volved with the school, the administration. I was the president of 
everything, so they tolerated a lot of my crazy ideas and humored 

2  Lawrence Peter “Yogi” Berra (b. 1925), Hall-of-Fame baseball 
player, manager and coach and almost equally famous wordsmith. 
3  Edwin Eugene (“Buzz”) Aldrin Jr (b. 1930), American engineer 
and astronaut, who was the second person to walk on the moon. 
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me quite a bit. 

Howard: And the idea behind this was, what exactly? What were 
your core ideas for how you were going to reform the high school 
system?

Ben: The core idea was to pay more attention to self-paced learning. 
 
English was my second language. I was born in Israel and grew 
up there. I spent third grade in the U.S., and then fourth grade 
back in Israel, and fifth grade back in the U.S. again. 
 
I hadn’t thought about this until a few months ago, actually: the 
way I got caught up in English. In fifth grade, my English was 
terrible. I had one year of English in third grade, then I forgot 
most of it because I went back to Israel. When I moved to New 
Jersey there was a system of cards in the class. It was this huge box 
of exercises in English. On each card there was an exercise, from 
the most rudimentary to the most advanced.  
 
I had a great fifth-grade teacher, Mr. Laskowicz. He saw that I 
wasn’t up to speed with the class in terms of grammar and what-
ever else, and so he said to me, “Look, when we do our English 
lesson, you go to the back and do those exercises.”  
 
By the end of the year, I was the most advanced student in 
English in the entire class, because I just powered through ev-
erything, and I wasn’t forced to be in a particular stage. I wasn’t 
the smartest kid in the class; I was just left to my own devices, as 
opposed to being squeezed into a one-size-fits-all system.  
 
The high school had an element of that, with different tracks for 
different courses, but it was still very rigid. So I was effectively 
arguing for adaptive learning before the technology and concept 
were developed.
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Howard: Well, you had the technology, in a sense.

Ben: Right – it was adaptive learning. That was the great part about it; 
and it was extremely effective. In the future, I believe that knowl-
edge dissemination is going to be almost exclusively on adaptive 
learning platforms. I think that’s the best way to internalize 
information. It goes at your own pace. It challenges you to come 
up with things. It gets you to participate. 

Howard: And technology facilitates that.

Ben: Yes, technology facilitates that very easily. 

Howard: So this was high school, and you had these ideas based upon 
your personal experiences in primary school. It turns out that we 
have actually gone quite a ways back after all. 

Ben: Yes. Then in my freshman year of college I saw that there was 
a course on the history of universities. I thought, Oh, I have all 
these ideas about education reform for high schools. I’ll take a course 
on the history of universities.  
 
It was a full year course co-taught by Ira Harkavy4 and Lee Ben-
son5. Lee Benson was a very noted historian who died recently, 
and Ira Harkavy, who’s still at Penn, was one of the pioneers of 
the study of “town and gown relationships” and structuring of the 
university. Half of this course was on the history of universities 
and the other half was on the design of universities, from the 
sociological and urban planning perspective. It was only reserved 
for upperclassmen, but I finagled my way in.

4  Ira Harkavy, American historian and founding director of the 
Netter Center for Community Partnerships at Penn. 
5  Lee Benson (1922-2012), American historian, whose most 
influential work was likely The Concept of Jacksonian Democracy 
(1967). He spent the last 20 years of his life working at the Netter 
Center with Ira Harkavy (see above), a former student. 
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Howard: So you managed to get beyond these horrible course require-
ments that you were talking about earlier. 

Ben: That’s right, sidestepping the requirements and prerequisites. I 
said, “Do I really need to know Urban Planning 101?” or whatev-
er the prerequisite was. 

Howard: If you go right to the professors it’s normally no problem. 

Ben: Exactly, the professors have no problem with it. 
 
At any rate, that course opened my eyes. I went back to the 
founding documents for Penn, Franklin’s ideals for a university 
– the idea of combining the practical and the ornamental – and 
Jefferson’s ideals behind UVA, all the way up to the Hutchins 
College in Chicago6 in the ‘40s and ‘50s.  
 
These were all attempts at developing minds to be in the most 
important positions in society. That’s what a university was there 
for. It wasn’t just to give you knowledge. These individuals un-
derstood that they were entrusting their country to these young 
people, and they wanted to make damn sure that by the time 
they graduated, they were in a position to begin taking charge 
appropriately.  
 
Now, they did it in kind of anachronistic ways: Greek, Latin, 
dead white men. One can argue for or against the “great books” 
method. I’m actually not a big fan of that methodology, but what 
the curriculum had the luxury of was structure. It was roughly 
three years of completely structured classes and then a few elec-
tives, together with the introduction of the concept of the major 

6  Robert Maynard Hutchins (1899-1977) was an American 
educational philosopher and president and chancellor of the 
University of Chicago (1929-1951). He reformed the College of the 
University of Chicago into a unique pedagogical system. See chapter 
references for more details. 
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a little later on.  
 
When you do that, you can actually plan the intellectual develop-
ment of the students, because by the time you get the student as a 
faculty member, you know they’ve already had a particular course 
and learned to think in one way, and now you can teach them to 
think in another way. They’ve learned that concept, now you can 
teach them this concept. 
 
This wasn’t about psychological principles of mind – in a sense 
this was before psychology – but there was this central idea of 
developing the student. 
 
Then what happened was, in my opinion, the deadly fork in 
the road in American higher education. In the 1960s, students 
justifiably rebelled against the subject matter. Professors, rather 
than agreeing, and saying, “The subject matter needs to change, 
but these cognitive tools are critical, so we’re going to teach you 
these cognitive tools and allow you to take a spectrum of subject 
matters on top of that,” effectively said, “Okay, we’ll stick to a 
subject-matter orientation in our pedagogical model and remove 
structure.” 
 
I sometimes say – rarely on record, but I guess I will now – that 
Brown is one of the only honest universities in the United States, 
because Brown will tell you, You’ve gotten into Brown, which is 
very difficult to do. It’s an Ivy League University. Nobody gets Fs. 
There are no real requirements. You take 30 courses, whatever you 
want. And you get a degree. 
 
They’re honest about it. I think some students get a good 
education at Brown because they come there for that freedom. 
Of course, some students who go to Brown actually need that 
structure so it’s not the best system for them. 
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But I think other universities are somewhat disingenuous. They 
say, We have a curriculum. We have the structure. But they don’t; 
they have distribution requirements. Sure, I may have taken two 
courses in science and two courses in math, but did I really do 
that if the course I took was, say, introductory-level physics for 
non-physics students?  
 
And this disingenuousness deteriorates all the way to the glaring 
example of UNC just earlier this year. UNC gave their athletes 
college credit for classes that didn’t exist7. 
 
That’s what happens. As you move from, I’m going to develop you 
intellectually to I’m going to disseminate information, you inevitably 
find yourself saying, Hmm. Disseminate information? You can pick 
up that information anywhere. Maybe we don’t actually need to do 
that. And then we’ll just do some grade inflation. And now I don’t 
really care what happens to the class. Well, why do we even have a 
class to begin with? Oh well, no one will notice. Thank goodness 
when people noticed, people were fired. But still…

Howard: Well, it’s a slippery slope.

Ben: Exactly. And to me, that was the “Aha!” moment.  
 
The hypothesis that I had then was that, if those individuals who 
were educated in higher education in the 1970s and beyond were 
going to take over the reigns of power in the United States, we 
would be in a world of hurt. And I think we’re currently in a 
world of hurt. 

Howard: So what did you do? You came to this conclusion. You were 
at Penn. You had taken various courses and had developed a 
deeper sense of what the problem was and how we might, at least 
theoretically, be able to address the problem. So what did you do 

7  See here, for example. 
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about it?

Ben: Well, first I wrote a paper, as usual. It was this tome about what 
a redesigned curriculum should look like. 

Howard: Was this paper part of this course on universities?

Ben: This was part of the course. The course wasn’t necessarily about 
reimagining the university, but that was my angle. It was my idea 
of how the curriculum should be reformed at Penn. But Penn 
is uniquely invested in actually hearing what students have to 
say about the curriculum, unlike most universities. If you look 
at Penn’s curriculum, basically from the 1960s on, almost every 
aspect of it was initially proposed by students through the format 
of the Student Committee on Undergraduate Education (SCUE).

Howard: Did you know that when you applied there?

Ben: No, I didn’t know. I just discovered that when I came to Penn, 
when I took this class.  
 
The SCUE was the oldest form of student government at Penn, 
and it’s not elected. It’s a think tank that’s self-perpetuating. What 
happens is that, every five years, SCUE writes a paper – the white 
paper on undergraduate education – and then they lobby for 
its implementation. Generally, within six or seven years, a large 
chunk of the recommendations wind up getting implemented. 
Generally.

Howard: Six or seven years? That’s pretty fast by academic standards.

Ben: It is pretty fast. And sometimes SCUE will just do things 
independently. So, for example, in the days before there was an 
undergraduate course guide to objectively assess the courses that 
existed at Penn, SCUE decided that would be a good idea and 
simply created one, which then it spun off into its own organiza-
tion.  
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So I decided that I should try to infiltrate this lobbying organi-
zation to try to implement my ideas. I applied to SCUE and was 
accepted.

Howard: So how does that work? You mentioned that it’s a self-select-
ing group. Do people get rejected?

Ben: Oh, yes.

Howard: Did you have to lobby to get in? Did you have to take peo-
ple out to dinner?

Ben: I didn’t know how to lobby, so I just applied and said, “Hey, I 
wrote a paper.” I was actually very naïve as a student, and in some 
ways I think I still am quite naïve, but I basically thought, Look, I 
actually did all this research and I could really contribute.  
 
I was told later that that was actually a negative, because they 
thought I would be too opinionated, that I might think that I’d 
already done all the research and would therefore be closed-mind-
ed to other ideas. 

Howard: But they let you in anyway.

Ben: I guess they thought the positives outweighed the negatives. 
They were actually in the midst of writing the white paper for 
that five-year period. I had some impact on it, but not a huge 
impact, because I was just a junior member. But then I became 
the chair of SCUE. 

Howard: Not so naïve after all, then.

Ben: I suppose. The chair of SCUE was “the most powerful” student 
position on campus. So I was on the Academic Planning and 
Budgeting Committee, which means that I was the student repre-
sentative allocating budgets to the schools. I was meeting with the 
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President every two months and the Provost every month. 
 
I said to myself, “This is it! This is my forum!” So I went hard 
with these ideas. I got the SCUE to look at the paper and modify 
it, refine it, and make it better, because my ideas as a freshman 
needed to evolve, for sure. And then we started lobbying for 
them.  
 
What I heard at the time was really interesting to me. On the 
one hand, some people just resisted because they knew it was too 
much trouble, but others were more honest and they said, “This 
is a really good idea. And it’s never going to happen.” That was 
very incongruous to me. But the truth was that it was just too 
radical.

Howard: How different were your ideas then compared to what has 
subsequently been implemented at Minerva?

Ben: They were much more rudimentary. It was still more sub-
ject-matter driven than not, because I couldn’t even conceive of 
doing things that differently.

Howard: Well, you were at Penn, and that was the model that you 
were in.

Ben: Exactly. And then they worried that those departments that 
hosted the core would have issues with their budgets and profes-
sor loads, the practicalities of the system. They said, “Look, this is 
really nice in theory, but it’s not going to happen.” 
 
That was one aspect. There was another aspect that we actually 
did implement, because I didn’t have to get permission – I just 
did it. This was the concept of “preceptorials”, which is what we 
call at Minerva “co-curriculars”.  
 
Preceptorials were an idea that a guy named Sasha Opotowsky 
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and I came up with at SCUE. He was on the steering committee 
with me. The idea, basically, was to breath intellectual life back 
into Penn. Preceptorials were a kind of mini course, one to three 
sessions, sometimes during a weekend, and generally outside 
of the classroom. One was in the Arboretum, another doing a 
walking tour of Old Philadelphia. We took over a bed and break-
fast and spent a weekend learning about food and spice with a 
psychologist, a nutritionist, and a chef.  
 
The idea was that these were just ways to stimulate your interac-
tion with the real world around you, to go and explore intellectu-
ally the practical world that surrounds you.  
 
When we launched this we set up the courses by ourselves. We 
went to the professors we knew and asked, “Hey, could you teach 
this or that?” We did the registration by getting emails sent to us 
and we did it all on an Excel spreadsheet, which was a nightmare 
because it was actually quite popular. 
 
Today, not only are preceptorials integrated into the course regis-
tration system8, but roughly a third of Penn undergraduates take 
a preceptorial every semester. I think it is the largest non-credit 
bearing academic program in the Ivy League.

Howard: You must be quite proud of that.

Ben: Absolutely – I think it’s fantastic, and it did what we wanted 
it to do, which is to make Penn a more intellectually vibrant 
place, where people learn for the sake of learning, not just getting 
knowledge, but actually engaging in the world. For us that was 
very important. 
 
So the icing on the cake was easy to do, because there were no 
budgetary issues, we didn’t ruffle any feathers, we didn’t have to 

8  See here. 
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change anything. We just did it ourselves and we had total auton-
omy. But baking the cake was just impossible.

Howard: Were there any things at the batter level, to use your meta-
phor, that required official university authority – going through 
the Senate Committee and so forth – that did get adopted?

Ben: Well, no. The problem was that the Senate wouldn’t even take 
it up. I would have been fine to have my day in court and have 
a vote, but it didn’t even get to the Senate. It was just nixed, 
because it had no administrative champions, and the faculty 
champions were only champions of the theory, not the practice.

Howard: They are academics after all. 

Ben: But there were faculty who were very excited about the concepts 
and then started piloting the courses themselves. So, for example, 
there was a course with that psychologist and nutritionist, with 
whom I later did the preceptorial. And there was another course 
that also bubbled up, a version of a course called How Do You 
Know? I was involved in helping put that together, thinking it 
through, iterating it, and things like that. 

Howard: What was that about, exactly?

Ben: We took six professors from six different fields, who went 
through two weeks of subject matter in their field reading prima-
ry material to figure out what we could actually know about the 
subject. 
 
So, for example, Rebecca Bushnell, who later became the Dean 
of the School of Arts and Sciences (she actually just stepped 
down recently), did a two-week segment on Marlowe and Doctor 
Faustus: how much we can say with certainty that Marlowe wrote, 
as opposed to transcription errors and input from censors. It 
was very interesting. We also had a Religious Studies professor 
who handed us the Four Gospels – and for a Jew who grew up 
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in Israel this was a revelation to me because I had never read the 
New Testament – and he said, “Here are the only second-hand 
accounts of Jesus Christ. Read them. Tell me what you know 
about Jesus Christ.” Turns out they contradict each other wildly. 
It was very interesting stuff.

Howard: So this was Critical Thinking 101, basically.

Ben: Absolutely. Dennis DeTurck, who later became the Undergradu-
ate Dean of the School of Arts and Sciences, did one on mathe-
matics. Five of the six modules were absolutely fascinating. One, 
which at the time was taught by the most prominent professor at 
the university, was horrendous, because I don’t think the person 
had taught an undergraduate in 20 years. But that was a different 
issue. 

Further References

The 1983 report of the National Commission on Excellence in 
Education that Ben refers to in this chapter was entitled A Nation At 
Risk, and the full text is available here online. The Commission was 
chaired by David Pierpont Gardner, who served as president of both 
the University of Utah and the University of California. 

Ira Harkavy, Lee Benson and John Puckett collaborated on Dewey’s 
Dream: Universities and Democracies in an Age of Education Reform, 
Civil Society, Public Schools, and Democratic Citizenship (2007), while 
Harkavy co-edited (together with Josef Huber) Higher Education and 
Democratic Culture: Citizenship, Human Rights and Civic Responsibility 
(2008).

In 1749, Benjamin Franklin circulated a pamphlet that he had written, 
Proposals relating to the education of youth in Pensilvania, which led 
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directly to the founding of the Academy of Philadelphia, which eventu-
ally became the University of Pennsylvania (see here for more details). 

For further details on Benjamin Franklin’s views on education, see, for 
example Benjamin Franklin on Education, edited by John Hardin Best, 
and Benjamin Franklin and Education by David Excelmons Cloyd. Bi-
ographies of Franklin include Benjamin Franklin: An American Life by 
Walter Isaacson (2003) and The First American: The Life and Times of 
Benjamin Franklin by H.W. Brands (2000). Franklin’s unfinished auto-
biography can be found here. 

Thomas Jefferson’s views on education are detailed in Notes on the State 
of Virginia (1785). He founded the University of Virginia in 1819. 
More background can be found in Jefferson and Education by Jennings 
L. Wagoner Jr (2004). Biographies of Jefferson include Thomas 
Jefferson: The Art of Power by Jon Meacham (2012), American Sphinx: 
The Character of Thomas Jefferson by Joseph Ellis (1996), and his Auto-
biography (1821). 

Robert Maynard Hutchins was a vocal proponent of the “Great Books” 
approach to education (among other aspects). His books detailing his 
educational approach include The Higher Learning in America (1936), 
The University of Utopia (1953) and The Great Conversation: Great Books 
of the Western World (edited, 1952). Biographies of Hutchins include 
Robert Maynard Hutchins: A Memoir by Milton Mayer (1993) and 
Unseasonable Truths: The Life of Robert Maynard Hutchins by Harry S. 
Ashmore (1989). 

For a general history on trends in American education, see Gerald 
Gutek’s An Historical Introduction to American Education (2013). For 
an even more general view, see Gutek’s A History of the Western Educa-
tional Experience (1995). 

For more on Brown University’s Open Curriculum, see here, here or 
here. For an internal review of the effectiveness of this curriculum see, 
“The Curriculum at Forty: A Plan for Strengthening the College Expe-
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rience at Brown”, the 2008 Final Feport of the Task Force on Under-
graduate Education.
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Chapter 4  
The Corporate World 
Giving up, finding success, and distilling meaning 

Howard: This is all starting to make some sense to me. I had heard 
about Minerva through Stephen,9 but all I had thought was, 
Okay, Ben Nelson is this tech guy. He was running this company. He 
gets bought out and starts something new  – it’s California after all – 
this time in education, starting a new, for-profit university.  
 
But it seems that the real story is completely different, insofar as 
your passion, your orientation, your thinking, and your frustra-
tions are really aspects of a life project.  
 
So now I have a completely different question, which is, how 
did you become a corporate guy? This is the complete opposite 
of what I had initially thought. Before, I had wondered how a 
corporate guy ends up starting a university, now I want to know 
how a university-oriented guy got into the corporate sector.

Ben: I gave up. As I mentioned, I had the most powerful position 
on campus. I was the “big man on campus”, but I couldn’t get 
anything done. Well, I got what was under my control done, but 
I couldn’t convince anyone of doing the really big things. So I just 
said, “It’s impossible.” And, as a 21-year-old, the idea of starting 
a university – I mean, it sounds like a crazy idea now, but back 
then they would have committed me directly to an asylum. It 
didn’t even dawn on me that that was a possibility.  
 
So I thought, Well, I have a degree from Wharton. I guess I should 
do Wharton stuff and go into business. Even though most of my 
classes were at Wharton, I wasn’t actually very interested in my 

9  Stephen Kosslyn, Founding Dean of Minerva, see Ideas Roadshow 
with Stephen, Psychology: From Theory to Practice.
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business courses. I was much more interested in other things. 
I took an amazing class with Chaim Potok10, Search for the 
Postmodern Self. One of my absolute inspirations for the Min-
erva-type curriculum now was a different course taught by Will 
Harris11, who is a political scientist, called Interpreting the Ameri-
can Constitution. It was an absolutely stunning course in complex 
systems analysis. It was incredible. Your entire grade in the course 
came down to your final examination, which was one question 
that you had to answer in a 24-hour-take-home paper. That was 
it. I’ll never forget the question: are lifetime appointments to the 
Supreme Court constitutional? That was the question. 

Howard: It’s a good question.

Ben: It was a spectacular course – just so interesting. Will taught me 
not just how to be a better lawyer than most lawyers in approach-
ing that material, but so much about context and generally 
thinking deeply about things. 
 
I remember asking him, “Seriously? You’re going to give us one 
question? A 24-hour-take-home exam? Aren’t you worried that 
we’re going to talk about it?” And he said, “You know Ben, I can 
always read authorship. If you go and talk to someone, and you 
give them your idea, and then they try to develop it, their paper 
will be worse than yours, because they won’t understand the 
connections that you’re making. When you do true complex sys-
tems analysis, you’re making so many connections that you can’t 
actually explain, that even if you don’t fully explain them in your 
paper, it’ll come through. But in their paper there’s no way.” 

Howard: OK, so let’s get back to the story. You’re passionate and ex-

10  Chaim Potok (1929-2002), American author, most famous for his 
bestselling 1967 novel, The Chosen.
11  William F. Harris II, UPenn Constitutional expert, now emeritus, 
and author of The Interpretable Constitution. 
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cited about all these ideas. You’ve given a lot of thought to them 
and you’ve been fortunate to be around people who are similarly 
motivated and passionate, from your fifth grade teacher all the 
way up to the faculty level at Penn. Notwithstanding that, you 
start concluding, with some justification, that you’re not going 
to be able to really make any systemic change. You give up. You 
go into the corporate world. You do all sorts of interesting things 
with Snapfish. Then after all of that, you find yourself with the 
opportunity to go back to this love that presumably never really 
left you. Tell me a little bit about that, and how that happened.

Ben: I spent 10½ years at Snapfish. It was an astonishing success, and 
by astonishing I mean it was illogically successful. We were 127th 
to market when we launched. I’m not making that number up: 
127th to market, with a not very differentiated product. We were 
sold twice – the first time for $6 million, after $43 million went 
into the company. Then, 3½ years later we were sold for $300 
million, without another penny being put into the company after 
the $6 million.  
 
We went from being on the verge of death, to being a contender, 
to being five times the size of our next closest competitor, in 22 
countries, with more transactions than any other e-commerce 
company other than Amazon and eBay – so, enormous.  
 
I joined as a junior business development/corporate development 
person and then a year later I became the CFO. Four years after 
that I became the CEO. So not only did we have no right to be as 
successful as we were, I certainly had no right to progress as fast 
as I did in the context.

Howard: Well, the end result is justification enough. 

Ben: I suppose. But it was an amazing personal journey, and it was 
something I wouldn’t trade for anything. I think it was the best 
schooling one could possibly have gotten.  



Ideas Roadshow • Ben Nelson • Reinventing the University

45

 
I was not one of the founders. I joined month three. There were 
four co-founders and the last one of them left with me. We were 
trying to coordinate when we would leave, because we couldn’t 
stay there forever – we’d already been sold twice.  
 
I decided that the 10-year anniversary from launch was the best 
time. We flew in all of our employees from all over the world and 
I was going to drop this bombshell during the opening speech of 
this four-day party and conference for the employees.  
 
I was thinking about the past 10 years and how to summarize 
that in a speech in which I tell them that Bala12 and I are leaving. 
I thought it would be about big deals won, and volume, and 
numbers, and budgets – because I was CFO, I was a very num-
bers-oriented guy. But in the end two things came to my mind, 
neither of which really had anything to do with the business.  
 
One was, back in 2005, when Hurricane Katrina struck. We 
were still relatively small at the time, but we already had 10,000 
customers in the effected zip codes. On a whim, I decided to 
send them an email saying, “We’re so sorry for what you’ve been 
through. And just so you know (because back then people didn’t 
really know how the internet worked), your pictures are not 
stored in New Orleans. They’re safe. Give us your current address 
if you have one, or a way to reach you, and we’ll send you a free 
copy of all of your photos on CD and a set of prints. It’s on us.’ ”  
 
At the time, I didn’t give it much thought. But the responses we 
got back were overwhelming – it still chokes me up to this day. 
For some of these people, this was the last possession they had. 
They lost everything except for the set of prints that was on the 
way to their mother’s house in Atlanta, or wherever. That made 

12  Bala Parthasarathy, co-founder of Snapfish and serial 
entrepreneur. 
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such an impact. It was really incredible.

Howard: That’s extremely moving. I hadn’t thought about that, the 
importance of those memories to those people…. 

Ben: Neither did we! It wasn’t even the reason why we were in that 
business. Sure, you could save and share, and memories are nice, 
and you can get prints; but we didn’t appreciate what it all meant. 
We’re talking about, babies’ first steps and weddings. It would 
have all been gone without us.  
 
And the other thing I talked about in the speech was an employ-
ee who was very sick, whom I think we treated in a very good 
way, which led to us developing a good policy around sickness at 
work, and she ended up getting better. 
 
But the point is that this speech wasn’t about the business per 
se. We could have been selling widgets. We could have been any 
successful enterprise. So I decided that what I was going to do 
next would have that as the reason, not as an accident.  
 
Then I thought, Where can you make systemic impact? Where can 
you actually have a social mission be the reason you exist? You can 
do health care, but I know nothing about that. You can do clean 
energy, but I knew nothing about that either. You can do educa-
tion… So I thought, Oh, right – I had this idea...  
 
And because of Snapfish I had gone through this experience 
where I realized that you can actually start something. So I gave it 
a little bit of thought, and realized this can actually work.
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Chapter 5  
Modern-Day Jovian Headaches
The birth of Minerva

Howard: So how did you actually go about doing that, and what was 
the response? As we both know, education, especially post-sec-
ondary education, can be an extremely traditional environment, 
with all sorts of measures of status and authority.  
 
I can well imagine people thinking, Okay, here’s this guy. He’s clear-
ly a smart fellow, with a solid business background. Sure, he went to 
Penn, but, really, who the heck does he think he is? Does he seriously 
believe he can do this?  
 
So tell me the details. I can speculate, but I’m sure the real-life 
stories are even more vivid.

Ben: Oh yes, they were vivid.  
 
Well, I decided to do something in education in April of 2010. 
That was when I was preparing for this speech that I just men-
tioned – the speech was in April. I left Snapfish in June. I took a 
few weeks off, and by September, when I started working on it 
in earnest, I realized that the project was to create a new tier one 
university. That’s all I really had in mind at the time. So I started 
putting the system together, very roughly. 
 
Then I think it was in November, my predecessor as CEO at 
Snapfish became a venture capitalist and he invited me to an 
education dinner with a bunch of EdTech13 entrepreneurs. There 
were seven or eight of us. We each had an opportunity to say 
what we were working on. One person was working on starting a 

13  EdTech is education technology, broadly defined as the field of 
utilizing technology to enhance learning. 
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community-college-type of organization, one was doing universi-
ty partnerships, another was on his third startup in the education 
space, and so forth.  
 
So when it was my turn, I said, “I’m Ben. Here’s what I’m going 
to do: I’m going to create a new university that’s going to be the 
world’s greatest. I’m going to start from scratch.” And then I talk-
ed a little bit, generally, about how I was going to do it.  
 
And whereas when each of the others talked about what they 
were doing, everyone was very constructive, giving various sug-
gestions and recommendations and so forth, after I spoke, it was 
like I had just insulted their mothers. 
 
These are the entrepreneurs! This wasn’t even the line faculty or 
whatever. They just thought, You are out of your mind! There’s no 
way you’re going to be able to pull this off. No one is going to give you 
the money. It’s not going to work. One person said, “OK, you’ll be 
able to raise the money – raising money is not that hard – and 
then you’ll go out of business. But you won’t even get to launch.” 
And then everyone jumped down his throat and said, “There’s no 
way he’s going to get that kind of money!” That was a relatively 
common occurrence for the next few months.  
 
Basically, by January of 2011, I had decided upon the name Min-
erva and had put together the skeleton of the first system, pre-it-
eration. By the summer of 2011 the idea was pretty solid. But 
still, most of the people I talked to were trying to figure out what 
degree of lunatic I was: high-functioning or completely insane. 

Howard: Well, that’s progress.

Ben: Yes, that was progress. Then I had an astonishing meeting with 
Bob Kerrey14. Some of the people I met through the process also 

14  Bob Kerrey (b. 1943) was the Governor of Nebraska from 1983-
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became very supportive, especially the education technology 
folks. A guy named Jon Bischke, who has been in the education 
space for a long time, really started connecting me with people. I 
talked to a lot of people. So the pitch got more refined. The plan 
itself got more refined. 
 
Then Jon said, “Bob Kerrey is coming to town. He’s going to step 
down from the New School and he wants to see what’s going on 
in EdTech. I told him he’s got to talk to you because you’ve got 
the boldest idea out there.” And I said, “Great!”  
 
I actually didn’t know he was at the New School. At the time, my 
conception of Bob Kerrey was just from the ‘92 presidential elec-
tion15. I was too young to vote, but if I could have voted, he was 
my guy, so it was a huge thrill to meet him. Anyway, I gave him 
the pitch, and he just became over the moon. He said, “You’ve 
thought through everything! This is great! This has to happen!” 
 
He was so enthusiastic. The support had been slowly building, 
but nothing like that, including some of my closer friends who 
would often tell me, “Ben, maybe you should be doing some-
thing different. Think about it.”  
 
And then a few months later I had the chance to talk to Larry 
Summers16. He’s the world’s most famous university president – a 
brilliant guy – and I had always wanted to talk to him. A friend 

1987 and US Senator from 1989-2001. From 2001-2010 he was 
president of The New School in New York City. 
15  Kerrey was a candidate for the Democratic presidential 
nomination in 1992, which was eventually won by Bill Clinton. 
16  Lawrence Summers (b. 1954), American economist and President 
Emeritus of Harvard University (2001-2006), where he is currently 
Charles W. Eliot University Professor. He was Deputy Secretary of the 
Treasury from 1995-1999 and Secretary of the Treasury from July 
1999 to January 2001. 
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of mine, who was a venture capitalist and quite supportive of me 
from the beginning, knew a guy who was friends with him, so he 
connected me with him. And I went out to see him. 
 
Before we met, he had no idea what the meeting was about. He 
gave me half an hour: 6:30 to 7:00 p.m. on a Monday, in some 
hallway of some building in Harvard Business School – literal-
ly, in the hallway (there were a few couches around there). He 
showed up 15 minutes late, and I thought, This is hopeless. I can’t 
explain Minerva in 15 minutes. He sat down and we stayed there 
for an hour and 45 minutes.

Howard: The first 15 minutes must have been pretty good.

Ben: Well, the amazing thing is that he spent the first 15 minutes 
mostly asking me about who I was and why I wanted to talk to 
him, because he didn’t know beforehand. 
 
At the end of our conversation he said, “Look, what you’re trying 
to do is really important. You’re trying to bring a high-quality ed-
ucation to students for whom there’s just no room in the system. 
Forget improving things and doing things better, just the fact 
that you are going to be able to provide an Ivy-caliber education 
to more people around the world at a substantially lower cost – 
that’s fantastic. That’s really important.”

Howard: Let alone all these other things that are actually so integral 
to your mandate: the critical thinking skills and so forth.

Ben: Exactly. And Larry is such a brilliant guy; he was the first person 
I’d ever met with who, when I was explaining Minerva, could 
finish my sentences. He got everything immediately. He really is a 
gigantic mind. 
 
At the end of the conversation he said, “You know, I should be 
the chair of your advisory board.” And I said, “Absolutely!” even 
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though I had no advisory board. I had nothing.

Howard: Well, I guess it was a pretty easy decision to make, then.

Ben: That’s right. So I went and, very quickly, put together an advi-
sory board with him as the chair, and said, “Okay, I guess now I 
have to go out and raise money.”

Howard: All of that makes it a little easier to do, though.

Ben: It does, because I was now at a point where I had serious intel-
lectuals who had looked at this and given their endorsement. I 
had also had the chance to meet Richard Epstein17, the great legal 
mind. He probably gave me the greatest compliment of anyone 
during that phase. He said to me, “There is no logical flaw in 
your reasoning.”

Howard: That’s high praise.

Ben: That’s right. I thought that was fantastic.

Howard: That’s like something Kurt Gödel might have said.

Ben: Exactly. He really is a brilliant guy. And there were a number of 
others. 
 
I had talked to venture capitalists throughout that entire year and 
asked, “Hey, would you be interested in doing this?” and they 
mostly thought I was nuts. But suddenly, in that period, it went 
very fast. Within three months I went from my first meeting with 
Benchmark18, and a number of others, to the money being in the 
bank, and off we went. 

17  Richard Epstein (b. 1943), American legal scholar who is 
currently the Laurence A. Tisch Professor of Law at New York 
University. 
18  Benchmark Capital, American venture capital firm. 
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Chapter 6  
Academic Economics
Non-profits, for-profits, brand value and systemic hypocrisy

Howard: So let’s talk about the money. I don’t mean so much the 
particulars of the money – the $25 million, or whatever it was ex-
actly, that you got from Benchmark Capital – but I want to talk 
about being a for-profit institution, instead of a non-profit one. 

Ben: Sure. If you backtrack to when I started thinking seriously about 
Minerva in 2010, there were a whole bunch of conditions that 
had to be true for Minerva to be able to exist that didn’t actually 
exist in 2010: technological developments, a rapid change in the 
widespread dissemination of digestible knowledge, including (but 
not limited to) MOOCs, investments in education technology. 
 
Another aspect was that you needed to have a shift in the positive 
public mindset regarding both technology-driven education and 
profit-driven education, because in 2010, if you said either of 
those two things, you would simply be viewed as a charlatan.  
 
The miracle was that, right at the beginning of 2012, just when 
I was raising money, the MOOC craze happened. Right after 
I raised money came Coursera and then edX, and within two 
months the entire public consciousness of “online education” and 
“for-profit” shifted and became associated with Harvard, MIT, 
Stanford, and all the rest.  
 
So there was a huge perceptual shift – which is a good thing, 
because I think that the for-profit, non-profit split is actually the 
wrong way to look at it. The real question is “class” of education.  
 
Most of the for-profits are in the very low end of education. The 
difference between the University of Phoenix and the Chicago 
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Community College System is not that big. In fact, the Chicago 
Community College System has lower graduation rates. There’s 
not a big difference, in my opinion, between Capella University 
and Southern New Hampshire University. There’s no difference 
between UniversityNow and Western Governors. Each one of 
those examples is for-profit and non-profit, respectively.  
 
Let’s talk about what I think are two good examples of education 
reform: UniversityNow and Western Governors. UniversityNow 
is cheaper, and the technology is better. And it’s a for-profit.

Howard: Well, once you start incorporating endowments and you 
look carefully at what all the details, the difference between 
“for-profit” and “non-profit” in the academic world becomes 
harder to understand. 

Ben: Exactly. To me, I don’t understand how the private institutions 
can be looked at as non-profit. I understand why institutions like 
UC Berkeley, say, can be regarded as non-profit, at least nomi-
nally. But I don’t understand how Harvard, and Princeton, and 
Stanford, aren’t paying taxes. I don’t get it.

Howard: Well, I get it. It’s a good deal for them.

Ben: Sure. I understand why they don’t want to pay taxes. I just don’t 
understand how that can be justified. They are corporations. They 
are voracious in their pursuit of money.

Howard: And they are very, very wealthy.

Ben: Very wealthy. Now, given that, I am actually a bigger believer in 
a for-profit system to deliver a high-end good.  
 
The reason is that, in general, when you look at where non-prof-
its excel and where for-profits excel – forget education for a 
moment, just writ large – non-profits excel where there are no 
markets. If there are no markets, you need a non-profit. You need 
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to provide soup kitchens to the hungry. You need to provide 
services to under-serviced areas, and so forth. You need to set up 
non-profits in areas where you want charitable contributions to 
go to those in need, where the market would fail otherwise.  
 
Where non-profits are generally abysmal is anywhere where 
there’s a market that clears. And at $60,000 a year, if the market 
isn’t clearing, there’s a problem. Obviously, this is a gigantic, 
gigantic market.  
 
The problem is that the people who are providing the services 
for the market at that level are losing money. They’re doing 
it inefficiently. They’re constantly raising costs. Harvard just 
released their tuition for next year: it’s going to be up 3.8 percent 
or something like that, in an era of effectively zero inflation. And 
they have the largest endowment of any university in the world.  
 
What’s happening is that you actually have a group of institu-
tions that aren’t competing on their brand value. What are they 
competing on? Prestige. They’re competing in terms of how many 
Nobel Prize winners they have. Not because those Nobel Prize 
winners are going to actually teach the undergraduates.

Howard: Or even, for that matter, be seen by the undergraduates.

Ben: Exactly. Just the fact that they exist at those institutions is 
enough. It’s all about, “Look at my campus. Look at my build-
ings. Look at my gyms.” It’s a race for prestige.  
 
For-profits can’t operate that way. For-profits think about brand 
value proposition. The reason that soup kitchens aren’t competing 
with restaurants is because restaurants have to compete for the 
dollars, and soup kitchens are a monopoly, and they’re a charity. 
They don’t have to worry about customer satisfaction and quality 
of service – of course the good ones do, which is great; but I don’t 
know of anybody who would say, “You know what? I would rath-
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er go to the soup kitchen and pay the market rate for that food, 
rather than paying the market rate at a traditional restaurant.” It 
just doesn’t make any sense.  
 
For me, then, to create something that was going to be very 
long-lasting, that was self-healing, I needed to create an incen-
tive structure that wouldn’t drive us off course. This was the 16 
months of planning that I did before I went out to get the initial 
funding.  
 
I think that, with time, any institution – a university, a company, 
a government, any organization – will naturally gravitate towards 
incentives. I just don’t think you can create institutions that are 
immune to natural incentives.  
 
This is ‘the innovator’s dilemma’. A company gets started. They 
don’t really have a system that’s prebuilt. They have an idea and 
a product. Maybe the product works, maybe it doesn’t, but 
eventually they find a profit pool, and the profit pool is very rich, 
so they ossify around protecting that profit pool. The problem 
is that profit pools are fleeting. New technologies come in, new 
competitors; the profit pool gets attacked, and the company 
either collapses or, at best, uses its hoard to diversify out and does 
something totally different, but in that case they may as well have 
just given the money back to shareholders.  
 
I was convinced that we couldn’t accidentally stumble upon a 
profit pool, nor could we ossify around a profit pool. We had to 
derive our enterprise value from something different. That was 
the “aha!” moment I had – perhaps this was a year after I started. 
Which is to say that the value proposition is the brand.  
 
If you think about the brands of Harvard and Stanford and Cam-
bridge and Oxford, these are some of the most powerful assets 
in the world. If Cambridge were to say, “We’re going to sell our 
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brand to a private equity firm. They’ll lease it back to us for edu-
cational purposes, but they have license to it, the seal, the brand, 
whatever they want,” it would have an astronomical value.  
 
I realized that our value wasn’t going to be derived from profits. 
It wasn’t going to be derived from making a bunch of money off 
17-year-olds. Instead it will be based on what the brand will be 
able to produce, because it will be privately held. So how do you 
create a system that is pre-ossified around the best brand?  
 
For us, it became very simple, and this was the principle that got 
the investors so excited. You have to find the best raw material in 
the world, which means the students with the highest potential. 
It doesn’t matter where they are. It doesn’t matter if they’re Amer-
ican, or not American. It certainly doesn’t matter how wealthy 
they are. You just have to find the very best pure, raw potential.  
 
Then you have to deliver the best possible education to them, 
on both a formal and experiential level. You then have to make 
sure that what you provide them can transition to their life after 
school, that they have a smooth transition, better than anywhere 
else. And then lastly, and perhaps most significantly (which is, 
superficially, one of the greatest distinctions between Minerva and 
other institutions), you have to then ensure that those students 
post-graduation are wildly successful, and that the world knows 
they are graduates of your institution. 

Howard: They’re your advertising.

Ben: Right. And, of course, that then leads to attracting the best 
students in the world, and that circle continues.  
 
Whereas everything else at Minerva – and I’ve told this to every 
employee here – everything else is up for debate, absolutely every-
thing. You can say you don’t like the curriculum, or the technolo-
gy, or the dorm. You can say we need to change this, and improve 
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that, and work on something else —

Howard: Moreover, as an institution that focuses on critical thinking, 
that’s the way it should be. 

Ben: Absolutely. But this is the one immutable law: if you have a 
problem with that circle that I’ve just described, you cannot 
come and work here. You can’t be involved with us. And you can’t 
invest in us. Because if you think you’re going to get your returns 
in any other way, you’re mistaken. 
 
That was how we designed the system. If we compromise on any 
aspect of that wheel, we go out of business. It just doesn’t work 
otherwise. We cannot clear the market. And that’s why we, as a 
for-profit, have a tuition that is a quarter of the non-profits.

Howard: Which seems ironic.

Ben: Yes. As a first-order effect it definitely seems ironic. But as a sec-
ond-order effect, it’s not ironic at all. That’s what happens when 
you have competitive markets: you have higher-quality products 
at lower costs. That’s what for-profits do.  
 
Now, let’s talk about the existing for-profits. They’re not mar-
ket-based for-profits. Let’s be clear. The reason they produce such 
terrible products is because of a federal subsidy. They’re not mar-
ket driven. They enroll dead people because people are not the 
ones paying; it’s Uncle Sam who’s paying. And that’s one of the 
reasons we don’t take Title IV19: we do not participate in federal 
financial aid, even though we are eligible for it.

Howard: It goes against your ethos.

Ben: That’s right: it goes against our ethos.

19  See chapter references for details.
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Further References

For more historical background on MOOCs, see references at the end 
of Chapter 2. 

For a variety of other perspectives see, for example, For-Profit Colleges 
and Universities: Their Markets, Regulation, Performance, and Place in 
Higher Education, edited by Guilbert C. Hentschke et al. (2010), Higher 
Education in the Digital Age by William G. Bowen (2013), College (Un)
bound: The Future of Higher Education and What It Means for Students 
by Jeffrey J. Selingo (2013), Is College Worth It? by William J. Bennett 
and David Wilezol (2013) and Higher Ed Inc.: The Rise of the For-Profit 
University by Richard S. Ruch (2001).

Title IV of the American Higher Education Act (HEA) covers the 
administration of the US federal student financial aid programs. The 
HEA was passed in 1965 as part of the Johnson administrations “Great 
Society” legislation. See here for details.
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Chapter 6a  
The Right Fit
On ideal students and professionalization 

Howard: Let’s talk in more detail about this notion of “the best stu-
dents.” This is one of these phrases that, on the one hand, plays 
a pre-eminent role for Minerva, insofar as it’s an essential aspect 
of your immutable law. On the other hand, it also borders on the 
cliché: you’d be hard-pressed to find an institution that does not 
claim to be getting, or trying to get, the best students.  
 
First of all, let me ask you this: are there students who, however 
exemplary they may be – however intelligent, however motivated, 
however driven, and so forth – do not fit Minerva? 

Ben: Without question.

Howard: So what sort of profile would those students have?

Ben: I’ll give you an example. We’ve just accepted our first batch 
of students for our first class. In that application pool, we had 
students who currently attend 9 of the top 25 universities in 
the United States, even though we only recruited high-school 
students. They read the press and they said, “I would prefer to go 
to Minerva.” Of those 9, 3 were Ivy League institutions. Not a 
single one of those students made our bar. That’s not to say those 
students aren’t exemplary students in those universities; it just 
means that we are looking for a particular kind of student.  
 
We look at three things: academic records (which everybody 
looks at, although we think we may have a little twist on the way 
that we analyze them), high-school accomplishments (where we 
definitely have a particular bias because we look for demonstrable 
elements of creativity, initiative, and leadership) and, finally, we 
have our own set of assessments.
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Howard: Are you going to tell me what those are, or are those confi-
dential?

Ben: It’s a series of cognitive and non-cognitive tests, and an inter-
view.  
 
Here’s what we don’t do: we don’t look at SAT scores. We don’t 
ask a student who her parents are. We don’t know the student’s 
income. And we don’t ask them to write essays. The reason we 
don’t do that is because those four items of information are highly 
related to how wealthy you are.  
 
I’ve always heard these rumors, but recently I actually saw 
admitted student statistics from an Ivy League university (the 
details don’t matter), which contained a few nuggets of shocking 
information. They were trumpeting the fact that students with 
household incomes of less than $65,000 pay nothing to go to 
their institutions, explaining how wonderful that was, announc-
ing that such students make up 20% of their student body.  
 
That might sound good at first glance. But look closer and your 
realize that household incomes of less than $65,000 make up 
60% of American families, let alone the rest of the world. Then 
they went on to say that even people who generate over $150,000 
are eligible for financial aid if they have another sibling and 
things like that. It turns out that, of their student body, a full 
60% get financial aid of some sort.  
 
Now, if $150,000 is the cut off – which it isn’t; it’s actually higher 
than that – then that means that at least 40% of their student 
body comes from families whose household income is more than 
$150,000 – which represents just 9% of Americans. In fact, it’s 
probably closer to the top 6-7% of Americans. Which means, in 
short, that they screen for the rich. There’s just no way around it.  
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Of course, you would never expect full, equal representation. 
There’s poverty, poor schooling and so forth. 

Howard: But it seems that they’re not even making a cursory attempt 
at that. 

Ben: That’s right. There’s just a huge advantage for the rich, and the 
reason is actually much more systemic, and it’s not because of 
lack of effort on the part of these institutions. There is actually 
an enormous amount of effort made by these universities to do 
outreach. The problem is the number of spots.  
 
There is the applicant pool that fills the spots based on merit, and 
then there is everybody else. For example, at some elite liberal arts 
colleges – again, I will leave them nameless – 50% of the student 
admissions are based on the sport that they play. Now, think 
about it: if you have an incoming class of 350 students and you 
have football, basketball, soccer, water polo, field hockey, horse 
riding; just add up the students. They send through 175 students 
a year just based on sports. Well, if they don’t recruit for the posi-
tion, then they can’t field a team. 

Howard: This is all part of the anomaly that is the United States of 
America.

Ben: That’s right. But even in research universities, where the incom-
ing student body is 1,500 or 2,000 students, not 400, where 
sports aren’t responsible for 50% of admissions, there are legacy 
issues. In any given class there’s something like 13% that are 
admitted based on legacy, and they are obviously in the higher 
socio-economic strata.  
 
You’ve also got folks who aren’t legacy, but are just high-potential. 
If memory serves, one of the eight students admitted to Harvard 
from China a few years ago happened to be the daughter of the 
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president20.

Howard: I imagine that’s not a coincidence. 

Ben: I think that’d be a good bet. I’m sure she’s brilliant, but is she 
really one of the top eight students in China? Statistically that’s 
hard to believe. Again, don’t get me wrong: I’m sure she’s very 
bright, but my point is that it’s not about these institutions lower-
ing their standards, as much as it is about the fact that the slots 
filled up. 

Howard: So I understand the socio-economic fire that’s raging within 
you. I’m very empathetic towards it and I think that’s very im-
portant. But that’s not quite where I was going with my question. 
 
When I asked, “What is the ideal student for you, and what does 
it mean to be the best student?” I was trying to move more in the 
direction of examining what the societal role of a university is in 
the first place.  
 
There are people who would adamantly maintain that the role of 
a university is to be decoupled from the real world, to the extent 
that it should be fostering young people’s cerebral development 
as well as knowledge in particular specialized areas. According to 
this view, it is the role of the university to ensure that we have the 
best possible Greek scholars, or the best possible number theo-
rists, or the best possible Dostoevskian scholars, or whatever – the 
rest of the world be damned. That is, it is not the job of univer-
sities to be credentialing people, or supplying flexibly-thinking 
minds for the corporate sector, or any of that business. Their job 
is to make sure people have an incredibly high degree of intellec-
tual sophistication and knowledge in some particular area.  
 

20  Xi Mingze. See here for a related 2015 New Yorker piece by Evan 
Osnos. 



Ideas Roadshow • Ben Nelson • Reinventing the University

63

And you come along and say, “We’re interested in both teaching 
critical thinking and giving people knowledge, but our basis, our 
emphasis, is on maximizing their eventual participation and im-
pact in society.” This is my understanding of what you’re doing, 
and it seems to me that there is something of a shift in terms 
of the role of universities compared to the view I just outlined 
above. Personally, my sense is that everyone is doing this, but 
you’re being much more open and honest about it than most.

Ben: That’s right. Where we differ from the other universities is exact-
ly that: I think we’re honest. The fact of the matter is that every 
university is a pre-professional program. It’s just that some uni-
versities focus their pre-professional program on being professors. 
Being a professor is a profession. It is not a charity. It is a job. 
And when a university effectively says, Being a Greek scholar, that’s 
a good job. But being a doctor, that’s not so good a job, that is just 
unacceptable to me. It’s one of those things I get very passionate 
about, but I’ll refrain from using more colorful language. 

Howard: I’m not stopping you, by the way. Feel free.

Ben: The point is that it’s just massively dishonest. We should under-
stand what the power of an undergraduate degree is. There are 
professions that require graduate education: if you want to be a 
doctor, a lawyer, a professor, you need to go to a graduate pro-
gram to learn your profession because, as an undergraduate, you 
don’t have enough time to master those skills, those areas of deep 
expertise and knowledge. That’s fine. But there are plenty of areas 
that don’t require a graduate education. I have an undergraduate 
degree in business. I don’t have an MBA. It has not been harm-
ful for me. My business career is quite fine. In fact, in general, 
when you look at Wharton undergraduates and compare them 
to Wharton graduates – even though Wharton has a fantastic 
MBA program – the Wharton undergraduates are, on average, 
more successful. And there are many other fields where you don’t 
require a graduate degree.  
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Now, will many of our students go on to pursue graduate 
education? Of course. Many of them will likely be professors as 
well. But the idea that, all too often, students largely waste four 
years of their lives en route to doing something else, because the 
university is abandoning its mission of training them, is naturally 
something that doesn’t sit very well with me.  
 
From our perspective, we are enabling every single one of our 
students, from any one of our concentrations, to go out and have 
a real impact in whatever their chosen area might be. That is a 
bias coming from a Penn perspective. University of Pennsylva-
nia was founded by Ben Franklin to blend the practical and the 
ornamental. 
 
That is a Franklinian perspective on education, and I completely 
stand by it. But frankly, the other perspective doesn’t exist. It 
just says there should be more professors in the world; and PhD 
employment levels suggest that that’s not the case.

Further References

See the references at the end of Chapter 3 for more background on 
Benjamin Franklin’s educational ethos. 

Many books have been written about the proper role of a university in 
contemporary society. Some recent examples include, The University 
Next Door: What Is a Comprehensive University, Who Does It Educate 
and Can It Survive? by Mark Schneider and K.C. Deane (2015), Not for 
Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities by Martha C. Nussbaum 
(2012), and What Are Universities For? by Stefan Collini (2012). See 
also the Ideas Roadshow issue with Stefan, The Two Cultures, where this 
issue is also discussed. 
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Chapter 6b  
Projected Impact
Aiming for imitators

Howard: I’d like to discuss more generally the impact you hope to 
make. Let’s assume – which strikes me as not at all unreasonable 
– that Minerva is going to be the sort of success that you would 
like it to be. What sort of impact would you like that to have in 
both traditional academic environments and in potentially new 
academic environments?

Ben: The mission of Minerva is to make sure that the highest-poten-
tial students, from anywhere in the world, get the kind of acceler-
ation of their life trajectory that they deserve, for the betterment 
of humanity. That’s why we exist.  
 
It doesn’t matter how successful we are as an institution, we will 
not be able to find, educate, and provide that kind of guidance to 
all the high-potential students in the world. That’s impossible. So 
the only way for us to have our mission fulfilled is if everybody 
copies us.  
 
One of the reasons that we are so adamant about creating a 
brand, and a value proposition, and an institution, that is the best 
– not a good, or very good, or even excellent, but the best univer-
sity in the world – is because, in the world of higher education, 
everybody follows the leader. Our goal is to leave other univer-
sities no choice but to either adopt our curriculum or – and this 
is what we hope will happen – figure out something even better. 
We want to bring the concept of a competitive marketplace for 
curricula back into the university.  
 
When I decided to go to Wharton, it was an easy decision, be-
cause there’s nothing like it. It wasn’t that I could go to Wharton 
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or I could go somewhere equivalent. There’s nothing else. None 
of the other business schools have an equivalent undergraduate 
program – it just doesn’t exist. So to me that was easy, but I chose 
an institution based on the curriculum, whereas most people who 
choose an institution do not base their choice on the curriculum. 
Even many of the people who will choose Minerva will likely base 
it on things other than the curriculum per se – they may base it 
on the student experience, or the professors, and so forth. But we 
keep trying to shift them to the look at the curriculum, to look at 
the course catalogue. 

Howard: And presumably the more successful you are, the more you’ll 
have to be shifting them.

Ben: Exactly. So we want universities to start recruiting based on the 
curriculum and the overall student experience, not on the su-
perficial stuff. We want them to differentiate, because when you 
differentiate, then you’ll get Princeton saying, “ You know what? 
Minerva has so many fundamental concepts, but they got many 
of them all wrong. They have the wrong set of 90. 30 of them are 
right, but 30 more are irrelevant, and another 30 are dead wrong. 
This is what everybody should know.”

Howard: Then you’ve got a market place.

Ben: Exactly: then you’ve got a market place. And then you’ve got 
training – intellectual development – happening, not just in our 
university, but across the board. And when that happens, the 
world will be in a much, much better place.
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Further References

There are several global ranking systems of universities according to 
various (and often somewhat different) criteria, most notably the 
Shanghai Rankings, Times Higher Education World University Rankings 
and the QS World University Rankings. 
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Chapter 7  
The Secret Sauce Under the Microscope 
Rigorously demonstrating the value of the liberal arts

Howard: So let me ask you about the world. We’ve talked a lot about 
the United States. I would argue that the United States is statisti-
cally unique in some ways with respect to education, and in some 
ways it’s not. You mentioned athletic scholarships and filling ath-
letic slots – those are things that you just won’t find anywhere else 
in the world, and there are other distinguishing characteristics as 
well. But, of course, there are many issues common to people all 
over the world. How internationally relevant is Minerva? What 
are your plans in terms of international education, aside from 
recruitment? 

Ben: We are an American university for a reason. I could have started 
a university in any country and attracted a global student body. 
Most of our admitted students were not American. We’re an 
American university because we vehemently believe in the liberal 
arts model, which is truly the uniqueness of the American model. 
That is going to get adopted.  
 
This brings up, I think, a really interesting point. Every country 
looks up to the United States educational system, yet the simplest 
analysis of what we do doesn’t make any sense. They could easily 
say, “We’re going to go from a three-year degree to a four-year 
degree, and instead of studying one subject for every single class 
we’re going to have a major which constitutes 40% of your class; 
for the other 60%, do what ever you want.” And they realize that 
that 60% isn’t very valuable. There’s a kind of bafflement around 
the world. I see it in China, in Brazil, in Europe, in Israel. They’re 
saying, “We know that this is a better system, but we really don’t 
understand why. How do we actually replicate this?” 
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Minerva is crystal clear. When our graduates go out and objec-
tively demonstrate success versus their peers from other top-tier 
universities, other countries can look at this and say, “We get it.”  
 
It’s fascinating; in India, even in China, even though most stu-
dents want to go to an American university, they use ‘liberal arts’ 
as a derisive term. They say, “We’re going to go and get an Ameri-
can education, but we’re not going to get a liberal arts education,” 
because they conflate “liberal arts” with “I’m going to major in 
history” or “I’m going to do a degree in philosophy.”

Howard: So the worry is that this is just wishy-washy thinking. It’s 
not applicable.

Ben: Right: “You can’t get a job with that; it’s not useful.” The high-
er-education system in the United States has done such a poor 
job of advocating for the criticality of a liberal arts education with 
evidence, with rationale. We usually just use platitudes. 
 
“It makes you a better person,” “It makes you well-rounded,” etc. 
And people see right through that. They want the evidence.  
 
If there’s one thing we’re going to do, we’re going to unequivo-
cally prove that a Minerva liberal arts education is superior to 
anything else out there, using data. Once we do that, we hope 
that the conversation will shift, not to pooh-poohing liberal arts, 
but to actually reinvigorating liberal arts and demonstrating why 
they’re so important.

Howard: Giving it some rigor, some real substance. 

Ben: Exactly.

Howard: Thank you so much, Ben. Is there anything else you’d like to 
add?

Ben: I think we’ve covered everything. I could talk for days.
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Howard: Well, this was great. This was a lot of fun. Thanks for all 
your time. 

Ben: My pleasure. Thank you. 

Further References

Additional mediations on the value of the liberal arts include Class 
Not Dismissed: Reflections on Undergraduate Education and Teaching the 
Liberal Arts by Anthony Aveni (2014), In Defense of a Liberal Education 
by Fareed Zakaria (2015), Beyond the University: Why Liberal Education 
Matters by Michael S. Roth (2014), Remaking College: Innovation and 
the Liberal Arts, edited by Rebecca Chopp, Susan Frost and Daniel H. 
Weiss (2014), Why Choose the Liberal Arts? By Mark William Roche 
(2010) and The Liberal Arts Tradition: A Documentary History by Bruce 
A. Kimball. 
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Questions for Discussion

Chapter 1: Minerva Defined

1. Do you feel that enough attention was paid to developing cog-
nitive tools during your years at university?  Was any attention 
directly paid to that?

2. How important do you feel that personal contact with a professor 
(i.e. not mediated by cameras or other technology) is to the learn-
ing experience?

3. Is there a crisis in post-secondary education?  Should society be 
paying more attention to the current state of university and college 
education?  Less?

Chapter 2: Learning to Learn

4. Did you waste too much time at university?  Would that have been 
avoided – or at least minimized – by a better system, like the one 
that Ben has in mind?

5. What does it mean for “knowledge to be free and ubiquitous”?  Are 
there more subtle issues of copyright and intellectual property at 
play here that Ben is avoiding discussing?

6. Are MOOCs a fad, or are they (or something like them) here to 
stay?
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Chapter 3:  Minervan Details

7. Are you concerned that without a focus on subject-matter during 
their courses, students won’t be motivated to learn sufficient back-
ground independently?

8. Are there benefits to listening to particularly erudite and incisive 
lecturers that would be lost in a Minerva-like environment?

9. What additional demands does Minerva’s curriculum put on the 
educator?  Would most university professors be able to flourish 
teaching in such an environment?  

Chapter 3a:  An Example

10. Are there any disadvantages to comparing political systems with-
out first studying one system (or several systems) in depth?  Can 
this be overcome, and if so, how?

11. Given Minerva’s orientation, does it make sense for students to 
choose a major at all?

Chapter 3b:  Critical Teeth-Cutting

12. Do you agree with Ben’s analysis of the “deadly fork in the road in 
American higher education” that effectively abandoned cognitive 
tools and the mandate for the intellectual development of the stu-
dent?  Did such changes happen elsewhere as well?  To what effect?

13. Should more universities have something like Penn’s SCUE?  What 
are the advantages and disadvantages of such a model?

14. Did you wish you had the opportunity to participate in “precepto-
rials” when you were at university?  What sorts of activities would 
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have attracted you?  Could such programs still be offered to ma-
ture/continuing education students?

Chapter 4: The Corporate World

15. Are CEO’s born or made?  Or both?

Chapter 5: Modern-Day Jovian Headaches

16. Why do you think the other EdTech entrepreneurs were so hostile 
to Ben’s idea of founding a new, top-flight university?

Chapter 6: Academic Economics

17. Do you agree with Ben that the line between for-profit and 
non-profit universities is becoming increasingly grey?

18. Should Harvard and Princeton be considered for-profit corpora-
tions and pay taxes accordingly?

Chapter 6a: The Right Fit

19. Do you agree with Ben’s claim that, “every university is a pre-pro-
fessional program”?

20. Will the existence of institutions like Minerva lead to a societal 
reappraisal of the worth of an undergraduate degree?
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Chapter 6b: Projected Impact

21. Will Minerva achieve its goal of becoming generally recognized as 
the best university in the world?  

22. Do university ranking systems like the Shanghai Rankings and 
THE World University Rankings play a positive or negative role in 
the global academic landscape? 

Chapter 7: The Secret Sauce Under the Microscope

23. Should “liberal arts” be equated with “critical thinking”, or are 
there more/different things involved in the proper definition of 
liberal arts?  If so, what are they, exactly?

24. Would you encourage your child or friend to apply to Minerva?  
Why or why not?

25. Is the “traditional university” dead? 
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Chapter 1: Minerva Defined

1. How is “far transfer” different from other forms of knowledge 
transfer?

2. What are the sorts of “second-order effects” that Ben is referring 
to when invoking potential instructions to someone teaching a 
course on Dostoevsky? 

3. Why does Ben say that “the only way to deliver pedagogy at its 
highest level” is through online mechanisms?  Is this due to prac-
tical limitations or something more related to inherent structural 
issues?

Chapter 2: Learning to Learn

4. Ben talks about university lectures being “…only about $20 or 
$50 worth of value”.  Is there a way of making this more precise – 
quantifying the value of university lectures?

5. How might “wasted time” be incorporated in the above calculation 
so that we can directly compare the economic value of different 
educational systems?

6. How might freely available MOOCs fit into such a comparative 
economic model of universities?  Does it make sense for a univer-
sity to offer its course content for free?  How might it be justified?

Topics for Further Investigation
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Chapter 3:  Minervan Details

7. What percentage of peer-reviewed, scientific papers would you es-
timate involved some fundamental error in reasoning such as what 
Ben describes in this chapter?

8. How do we define a complex system?  How are complex systems 
related to the presence of distinct first-order and second-order ef-
fects?

9. How can music be regarded as a medium of effective communica-
tion like writing or public speaking?

10. What does Ben mean when he says “when you introduce a subsidy, 
the natural incentive is that the market will eat the subsidy up and 
it’ll still clear”?

11. Why was the G.I. bill able to successfully avoid the inefficiencies 
that Ben describes in #10?

Chapter 3a:  An Example

12. Why do you think that the Arab Spring has (so far) resulted in 
so fewer stable democracies than was once hoped?  What specific 
lessons might we apply to this situation from Latin America (or 
anywhere else)?

13. Compare Ben’s remarks, “…if our students are eventually going 
to be presidents, prime ministers, helping to draft new constitu-
tions…”, with Plato’s educational project for the guardians in Re-
public. 
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Chapter 3b:  Critical Teeth-Cutting

14. Did any of the concerns outlined in the 1983 report, A Nation At 
Risk come to pass?  How would Minerva be viewed by writers of 
that report? 

15. Compare Ben’s educational philosophy with that of John Dewey 
and Ben Franklin.

Chapter 4: The Corporate World

16. What do you think enabled Snapfish to become so successful, giv-
en that they were “127th to market with a not very differentiated 
product.”   Was it really as “illogical” as Ben says?

Chapter 5: Modern-Day Jovian Headaches

17. How much of Ben’s corporate expertise developed at Snapfish was 
transferable to his experiences at Minerva?

18. Is there a standard profile for most EdTech entrepreneurs, and, if 
so, what is it?  Does Ben fit this profile?  Why or why not? 

19. What are the principal advantages to having an advisory board, 
other than their advice?

Chapter 6: Academic Economics

20. What is the problem, economically, with basing your brand value 
on prestige?  If enough people are willing to pay $65,000/year to 
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attend an institution because of the perceived prestige it brings, 
what is wrong with that? 

21. Do you agree with Ben that institutions like Harvard are “ineffi-
ciently providing services for the market” simply because they are 
raising tuition rates well above and beyond the rate of inflation? 
Might that simply mean instead that in a market that will easily 
bear such price increases, Harvard would be irrational not to im-
plement them?

22. Give concrete examples of “the innovator’s dilemma” in other mar-
ket sectors. 

Chapter 6a: The Right Fit

23. Are there some students who wouldn’t fit Minerva’s outlook due to 
cultural and sociological factors?  Would Minerva be, on average, 
more or less attractive to citizens of particular countries?  If so, 
which ones?

Chapter 6b: Projected Impact

24. If Minerva does achieve its goal of being universally regarded as 
the world’s best university, will other institutions naturally copy 
Minerva in the way that Ben imagines, or might there be other, 
different, secondary effects?

Chapter 7: The Secret Sauce Under the Microscope

25. Is the liberal arts tradition responsible for the acknowledged supe-
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riority of the American university system? 
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