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WHAT SHOI-]LD
COLLEGE STT]DENTS
BE TAT]GHT?
by Robert K. Landers

Is there a common body of knowledge
that all educated persons should possess?
Should all undergraduates, regardless
of their major, be expected to take a core
of required courses in essential areas?
And, if so, what should be taught in those
courses? These questions are not new,
but they are at the heart of the current
controversy over curriculum at
America's colleges and universities.

Last spring some 700 graduating college seniors
took a test - and most of them flunked. The test,
which was conducted for the National Endowment
for the Humanities, was intended to measure the stu-
dents' knowledge of American and world history and
literature. The results were not encouraging. Most of
the seniors did not know that Alexis de Tocqueville
wrote Democracy in America or that Plat<l was the
author of The Republic. Nor did they know that the
authors of The Federalist papers were trying to win
ratification of the U.S. Constitution. The seniors
weren't totally ignorant of history and literature, how-
ever. Nearly all of them (95 percent) knew that Mark
Twain wrote The Aduentures of Huckleberry Finn, and
three-quarters of them knew that Columbus first
Ianded in the Western Hemisphere before 1500. But a
quarter of the seniors got this question wrong.r

Many doubt that young people today are any more
ignorant than their counterparts in the past. "I honestly
don't find my students, in 21 years of teaching at the
college level, to have changed an awful lot with respect
to their knowledge," says William M. Chace, presi-
dent of Wesleyan University in Middletown, Conn., and
a former professor of English at Stanford University
in Palo Alto, Calif.
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L -, Nevertheless, the results of the National Endow- Thus, the ideal of "common learning," of a broad.- 
ment's test provided ammunition to a growing chorus of and coherent body of knowledge that Jhould be trans-
critics who contend that many of America's colleges
and universities are failing in their mission to educate
undergraduates. The reason, according to a commit-
tee established by the Association of American Colleges,
may be that many colleges and universities are no
longer sure what that mission is. "We have reached a
point at which we are more confident about the
length of a college education than its content and
purpose," the committee declared in a 1985 report.

It's not just that an undergraduate's major often
consists of little more than an arbitrary selection of
courses taken in one department, the committee said.
It's that the requirements for the undergraduate's "gen-
eral educatl6n" - the courses a student takes out-
side his major - usually "lack a rationale and cohesion
or, even worse, are almost lacking altogether. Elec-
tives are being used to fatten majors and diminish
breadth. It is as if no one cared, so long as the
[college] stays open."'

Lynne V. Cheney, chairman of the National En-
dowment for the Humanities, agrees that many of
America's colleges and universities are failing in their
mission. "[We] ale seeing now the results of a period of
extraordinary laxity that came out of the 1960s,"
Cheney maintains. "We more or less decided then that
students should study what interested them. It
seemed a very persuasive idea, that people would learn
most if they studied what they chose to study, rather
than follow a course of requirements. [But] I think that
idea has been intellectually discredited. There is
recognition that students need guidance ... and that it
is a responsibility of institutions of higher education
to provide them with the kind of guidance that rather
tightly structured requirements or a core curriculum
can provide." To help colleges and universities provide
this kind of guidance to their students, Cheney
recently proposed a model core curriculum,* "an imag-
ined core of studies ... that would encourage coher-
ent and substantive learning in essential areas of knowl-
edge." 8 (See story, p. 4.)

The fact that a college curriculum "would encour-
age coherent and substantive learning" was once taken
for granted. That, along with teaching a student how
to think, was what a college education was all about. All
knowledge formed a unity, it was believed, and a
college curriculum reflected that. But starting in the
19th century and accelerating in the 20th, knowledge
greatly multiplied and fragmented, making the funda-
mental unity of knowledge seem increasingly doubt-
ful. By the late 20th century, the pursuit of specialized
knowledge seemed to dominate American universi-
ties.

*According to the Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (1989), the term core
curriculum means "that part of a curriculum which is essential or compulsory as
opposed to that which is optional." The term was used as early as 1935, in a
California journal on secondary education.

mitted to all persons who wished to be considered
educated, became increasingly remote from collegiate
reality. Nevertheless, that ideal never died. It was
reflected in the "general education" movement in ear-
lier decades of this century, and it is reflected now
in the calls by Cheney and others for a core curri-
culum that would try to give undergraduates a broad
and substantive body of knowledge about the heritage
of Western civilization and the world in which they
live.

Most colleges and universities pay lip service to the
idea of giving undergraduates a general education. But
most, in fact, don't have an extensive core of required
courses outside a student's major. Indeed, during the
late 1960s and early '70s, many colleges and universi-
ties actually loosened their curriculum requirements.

During the late 1970s and the early '80s, however,
some of these institutions began tightening their re-
quirements. Stanford University, for instance, which
in 1970 had ceased requiring undergraduates to take a
course in Western civilization, as it had insisted they
do for the previous 35 years, reinstated the requirement
in a new form in 1980. The university decided that
entering undergraduates would be required to take a
sequence of courses dealing with Western culture and
to read 15 "great books" on a core reading list. There
was "a feeling that our undergraduates were getting a
cultural short shrift," says Stanford historian Paul
Seaver, "because nobody wanted to lay out a basic
picture for them, [give] them an intellectual map. . . .
[S]ome people here felt that was [an] abdication of
intellectual responsibility. "

By the middle of the decade, however, some insti-
tutions that had revived the core curriculum. like Stan-
ford - and some that had never abandoned it, like
Columbia University - began to come under pressure
to change. The pressure has come in part from the
unrepentant children of the '60s who are now on college
faculties. "[The] politics of the '60s are now to be
found mainly in the classroom, among the faculty, and
especially in debates on curricular issues, where
blacks and women are making their presence felt,"
Morris Dickstein wrote in The New Yorh Times
Magazine. "Yesterday's radical students are today's
restive junior faculty, yesterday's burning political
issues are today's problems in theory and methodology.
. .. [And] some of the energy that once went into
demonstrating in the streets is now directed toward the
curriculum." n

Feminists, deconstructionists, Marxists and other
ideologues in evidence on campuses these days object to
a core curriculum that focuses on Western culture
and requires students to read books written by "dead
white European males." They call such curricula
"Eurocentric," "patriarchal," and much else, all of it
bad. But the pressure is not all ideological in nature.
Much of it stems from the increased diversitv of the
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A Model Core Curriculam
I ccording to a recent survey done for Here are the courses (without listing
h the National Endowment for the the suggested readings involved) that'a
Humanities, it is possible to graduate student at a college with Cheney's imag-
from 78 percent of the nation's colleges ined core curriculum would take from
and universities without ever taking a year to year:
course in the history of Western
civilization. That disturbs NEH Chair-
man Lynne V. Cheney. Although she
doesn't think the federal govern-
ment should try to establish a nation-
wide curriculum, she does think it ap-
propriate to put forward a model core
curriculum to stimulate discussion and
reform.

In her recent report, 50 Hours: A Core
Curriculum for College Students, Che-
ney proposes an imagined core of studies
"that would encourage coherent and
substantive learning in essential areas of
knowledge." The courses would take up
50 semester hours - about 40 percent of
a college student's approximate total of
120 semester hours.t

"A required course of studies - a core
of Iearning - can ensure that students
have opportunities to know the litera-
ture, philosophy, institutions, and art of
our own and other cultures," Cheney
wrote. "A core of learning can also en-
courage understanding of mathematics
and science. . . . The National Endow-
ment for the Humanities must be con-
cerned with the literature major who has
no understanding of physics as well as
with the engineer who graduates with-
out studying history. Both are less pre-
pared than they should be to make the
subtle and complex choices today's life
demands."

Freshmen: The Origins of Ciuiliza-
tion (3 hours) the first semester, exam-
ining the beginnings of civilization on
various continents; W est ern Ciuilization
(3 hours) the second semester, consider-
ing the development of Western society
and thought from Periclean Athens
through the Reformation. Freshmen
would also study Concepts of Math-
ematics (6 hours), both semesters, and
Foreign Language (6 hours), both
semesters.

Sophomore si W estern Ciuilization
(3 hours), looking at Western society
and thought from the Reformation into
the 20th century, and, second semester,
American Ciuilization (3 hours), tracing
major developments in American society
and thought from Colonial times to the
present. The student would also study
Foundations of the Natural Sciences (8
hours), a one-year laboratory course
that focuses on major ideas and methods
of the physical and biological sciences.
F orei gn Languag e instruction would
continue (6 hours), both semesters.

Juniors: Other Ciuilizations (6
hours), two one-semester courses to be
chosen from the following: civilizations
of Africa, East Asia, Islam, Latin Amer-
ica, South Asia. Also, The Social Sci-
ences and the Modern World (6 hours),
a one-year course that "explores ways in
which the social sciences have been used

to explain political, economic, and social
life, as well as the experience of individ-
uals, in the last 200 years."

The senior year would be entirely free
for courses in the student's major and
for electives, as would three-fifths of the
course hours in the junior year and two-
fifths in the freshman and sophomore
years.

Although Cheney is perhaps the most
prominent advocate, she is not the only
one pushing the idea of a core curricu-
lum. In fact, an American Association
for the Advancement of Core Curricu-
lum is now in the process of being
formed, according to Carl A. Raschke,
director of the Institute for the Human-
ities at the University of Denver. An
organizational meeting was held in
October.

"The movement for a core curriculum,
which I think our [association] repre-
sents, is a populist movement," Raschke
says. "You're not seeing the Harvards
and the Yales and the Berkeleys . . .
leading the charge for a core curriculum.
It's coming from places like Northwest-
ern Missouri or the University of North
Texas or private institutions like Tem-
ple University in Philadelphia or the
University of Denver, which are gener-
ally regarded as middle-level private in-
stitutions that historically have had a
commitment to teaching."
I To earn one semester hour, a stud,ent uould go to
class one hour a week for that semester. If the class
met three hours a ueeh, the student uould earn
three semester hours. Most institutions are on the
semester-hour system, Cheney says, aLthough some
are not,
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student population and the increased integration of
the United States into the world at large.

To reflect these changes, Columbia, with less
difficulty and controversy than some had anticipated,
decided during the 1988-89 school year to keep its
core curriculum but also to create an "extended core"
of required and elective courses, examining civiliza-
tions and contemporary problems (including those
involving race and gender) not taken up in the
existing core.

Stanford University, after two years of study and
much controversy, decided in 1988 to revise its core

program substantially. The name of the program was
changed from "Western Culture" to "Cultures, Ideas
and Values." The students were to study works from
"at least one of the non-European cultures that have
become components of our diverse American soci-
ety," as well as from "at least one of the European
cluster of cultures." The required courses also were
to pay "substantial attention" to "issues of race, gender,
[and] class." But the most significant change was
that the university dropped the required reading list of )
15 great works. (See story, p. 6.) The faculty consen- -/
sus that was needed to sustain such a list broke down. "I
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\- - think that, as the 20th century moves toward its
v end,.. . people of good faith and high intelligence can

no longer agree on some body of knowledge [with
which] everyone ought to have a familiarity," says
Robert M. Polhemus, a professor of English at Stan-
ford.

College curriculum has
been subject to change

What a college education should be, as defined by
the curriculum, often seemed over the centuries to be
written in stone. But while contemporaries may have
felt the curriculum was resistant to change, it really was
far from static.

"The traditional course of study had been institu-
tionalized by the middle of the 13th century in a,dozen
or so European universities," writes historian Freder-
ick Rudolph. "[T]he liberal arts as organized and pro-
pounded in ancient Greece were regarded as the sum
of all learning and the most appropriate education for
the highest of callings - theology." 6 The medieval
universities divided the seven liberal arts into the
quadriuium - arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and
music - and the more important triuium - logic,
grammar and rhetoric. After mastering those basic
studies, the medieval student moved on to study, in
Latin translation, Aristotle's three philosophies -
natural (physics), moral (ethics), and mental (meta-
physics).

During the Renaissance, Rudolph says, the univer-
sities acquired "a concern with the proper education of
a gentleman and a concern with humanistic ideals of
classical scholarship. . .. What had been a curriculum
for theologians now carried the burden of training a
governing class of gentlemen and men of action. A
heightened respect for rhetoric and the addition of
natural science, Greek, Hebrew, and ancient history to
the traditional liberal arts had the effect of stretching
the definition of liberal learning." At the same time, in
16th-century England, the Puritan Reformation gave
added weight to the concept of the university as the
place for training learned clergy.

This English concept of the university - "part
medieval, part Renaissance, part Reformation" - along
with its supporting curriculum, was transplanted to
America. Harvard, chartered in 1636, was the first of
the Colonial colleges; it served as a model for Yale
(chartered in 1701) and for Princeton (chartered in
1746). "All these colleges were shaped by the Calvin-
ist commitment to a learned clergy and a literate
people," Rudolph notes. But despite the founders'
intentions, "[the] curriculum could not exclusively be
an instrument in the service of God or of Church and
State. . .. Whether they liked it or not, the colonial
colleges were burdened with perpetuating 'the learn-

ing and culture of Europe."'6
Harvard's curriculum became the model on which

higher education was based in the Colonial period, when
few young men (and no women) went to college. Most
entering students had been prepared privately (often by
the local minister); the only admission requirement
was an ability to read Latin and Greek. In their early
college years, students reviewed Latin and continued
their study of Greek. They also studied logic, Hebrew
and rhetoric. In their third year, the students en-
countered the three philosophies (natural, mental and
moral), along with geography. In the last year, the
student reviewed Latin, Greek, logic and natural philos-
ophy, and began to study mathematics. Students
studied divinity during all four years of college.T

The college curriculum in the Colonial period may
have seemed to change very little. But, as Rudolph
points out, there was significant albeit gradual
change. "The Enlightenment," he writes, "had enlarged
the role of natural science and mathematics; the
breakdown of natural philosophy into mathematics,
chemistry, natural history, and geography had pro-
duced new texts, written in English and therefore
subversive of the continuing usefulness of Latin as
the language of instruction. Beginning in the 1760s, the
idea of the 'man of letters' as a proper definition of
the college graduate [introduced] the study of belles-
lettres - orations, history, poetry, literature. An
emphasis on reason and observation, on rational moral
behavior, replaced a reliance on divine law in the
study of ethics. ... The curriculum had shifted from
explaining the ways of God to exploring the ways of
man." 8

During the early 19th century, as agrarian and
commercial America started to become industrial Amer-
ica, a new egalitarian impulse began transforming
American life. College graduates found themselves los-
ing political influence to the rising West and the
urban immigrants. Many college students began
contemplating careers outside the traditional profes-
sions of law, medicine and the ministry. Youths not in
college watched the rise of wealthy self-made busi-
nessmen and realized that a college education might not
be necessary to gain satisfactory status after all.
There was growing interest in science - "the very
instrument of progress, the intellectual attitude that
did not receive truth from the past but from inquiry in
the present." At the same time, there was a decreas-
ing interest in the ancient languages of Latin and Greek.
"The ancient languages and the classics did not lend
themselves to egalitarianism," Rudolph writes, "Their
usefulness, while demonstrable, was limited to a
narrow class." e

Try as they might, the colleges could not avoid
change. When such subjects as English and French
literature, poetry, literary criticism, modern history
and creative writing could not gain entrance to the
students' minds through the prescribed curriculum,

Continued on p. 7

{

{

kl

v



Controversy over Stanford University's Core Reuding List
lf,f ttv did Stanford University decide
lr to do away with its core reading

list of 15 required works or authorst
rather than simply expand it to include
some female or black authors?

William M. Chace, a former professor
of English at Stanford and now presi-
dent of Wesleyan University, says the
answer, in part, is that "there was very
considerable pressure on the system to
do away with anything that rang so
authoritatively as a core list of any
kind."

The pressure came from various
sources. Feminists objected because
they feared that "lists of people will give
students the idea that there were these
great men in history." Some historians
objected because they said real history is
not formed by texts or books. In their
view, says Chace, "if you really wanted
to understand history, you'd [seek to]
understand the dietary patterns of the
North European peoples for 2,000 years,
their mortality rates, how old were they
when they got married, when did they
die, how many children did they have,
rather than thinking about Napoleon or
Shakespeare or Goethe or Bismarck."

In addition to such principled or
ideological objections, there were also
practical objections to expanding the
reading list. Paul Seaver, professor of
history and now director of the Cul-
tures, Ideas and Values program at
Stanford, says expanding the list pre-
sented two problems. "On the one
hand, there was a problem of tokenism;
that is, if we'd said there will be one
woman and one black,. . . the feeling
tends to be that all you've done is
demonstrate their marginality." On
the other hand, he says, "if we ex-
panded it in a reasonable fashion so
that kind of an accusation couldn't be
raised, then the core reading list would
have lost its meaning for those who
believed in it, because what they
wanted was a list that . . . all the fresh-
men read. So it had to be a small list.
[And] these two things worked against
each other."

As a result of the pressures and the
problems involved, the faculty members

were unable to arrive at a consensus
about expanding the list or retaining it
as it was. The faculty instead tried to
find, in Chace's words, "an irreducible
core of works about which no one teach-
ing [in the Cultures, Ideas and Values
program] is going to have any degree of
disagreement."

The faculty agreed that freshmen en-
tering in the fall of 1988 would be re-
quired to study six specified authors or
works: Plato. the Hebrew and Christian
Bible, Augustine, Machiavelli, Rousseau
and Marx. Every year thereafter, the
Cultures, Ideas and Values faculty and
course coordinators would decide what
the common elements of the program
would be. The common elements for
1989-90 freshmen were: the Hebrew and
Christian Bible, a classical Greek philos-
opher, an early Christian thinker, a Re-
naissance dramatist, an Enlightenment
thinker, Marx and Freud.

The original core list, says philosophy
Professor John Perry, was never in-
tended to be the Stanford faculty's "list
of the 15 greatest books ever written.
They are all great books, but there were
other considerations" for including
them on the required reading list.tt
Among those considerations were that
the books had to be available in English
translation and had to be available in
paperback. Also, some books proposed
by faculty members didn't make the list
because faculty members in'other disci-
plines did not feel able to teach them or
because the books were considered too
difficult for freshmen.

Even before all the controversy, his-
tory Professor Seaver says, individual
faculty members had, in fact, broadened
the assigned reading to include works by
women and blacks. But the difficulty,
Seaver says, was that "if one deviated
very much, inevitably one would have to
drop one of the required books, and
then you're in violation. So, in effect,
experimentation couldn't take place, ex-
cept within very narrow confines, with-
out violating the core list."

Now, experimentation can take place
more easily. Works by women, for in-
stance, can be integrated into the as-

signed reading "in some intrinsic way,
rather than simply pasting them at the
end," Seaver says. "So, for example, in
the course that I teach in the winter
quarter, we deal one week with among
other figures, Aquinas, and in addition
to his proofs about the existence of God
and laws of nature and so on, we give
them the selection from the Summa in
which he talks about the nature of
women. Then in the next week, they
read Christine de Pisan, who is an Ital-
ian living in the court of the French king
at the end of the 14th and early 15th
century, a contemporary of Chaucer es-
sentially. ... [It's] a nice playoff. One
week they've seen Aquinas wrestling
with the Bible, on the one hand, and
Aristotle, on the other, on the subject of
the nature of women; next week you see
a medieval woman defending women
and rationality against anti-feminist
workg."

But does Stanford's core curriculum
still have much of a core? Not in the
view of English Professor Robert M.
Polhemus. "I just think there will be a
continual trend toward privatization of
the courses [and] fragmentation, [with]
each instructor of the different required
courses teaching what she or he wants
to. And that may be fine, the courses
may be of high value. But to require
[those courses] over other courses that
other professors might be offering in
similar fields doesn't seem to make any
sense to me. . . . [I think] there will be
less and less core, [and] there isn't much
core [eft]."

I The 15 works or authors included.: from the
Hebrew Bible, Genesis; lrorn Ploto's Republic, rno-
jor portions of Books I-VII; najor selections from
Homer's Iliad or Odyssey, or both; dt Least one
ancient Greek tragedy; from the New Testament,
selections includ.ing one of the gospe\s; Augustine's
Confessions, I -I X ; Dante's Inferno,' More's Utopia;
Machiauelli 's The Prince; ,Lather's Christian Lib-
erty; Galileo's The Starry Messenger, The Assayer;
Voltaire's Candide; Man and Engels'"Ihe Commu-
nist Manifesto; Freudt Outline of Psychoanalysis,
Civilization and Its Discontents: and selections
fron Darwin.

ll Quoted by Stanford Uniuersity News Seruice in
Faculty Answer Tough Questions from Alumni on
American'Roots'Course for Freshmen, May 16,
1989.
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v Continued from p. 5
they entered by the back door, outside the curriculum.
Student literary societies encouraged interest in the
disdained subjects through debates, orations and essay
contegts.ro

Growing in number but apparently serving a de-
clining percentage of the college-age population, the
colleges stumbled about in search of a clear purpose.
In 1828, in response to a student rebellion three years
earlier and criticism from the Connecticut Legisla-
ture about the impracticality and unprogressive nature
of the curriculum, Yale President Jeremiah Day
defended the classical college education. He asserted
that the focus of a college education should be on
"the discipline and, the furniture of the mind; expand-
ing its powers, and storing it with knowledge."

The Yale Report on college education was widely
read and, for a time, widely influential. It amounted to a
plea for quality. "Conscious of the democratic pres-
sures against a thorough education and the readiness
with which a shallow education could be translated
into social and economic mobility," Rudolph relates,
"[Day] was uneasy about the prospects of a nation at
the mercy of superficially educated demagogues and
uncouth millionaires. Day saw Yale and the rest of
the colleges as the ramparts of a free people." As for the
ancient languages, Day and his co-authors insisted
that a college education would not be a college educa-
tion without them.rr

But the Yale Report was at odds with the various
forces loose in the country at large. The report's authors
were trapped "by the social and economic environ-
ment in which they had been reared," according to
Rudolph. "Their respect for quality, for standards,
for certain enduring definitions of human worth, was
class bound. They were blinded to much that was
insistent and already out of control in American life.
The Yale Report was an effort to apply the brakes to
a country that was showing how to exploit everything
and everybody but that had not yet learned how to
harness human wisdom. It was not enough." r2

Curriculum opened up;
Students got choices

Not quite four decades after the Yale Report's
defense of the classical education, Andrew D. White.
soon to be the first president of Cornell University in
Ithaca, N.Y., issued a report that outlined a very
different course of study. White confronted all the
troubling alternatives that college authorities faced -
"practical or classical studies, old professions or new
vocations, pure or applied science, training for culture
and character or for jobs." His solution was to
embrace them all. Undergraduate education, White
contended in the Cornell Report of 1866, should be

both general and specific. It should not just consist of a
"single combination of studies, into which compara-
tively few enter heartily." A prescribed curriculum,
White argued, was "fatal to any true university
spirit." He acknowledged that "most students need
advice," but he insisted that the "overwhelming
majority . . . are competent to choose between different
courses of study, carefully balanced and arranged by
men who have brought thought and experience to the
work.tt  rg

Cornell, which opened in 1868, had a division of
science, literature, and the arts in general, in which
students who desired could take any of five routes to
a general course of study. But the university also had a
division of special sciences and arts - nine depart-
ments that provided instruction in a wide range of
occupations and professions, from agriculture to
law.* This was in keeping not only with the intent of
wealthy Ezra Cornell, who wanted to found an insti-
tution at which "any person can find instruction in any
study," but also with the intent of the Morrill Fed-
eral Land-Grant Act of 1862, which provided for the
sale of federal lands to support colleges that, "with-
out excluding other scientific or classical studies,
[would] teach such branches of learning as are re-
lated to agriculture and the mechanic arts." la

Cornell became "a model for other institutions and
a far-reaching influence on the curriculum," historian
Rudolph notes. Under White's leadership, Cornell
"moved the definition of the American university away
from the dominant research interest that character-
ized the universities of Germany toward an emphasis on
service to the material and moral aspirations of the
middle class. ... Before identifying Cornell with re-
search and scholarship, White identified it with an
educational philosophy that helped poor but energetic
young men and women to get rich." 16 *

Less than a decade after the founding of Cornell,
however, a different view of higher education was ad-
vanced by Daniel Coit Gilman, the president of Johns
Hopkins University in Baltimore. Although it had an
undergraduate college, Johns Hopkins considered the
pursuit of advanced learning and the production of
scholars its primary aims. Its success, like Cornell's,
"sent a creative impulse through institutions struggling
to get out from under the grasp of collegiate tradi-
tions," Rudolph wrote. Advanced work leading to the
Ph.D. degree was to become a characteristic of the
American university, and the degree itself a necessity
for college and university teachers.ls

The pressure of competition from Johns Hopkins
was felt in Cambridge, Mass., where, according to

*The division's nine departments were agriculture, mechanic arts, civil
engineering, commerce and trade, mining, medicine and surgery, law, education,
and a department of public service subsuming jurisprudence, political
science, and history. In 1881, Cornell established a department of American
history, the first in any college in the country.
*Cornell went coeducational in 1872. It was the first institution in the East
to do so.
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Phyllis Keller, author of Getting at the Core: Curcic-
ular Reforrn at Haruard, Harvard President Charles W.
Eliot was linking "liberal and graduate education in a
distinctive new form: the university college." Inaugu-
rated as president in 1869, Eliot "devoted his first
years . . . to raising standards in the professional schools
until a bachelor's degree was required for admission,
then he turned his energies to reshaping the college. His
aim was not to feed students bits and pieces of
knowledge but to provide them with an ambience of
active, rigorous scholarship, and then - in the full
spirit of the individualistic, liberal, laissez-faire 19th
century - turn them loose to find their own way." 17

The elective system was Eliot's instrument for
doing that. The system, in effect, encouraged students
and professors to design a curriculum according to
their interests. The faculty could introduce new sub-
jects, offer advanced work, and pursue scholarship
and research. And the students could develop their own
talents and pursue their own interests.

The ideal and the reality did not quite match,
however. In the ensuing years, the professors became
less and less occupied with educating undergraduates
and more and more bent upon scholarly research. As for
the students, Keller relates, "dilettantism flourished.
... [M]ost students used their freedom to indulge in a
variety of interests - social, athletic - firmly rooted
outside of the classroom." lt

"In imposing the elective system on the American
college," Rudolph writes, "Eliot and others accom-
plished by indirection what they could not accom-
plish by persuasion: They broke down the hold of the
classics and they created universities." But they also
"left the college, the society's repository of liberal values
and humane learning, crippled and confused." ro The
unity of knowledge was no longer apparent, and the
undergraduate curriculum was in disarray.

General education movement
gains support in the U.S.

To bring order out of the chaos, colleges before
long swung away from the elective system to embrace a
system of "concentration and distribution" - a
combination of a major field of study and courses
chosen from certain broad areas of knowledge. At
Harvard, for instance, where the reform was carried out
by Eliot's successor, A. Lawrence Lowell, the distri-
bution groups divided the course of study into the arts
of expression (language, literature, fine arts and
music), the natural or inductive sciences, the inductive
social sciences (including history), and the abstract
or deductive studies (mathematics, philosophy and
law). In the early 20th century, most colleges and
universities adopted the concentration and distribution
svstem.2o

The curriculum thus achieved a semblance of order,
but doubts nevertheless remained as to whether it was
not, in fact, hollow at the core. Was there no longer a
minimum body of knowledge that all educated persons
should possess in common? Was there really no longer
a unity of knowledge? The quest for a common curricu-
lum that would acquaint all students with the heritage
of Western civilization intensified during World War I,
and, after the war, found expression in what became
known as the general education movement.

The movement was born at Columbia University in
New York City. "When the United States entered the
war," sociologist Daniel Bell has recounted, "the
country was divided in its feelings, and the government
had set up some organizations to propagandize, in-
doctrinate, and educate the country about America's
war aims." On behalf of the Students Army Training
Corps, which had been established in colleges through-
out the country, the government asked Columbia to
prepare a course in "War Issues." It was soon being
taught at Columbia and all other corps centers. As
that was happening, various Columbia faculty members
came to think that there should also be a course
devoted to "Peace Issues." 21 After the war, Columbia
began offering a course in "Contemporary Civiliza-
tion," which it required all freshmen to take.

Two years later, English Professor John Erskine,
after what had been a lengthy struggle with Columbia's
faculty, embarked on a "General Honors" course for
upperclassmen. The course involved reading what Er-
skine called the "classics of Western civilization" -
from Homer, Herodotus and Thucydides to Darwin,
Marx, and Freud. The faculty opposed to such a
course had argued that undergraduates could not un-
derstand the books, that they should instead read
about them in textbooks. But Erskine felt that "The
sooner [the students] made contact with noble minds
the better for their own. There is always the first time
that any book is read; then in these cases, why not
now?" 2r Erskine's course, the forerunner of innumera-
ble "great books" courses, evolved at Columbia into a
"Humanities" sequence, established in 1937, that all
freshmen were required to take.

Support for the idea of general education also
showed up on the West Coast. In 1921, Reed College in
Oregon, which had opened only 10 years earlier,
adopted a program calling for two years of broad
humanities courses, with small discussion sections, as
a prelude to specialization in the junior and senior
years. The reform, according to Rudolph, "went
beyond form to content and specified in the first two
years a version of general education, a synthesis of
the knowledge and understanding it considered appro-
priate for a liberally educated person."

Reed, Columbia and other institutions that pur-
sued the idea of general education "were trying to
retrieve for the curriculum a function that it had
sustained since the Middle Ages: the cultivation and
transmission of the intellectual and philosophical
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Brown (Jniversity Takes a Different Approach
A core curriculum of required courses

iFl is one way to provide college stu-
dents with a "general education" out-
side their major. Brown University in
Providence, R.I., has taken a different
approach, however. At Brown, each stu-
dent designs his own general education.
There are no required courses, not even
any distribution requirements.

Sheila E. Blumstein, dean of the col-
lege, says that for the Brown curriculum
to succeed, the faculty must be "com-
mitted to teaching . . . and advising un-
dergraduates," and the student must be
"ready, willing, and able to handle
responsibility, be independent enough
to take charge of hislher academic pro-
gram, be self-motivated, and seek and
follow advice as needed to plan a rigor-
ous, coherent, and challenging program
of study." f

A 1987 survey of Brown alumni by the
Daniel Yankelovich Group Inc. found
that three in four regarded the Brown
curriculum as "excellent." There was
"strong resistance to any proposal that
would replace the Brown curriculum
with a'core' curriculum." Yankelovich
reported.tt

Nevertheless, he added, alumni did
express concern about "the adequacy of
academic counseling. In volunteered
comments, counseling was often de-
scribed as 'a formality' and'haphazard.'
Some made the point that, like many
facets of Brown, the quality of counsel-
ing is often left to student initiative, so
that those who need counseling the most
are least likely to seek it out."

Yankelovich, who noted he was a
Brown parent and trustee (emeritus),
said he suspected "that academic coun-
seling at Brown is probably as good as,

or even better than, counseling at other
schools. But, the special nature of the
Brown curriculum places an unusual
burden on the counseling system, which
is charged with helping students manage
a high degree of freedom before reaching
full maturity. This difficulty is avoided
in other universities by core curriculum
requirements, which do not presuppose
much freedom of choice."

Since the Yankelovich survey was re-
leased, Brown has published a Guide-
line for a Liberal Education for use by
students and faculty advisers. This "not
only provides a framework from which
to build a coherent program of study,"
Blumstein says, "but it also serves as a
talking point between the student and
adviser as they develop the student's
program. Most importantly, it helps the
student begin to think about, and to
come to grips with, what a liberal educa-
tion might mean. [The] student is ac-
tively involved in the process of thinking
about the nature of a liberal education,
rather than viewing a'liberal education'
as a set of required courses with no
expectation that he or she should give
explicit consideration to the underlying
rationale for such courses."

Education can only take place when
students are "active participants" in the
process, Blumstein says. "Passive stu-
dents do not become engaged, they do
not question, they do not think, and
they do not become involved in their
own education. As a result, they do not
learn well, they do not learn deeply, and
they do not become creative thinkers. It
is our view that the very prescriptive
nature of most college curricula has
helped foster the passivity [of
students]."

Asked about that view, Lynne V. Che-
ney, chairman of the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities, laughs.
"[W]hether a course is required or not
has nothing to do with the degree of
intellectual participation that students
experience. ... It sounds l ike a'60s phi-
Iosophy . .. [that] people learn best
when they study what they choose to
study. It does seem to me it's an out-
dated philosophy, that there is general
recognition that the reason students go
to college is to get some guidance about
what an education should consist of."

A curriculum such as Brown's could
work well under certain conditions, Che-
ney says. "If there is the faculty advising
system in place and it really, really
works, and secondly, if the college offers
the kind of broad-ranging courses that
are typically in a core curriculum, then
you could get by without a core curricu-
Ium." However, she adds, those condi-
tions often do not exist.

"The same factors that [work] against
the core curriculum, the fact that there
are few rewards for teachers that involve
themselves with undergraduates, [mili-
tatel against a good faculty advising
system," Cheney says. "The advantage
the core has against a good faculty ad-
vising system is that it's something
that's institutionalized. Faculty advising
can be very idiosyncratic. One person
will do it and take it as a charge and a
commitment, and another won't."

I Sheila E. Blurnstein. Core Curriculum in an Un-
dergraduate Education: A Perspective, an unpub-
lished paper presented at a conference at lona
College, Oct. 15, 1988.

ll DanieL YanheLouich, "A Uniuersity in Tune with
the Times," Brown Alumni Monthly, February
1988.
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inheritance of the Western world as an instrument of
man's understanding of himself," Rudolph writes.23

The most comprehensive experiment in general
education was undertaken at the University of Chicago
during the 1930s and '40s. Chicago President Robert
M. Hutchins, reviving an idea that had been advanced
by Chicago's first president, William Rainey Harper,
proposed grouping the last two years of secondary
school with the first two years of college, and forming

a new four-year college. Its faculty would be separate
from the university's. Independently administered
comprehensive examinations would be given at the end
of each yearlong college course. And the curriculum
would be completely prescribed and devoted entirely to
general education.

"If there are permanent studies which every person
who wishes to call himself educated should master: if
those studies constitute our intellectual inheritance.
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then those studies should be the center of a general
education," Hutchins argued. In general education,
he said, "we are interested in drawing out the elements
of our common human nature." The college's course
of study, as Hutchins envisioned it, was to consist "of
the greatest books of the Western world and the arts
of reading, writing, thinking, and speaking, together
with mathematics, the best exemplar of the processes
of human reason." 2a

Hutchins, however, ran into strong faculty opposi-
tion. Not only did professors complain that it would be
demeaning for them to teach courses at what had
formerly been the high school level, Harry S. Ashmore
explained in his biography of Hutchins, but "[e]n-
trenched senior faculty members continued to block the
effort to eliminate specialized courses from the col-
lege curriculum, for this would also require changes in
the courses offered to those who moved on to ad-
vanced study. This, of course, was exactly what Hutch-
ins had in mind." 26

Hutchins never did fully get his way at Chicago. A
new four-year college of the type he proposed, with a
prescribed course of study devoted to general educa-
tion, did become the college there in 1942, but the
curriculum was not built around great books, as he
had originally envisioned. Instead, the course of study
included sequences in the natural sciences, human-
ities and social sciences.

Although not the full embodiment of his ideas, the
innovative "Hutchins College," as it came to be called,
at least was a reality. Youths who would formerly
have been sophomores could now attain a bachelor's
degree before they were summoned off to military
service. Graduate schools, however, rarely recognized
the Chicago B.A., prompting high school graduates to
think twice about pursuing it. The return of veterans
after the war also "wrought havoc with the program,"
sociologist Daniel Bell relates. Few students in the
secondary schools were taking advantage of the new
college, while veterans with high school degrees were
clamoring to get in. The college toyed with the idea of
reducing the number of required courses so as to let the
student who had had four years of high school
complete his college work in two years. "But this
threatened to destroy the meaning of the B.A., and
only underscored the contention of other colleges that
the Chicago B.A. was only a two-year degree."'6

After Hutchins retired in 1950, Chicago abandoned
the idea of combining high school and college years, and
it created instead a four-year general education
course of study, leading to a B.A. By then, most of the
college's graduates were going on to graduate school,*
and the college wasn't able to maintain a system of four
years of general courses without introducing special-
ization and concentrations. Still, a core of general
education courses did remain.

*Hutchins had assumed graduation from the college would mark the end of
formal education for most students.

Although not at Chicago, the sort of undergraduate
course of study that Hutchins and his associate, Morti-
mer J. Adler, had in mind did come into existence.
St. John's College in Annapolis, Md., was the third-
oldest institution of higher learning in the nation, but
by 1937 it had fallen on hard times. Fresh from Hutch-
ins' Chicago, philosopher Scott Buchanan and histo-
rian Stringfellow Barr provided a route to salvation in
the form of a great books curriculum. More than a
half-century later, that approach is still going strong
there, as well as at a second campus, opened in 1964,
in Santa Fe, N.M. In the four-year course of study at St.
John's, there are virtually no elective courses. The
students are expected to study everything that is
taught, and the teachers are expected to teach every-
thing that is taught. The teachers have little time for
special research or writing.2T

During the 1920s and '30s, at least 30 colleges and
universities adopted general education programs. Sup-
port for the concept spread further in the 1940s and
'50s as a result of a report issued in 1945 by Harvard
University. The report was written by a committee
appointed by Harvard President James B. Conant dur-
ing World War II to examine "the objectives of a
general education in a free society."

Dubbed the "Redbook" for its crimson cover, the
report declared that "democracy, by broadening the
basis of government to include all the people, ideally
demands of all the education formerly reserved for a
privileged class." The modern college and even the
high school now had to try to educate all so that they
would be able "to make decisions ... with perspective
and a sense of standards." General education, the
Redbook said, was "that part of a student's whole
education which looks first of all to his life as a
responsible human being and citizen.... The very
prevalence and power of the demand for special training
makes doubly clear the need for a concurrent, balanc-
ing force in general education." 26

The Harvard committee proposed that of the 16
courses the college required for a bachelor's degree, a
student should have to take six in general education,
including a core course in the humanities, a core course
in the social sciences, and at least one course from
alternatives offered in the sciences. "The prescribed
courses in the humanities and the social sciences,"
the report said, "would be expected to furnish the
common core, the body of learning and of ideas which
would be a common experience of all Harvard students,
as well as introductions to the study of the traditions
of Western culture and to the consideration of general
relationships." 20

Harvard's approach was "less radical than Colum-
bia's or Chicago's, which may explain why it was so
much more widely emulated," sociologists Christo-
pher Jencks and David Riesman observe. No attempt
was made to separate the college from the univercity, ,4f ,
or to seize the bulk of undergraduate time for general
education. But "[w]hatever its limitatfons, Harvard's



\ version of general education had the great virtue of
v providing a rationale for dealing with freshmen and

sophomores who had not chosen a departmental major,"
Jencks and Riesman point out. "Since this vacuum
exists at virtually every college and since no other
ideology or interest group was ready to fill it, the
slogan of general education was widely adopted to
describe what was done in these vears." 30

Search for core cufticulam
leads Harvard to 'Core Lite'

But even at Harvard, general education came to
seem little more than a slogan. The required core
courses the Harvard committee had envisioned, "fell
victim to faculty power," Rudolph writes, and were
never developed. Instead, under the rubric of general
education, each of the three divisions offered a half
dozen or so courses "of sufficient breadth to be
considered general." 3r

For decades, the general education movement in
America had tried to change the focus of the college
curriculum, but, for all its efforts and individual
successes, that focus still remained on the specialized,
not the general. "Dramatic experiments in general

r- education, books and pamphlets explaining the need
- and extolling a plan, even a widespread wish that

something should be done to compensate for the Ioss of
unity and shared learning did not succeed in chang-
ing [that focus]," Rudolph says. "Where large universi-
ties created colleges of general studies, the new
colleges did not lead to the transformation of the
universities. Where highly publicized general educa-
tion requirements reshaped the course of study in the
1940s and 1950s, less publicized erosion of those
requirements took place in the 1960s and 1970s." s2

The centrifugal forces pulling apart any semblance
of coherence in the undergraduate curriculum seemed,
indeed, to get stronger and stronger. Catalogs of
college courses became as thick as telephone books. The
student population not only increased in size, but
became more diverse in background, interests and ex-
tent of college preparation. The professors, mean-
while, became "professionalized," their loyalty to their
own college or university weakened, and their alle-
giance to professors in their particular academic disci-
plines strengthened. More than ever, the professors
were committed to specialized research; their career
advancement and reputations depended upon it.
Time spent teaching undergraduates, much as some
professors might enjoy the experience, was often,
from a career point of view, time wasted.

More so than in the past, it seemed, knowledge, or
1 what was taken for such, multiplied and fragmented; no
V orr" individual could hope to grasp it aI. fhe unity of

knowledge that had been taken for granted in earlier

1 I

centuries now appeared more remote than ever. The
classical college was long gone. The general education
movement had generally failed. There were even
some doubts, thanks to the war in Vietnam, about the
worth of Western civilization. But, somehow, the
desire for a college curriculum with intellectual design
did not entirely disappear.

Harvard's faculty, prompted by Dean Henry
Rosovsky, set out in quest of a core curriculum for
undergraduates in the mid-1970s. After the turmoil
of the late '60s and early '70s, Phyllis Keller wrote, it
had become clear "that there was a growing dispo-
sition - often no more than an unfocused yearning -
to restore some degree of purpose and coherence to
Harvard undergraduate education, to balance liberty
with order." 3s

The result of the quest, approved by the faculty in
1978 and fully implemented four years later, was a core
curriculum that would require Harvard undergradu-
ates to devote a quarter of their studies to courses
offered in these areas: Literature and Arts, Histori-
cal Stud.y, Social Analysis, Science, Moral Reasoning
and Foreign Cultures. Ideally, the subjects treated in
the particular courses should be "important, interest-
ing, and diverse," Keller said, but the main thing was
"to introduce students to the kinds of analysis peculiar
to certain disciplines and the problems to which they
are typically applied." sa

This was the "distinguishing feature" of Harvard's
core curriculum - "not so much the required subjects
as the way in which they were to be treated." The
"common learning" that the core sought to encourage
was not "a predetermined body of knowledge," but
"a specific set of skills and modes of thought." 36

The reasons for this approach were rooted in
historical changes. "Older ideals of a common learning
made little sense to a faculty that shared no common
corpus of knowledge valued or books read. . . ," Keller
wrote. "The faculty was not a group of educated men
and women who had all read Plato or swam easily in the
mainstream of Western thought and institutions. Nor
was it divided into three parts lhumanities, social
sciences and natural sciences], each of which shared
common assumptions, approaches, and knowledge.
Rather, it was a collection of scholars whose highly
developed skills and analytic training were derived from
traditional disciplines and were dedicated to the
pursuit of knowledge for its own sake. What such a
faculty could usefully teach to all undergraduates
was how to go about addressing different kinds of
problems and what skills they would need to do
so. t ' so

That, then, was what Harvard's core program
sought to do. "The general education movement had
battled resolutely against the breakdown of a com-
mon social and intellectual culture." Keller wrote. "The
new curricular design of Harvard College made its
peace with changing circumstance by living with -
indeed, by trying to use - diversity, liberty, flexibil-

3
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ity, and specialization." 37
Not everyone thought Harvard's solution was a

satisfactory one, however. In the fall of 1986, William J.
Bennett, then U.S. secretary of education, delivered
an address at Harvard in connection with its 350th
anniversary. Bennett said that Harvard and other
universities were not making "that much effort to see to
it, systematically and devotedly, that real education
occurs. Our students deserve better. They deserve a
university's real and sustained attention to their
intellectual and their moral well-being. And they de-
serve a good general education." Harvard's new
curriculum was not providing it, in Bennett's opinion. "I
just don't think you can call it a'core curriculum,"'
he said. "'Core Lite,' maybe."

Bennett's view is widely shared among current core
curriculum advocates, for whom core curriculum is very
like the "general education" ideal of earlier decades.
"I think it's generally agreed that Harvard does not
have a'core curriculum,"'NEH Chairman Lynne
Cheney says. "They may want to use that word and they
may have used it when they started out, but what
Harvard has is a distribution requirement, and they've
developed special courses for those distribution re-
quirements."

Search for a core
curviculum continaes

The advance of specialized knowledge at the ex-
pense of a loss of common knowledge, even among the
professors themselves, has made it more difficult for
universities and colleges to offer their undergraduates
the "good general education" that core curriculum
advocates want.

To be sure, almost all colleges and universities now
offer "general education" programs and, according to a
1987 report by Ernest L. Boyer, president of the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching,
requirements in English, philosophy, Western civi-
lization, Third-World courses and international educa-
tion have actually increased somewhat since 1970.
But Boyer questions "the quality of today's general
education movement. During campus visits we found
curriculum-tinkering rather than genuine reform. We
found that narrowly focused courses in English, sci-
ence, and history often were easily relabeled'general
education.' And protecting departmental turf often
seemed more important than shaping a coherent general
education program." 8t

Cheney takes a similar view in her recent report.
The hours that could be devoted to "a significant core
of learning," she writes, ". . . are all too often orga-
nized instead into loosely stated'distribution require-
ments'- mandates that students take some courses
in certain areas and some in others. Long lists of

acceptable choices are set out in catalogs. Specialized ).
offerings for the most part, they often iave iittle to do#
with the broadly conceived Iearning that should be at
the heart of general education." 30

But in spite of all the historical and other forces
working against it, the desire for curricular coherence
remains. "Given the push toward vocationalism and
the fragmentation of academic life," Boyer said he
found it "remarkable that the vision of common
learning remains so powerful a part of the baccalaureate
experience, not just among students, but, even more
perhaps, among faculty and administrators." In a na-
tional survey by the Carnegie Foundation of 1,000
chief academic officers, more than half said their com-
mitment to general education had increased during
the previous five years, and they thought the same was
true for faculty.ao

Core curricula, not only of the Harvard stripe but
also of the sort that Cheney advocates, have indeed
been established at a relatively small number of
institutions. One of them is Brooklyn College of the City
University of New York. "Achieving consensus about
the content and form of a uniform core was not an easy
task," Ethyle R. Wolfe, Brooklyn's former provost
and vice president for academic affairs, wrote recently,
but the task nevertheless was accomplished. "In
answer to those who interpret a core curriculum as
nostalgia for a lost world and unsuited to the com-
plexity of modern life," she said, "the case can be made l-
ittat ii is exactly the complicated and multi-cultural v

society that most needs some shared education and a
common culture if discourse is to be possible on
critical human questions." 1r

Where a core curriculum has indeed been estab-
lished, the absence of "common learning" among the
faculty has not, as a practical matter, proven fatal to
its implementation. Not all the professors may have
read Plato, but at least they've heard of him and can
read him now. Professors who volunteered to teach in
Stanford's Western Culture program, for instance,
weren't usually put off by the prospect of teaching
works outside their specialized field, according to
Wesleyan President Chace, who was an English profes-
sor and a dean at Stanford.

"In fact," he says, "many of the books I taught in
that Western Culture course I had never read [before].
... But I figured, What the helM'm 45 years old. I
should be able to read this book successfully with
people 25 years my junior. And I was able to do so.
. . . I think every one of my colleagues was in some sense
faking it with certain books. ... But I don't find that
at all bad. In fact, I think that the pleasure of reading in
your 40s or 50s a new book that you'd never read
before, that you've got to teach to freshmen, can be
exciting. You don't have to come across like the most
learned person in the world."

Despite such excitement in the classroom, it was
very difficult to recruit faculty into the Western Cultwe 9

Continued on p, 14



soys CHARLES KRAUTHAMMER, a syndi-
cated columnist.

Western civilization has suffered a set-
back at Stanford. Civilization will recover. Whether
Stanford will is another question.

At issue is the core curriculum in Western civiliza-
tion instituted in the early '80s at Stanford and
elsewhere. At Stanford, it consisted of 15 required
and 18 "strongly recommended" political and philo-
sophical classics. It was one of the most popular
courses at Stanford, but two years ago a campaign
against it was launched by minority and feminist
groups who denounced it as a racist, sexist compen-
dium of "European-Western and male bias."

[In March 1988], the faculty capitulated. It did not
quite abolish, it emasculated the program. Fifteen
required works became six. Eighteen "strongly rec-
ommended" are recommended no more. The slack
will be taken up with works that bring out "cultural
diversity and the processes of cultural interaction."
A less oblique instruction to faculty is to include a
substantial number of "works by women, minorities
and persons of color." . . .

In pursuit of intercultural understanding, the
Stanford faculty could find neither the nerve nor the
will nor the arguments to insist that Homer, Dante
and Darwin be read. Or to "strongly recommend"
John Locke and John Stuart Mill, to say nothing of
Jefferson, Madison, Hamilton and Jay. ...

The protesters oppose the core curriculum because
white male authors are overrepresented and the
groups to which these critics owe their allegiance -
women, blacks, Native Americans, Hispanics, etc. -
are missing. . ..

Affirmative action for people is problematic but,
on the whole, a good thing; it gives those who were
denied opportunity an extra chance to compete.
Affirmative action for great books is an
embarrassment.

The critics further charge that the core curriculum
not only denies American ethnics their due. It denies
the "global culture" its due. In today's global village
the idea of a Western culture is seen as narrow,
biased and ethnocentric. ...

There is nothing wrong with believing in a world
culture and wanting students to gain familiarity with
it. But before approaching the larger world, it is
essential to have a sense of self, to know who you are
and where your ideas come from. One has to know
one's own culture first. Without understanding it,
how can one be intelligently critical of it?

From "A Buttle Lost at Stanford," The Washington
Post, April22, 1988.

soys WILL|AM M. CHACE, a former
fessor of English at Stanford and
president of Wesleyan Uniuersity.

Had these two vigilant spectators [Charles
Krauthammer and then-Education Secretary Wil-
liam J. Bennettl been more attentive to the actual
. .. circumstances at Stanford, they would have
learned that the course whose passing they mourn
has not died. . .. Stanford students will all take
"Cultures, Ideas, and Values," in which the primary
emphases will be on the achievements of the West.
That course will be historically comprehensive from
the ancient world to the medieval to the modern
periods. Every student [in 1988-89] will read the
Hebrew and Christian Bibles, Plato, St. Augustine,
Machiavelli, Rousseau and Marx. Choices of addi-
tional reading - which inevitably will include the
likes of Homer, Sophocles, Aquinas, Dante, Shake-
speare, Darwin, Mill and Kafka - will remain where
they have always been - in the hands of the
instructors... .

What [Krauthammer and Bennett] want to imag-
ine as a fit of parliamentary capitulation and hyste-
ria was actually the composure of a deliberative body
of professors and administrators who had heard
every conceivable argument on the subject and were
at last ready in late March [after two years of
discussionl to vote their consciences. . . . [W]hat was
effected here in March was a compromise,. .. no one
t'wontt or ttlost.tt . . .

What was that compromise? At its foundation was
a shared understanding on the part of those teaching
the course that it could profitably embrace impor-
tant works by women and by members of ethnic
minorities. That recognition, hardly radical, was
based on the fact that the course was already em-
bracing such writings.. .. This pedagogical step was
taken on the basis of another recognition, again
hardly radical, that such matters deeply affect the
world in which we live and in which our forebears
have lived.. . .

[The] university asks each of its students, knowing
that they are living in the West, to study the West. It
also ask them to study cultures not a part of the
West, for it knows that the West influences, and is
influenced by, the non-West.. . .

There is a widespread conviction here that a very
good course, now modified in reasonable ways, will
continue to be taught effectively. No treacheries
have been committed, no apocal5pses hastened.

From "There Was No Battle to Lose at Stanford,"
The Washington Post, May 9, 1988.
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Continued Jrom p. 12
program, Chace says, mainly because "it's regarded
as a freshman service course, and therefore not particu-
larly likely to enhance your scholarly career." Still,
there were "enough people of good will" who saw "the
general mission of the institution" and were willing
to pitch in.

Career concerns were not the only thing keeping
some professors from participating in the program.
Historian Seaver, director of Stanford's Cultures,
Ideas and Values program, says that "a lot of the
younger faculty in the humanities thought that what
we had been doing was so at variance with their own
conception of ... how you introduce students to our
culture, that they simply couldn't imagine participating.
. .. In a sense, we've gone back to a very old-
fashioned, great books course, and many of the younger
people in literature, for example, would find that ...
so anachronistic . . . that they wouldn't want to teach in
it."

Seaver isn't sure if such reservations will be over-
come with the recent modifications to the program. (See
story, p. 5.) But he says that Stanford has this sort of
program because the "faculty in the humanities hasn't
given up on some sense of common knowledge as
being important." The question is, "How are you possi-
bly going to define it before the end of the century?"
The task is not an easy one, he says, because "the old
answers aren't always entirely useful."

Some at Stanford, such as English Professor Rob-
ert Polhemus, think that the core in the core curriculum
is disappearing. He may be right. Nevertheless, at
Stanford and elsewhere in the realm of higher educa-
tion, the defiant search for a common learning still
goes on.
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Ashmore, Harry S., Unseasonable Truths: The Life of
Robert Maynard Hutchins, Little, Brown and Co., 1989.

Journalist Ashmore. who was associated with Hutchins at
the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions, has
written an excellent biography of the legendary educator.
Hutchins was "a man of ideas, and his effectiveness in
propagating them was reflected in the public record he
compiled in the course of a long career as a legal scholar,
political philosopher, educational reformer, and civil libertar-
ian," Ashmore writes. He quotes Hutchins himself at one
point saying: "I have come to regard educators as a lost cause.
I have felt that the only chance is to carry the public, of whom
educators live in deathly fear."

Bell, Daniel, The Reforming of General Educution: The
Columbis College Experience in its National Setting,
Anchor Books, paperback, 1968.

Sociologist Bell was a professor at Columbia University
when he wrote this book in 1966. In examining the develop-
ment and decline of "general education" programs in this
century, Bell focuses on Columbia and, to a lesser extent, on
the College at the University of Chicago and Harvard College.
Bell said that his book represented "an effort to defend the
idea of a liberal education against the fragmentation which
threatens it both intellectually and sociologically." The book
remains valuable more than two decades after it was pub-
lished.

Keller, Phyllis, Getting at the Core: Curricular Reform at
Harvard, Harvard University Press, 1982.

Keller, a dean at Harvard University, was involved in the
development of a "core curriculum" there in the late 1970s.
Her well-written account of that development illuminates the
difference between Harvard's core curriculum and what more
recent advocates of a core curriculum have in mind. The
"distinguishing feature" of Harvard's core, Keller notes, "was
not so much the required subjects as the way in which they
were to be treated." The "common learning" it seeks to
encourage is not "a predetermined body of knowledge" but "a
specific set of skills and modes of thought."

Rudolph, Frederick, Curuiculum: A History of the Ameri-
can Undergraduate Course of Study Since 1636, Jossey-
Bass Publishers, paperba ck, 1977.

Williams College historian (emeritus) Rudolph notes that

15

ih.r. i. "no way to make a history of the American college and
university curriculum read like an account of the winning of
the West." But he nevertheless comes close, in this lucid and
absorbing work. "Values change and so does the curriculum,
as the more than 300 years since the founding of Harvard
College clearly say," Rudolph writes. "Since that time long
ago, when a peculiarly self-demanding band of alienated
Englishmen got themselves a college almost before they had
built themselves a privy, change in the course of study has
been constant, conscious and unconscious, gradual and sud-
den, accidental and intentional, uneven and diverse, imagina-
tive and pedestrian."

ARTICLES

Dickstein, Morris, "Columbia Recovered," The New York
Times Magazine,Nday 15, 1988, pp. 32-35, 64-68.

Dickstein, an English professor at Queens College of the
City University of New York, looks at Columbia University
two decades after the student uprising there. He writes that
"the politics of the 60s are now to be found mainly in the
classroom, among the faculty, and especially in debates on
curricular issues, where blacks and women are making their
presence felt." In Dickstein's view, "[w]hen blacks and women
denigrate the core curriculum as'Eurocentric' and 'patriar-

chal,' they are expressing their disappointment at not finding
themselves in these works. Trained in literary theory and
cultural studies, many junior faculty members are less inter-
ested in teaching the classics and more interested in what [one
professorl described as'minority and gender issues."'

Weiss, Philip, "Good Times vs. Great Books," The New
Republic, June 9, 1986.

Journalist Weiss went on what he called "a tour of ex-
tremes: two schools whose curricula are at opposite ends of the
debate over whether to get back to basics. At St. John's
[College], which is built around 130 Great Books, everything is
required. At Brown [University] nothing is. Each school has
made its curriculum into a religion, giving it a distinct
culture." Weiss concludes that if his little sister were consider-
ing going to Brown or St. John's, he'd recommend she attend
both. "St. John's for the first two years to get a rigorous
intellectual background, to develop logic, precision, articula-
tion, and to gain some familiarity with the Great ldeas. Then,
before the flame of creative, headstrong inquiry was snuffed
by the marble fingers of the ancients: Brown, where she could
do her own thing. . . . Now, that would be a great education."

REPORTS AND STUDIES

Cheney, Lynne Y., 50 Hours: A Core Cuniculum for
College Students, National Endowment for the Humanities,
October 1989.

Cheney, chairman of the National Endowment for the
Humanities, has put forward "an imagined core of studies -
50 semester hours - that would encourage coherent and
substantive learning in essential areas of knowledge." She
emphasizes that she is not offering "a single prototype" but
rather "a way of providing information about various models
to individual faculties that must decide the undergraduate
course of study." She also hopes 50 Hours will help prospec-
tive college students and their parents in choosing a college or
university to attend.
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