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SHARON HILLES did not have the world at her 
fingertips when she was pursuing her Ph.D. in 
applied linguistics at UCLA. It was the era before 
cell phones, before Google became part of the 
lexicon. What she did have was access to ideas 
that transcend technology and time, as well as 
professors and colleagues who would challenge 
convention and help distill meaning. She had the 
oldest, most reliable and most valuable tool in 
higher education: critical thinking.

As dean of the College of Letters, Arts & 
Social Sciences, Hilles oversees 10 departments 
whose bedrock is, in a broad sense, the human 
experience. Communication, theatre and new 
dance, English and foreign languages, and 
philosophy. Psychology and sociology, economics, 
geography and anthropology, and political science. 
History and music. They are the canon, and it is 
no coincidence that they form the backbone of 
general education.

“In survey after survey, employers say that 
they want people who can critically engage in 
complex problem-solving, who can speak and 
write clearly and persuasively — people who can 
work in groups with individuals different than 
themselves,” Hilles says. “A liberal arts education 
makes your mind nimble.”

That nimbleness, however, minus an 
understanding of a rapidly evolving, tech-based 
world, is only a big piece to a larger puzzle in The 
Future of Work.

“Steve Jobs said that technology alone is not 
enough. ‘It’s technology married with liberal arts, 
with the humanities, that … makes our hearts 
sing.’ I think he was right,” Hilles says.

The room is buzzing. A wide-eyed incoming freshman talks to a 
financial aid representative about his aid award.  A few feet away, while two 
friends stand beside her for encouragement, a senior speaks to an advisor 
about what classes she needs to graduate on time. In between them in the 
center of the room, a chemical engineering student gets help from a fellow 
sophomore for a 10-page political science research paper.

This is the Knowledge Center at the University Library, and that fellow 
sophomore is a trained knowledge consultant. The center, which opened in 
February — the only one of its kind in the 23-campus CSU — is a resource 
for information well beyond the academic, and it is helping to ensure 
that students have the resources they need to complete their degree and 
successfully launch a career.  

“Once our students graduate, the confidence to go out there and 
find resources and tools is crucial for continuous self-growth and lifelong 
learning,” University Library Dean Ray Wang says. 

For many students, taking that first step is challenging.
“Many students have library anxiety because they come in and are 

intimidated or feel ashamed to ask for help,” says Paul Hottinger, the 
engineering librarian. “Once they’re here, what we want to instill in them 
is that ability to research on their own, obtain credible resources and use 
those analytical skills for the long haul.”

And yet, just a few years ago a growing opinion was that libraries were 
losing their relevance. A Forbes article in 2012 posed the question, “Will 
Public Libraries Become Extinct?”  

Reports of the death of public libraries are greatly exaggerated. 
According to the Pew Research Center, millennials, 15 to 35, are the most 
likely generation of Americans to use public libraries. Survey data from 
fall 2016 found that 53 percent of Millennials say they used a library or 
bookmobile in the previous 12 months.

“Many of our students will have a career that changes dramatically
in their lifetime because of technology and market factors,” Wang says. 
“What the Knowledge Center provides for students is the foundation for 
that confidence to adapt to these changes. We are with them every step on 
that journey of discovery so that in the future they approach that journey 
with excitement and assurance.”
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“We can’t just do job training, 
because the jobs we train 
somebody for today may not even 
exist by the time we get home 
tonight. People who can adapt will 
survive and be successful.”
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THE MODERN LIBRARY 
IS PAYING DIVIDENDS
“We had one student who came
in here very stressed out about their 
senior project,” says Julie Shen, head 
of reference services. “They spent well 
over one hour here with a knowledge 
consultant getting credible citations 
for their paper, cross-checking 
information, forming a rock-solid outline 
for their paper. These analytical skills 
will go way beyond this academic paper 
and inform how the student will digest 
information in the future.”

Dean RAY WANG 
says the new 
additions to 
the library help 
students build 
confidence to 
adapt to change.


