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Dear Friends, 

A Message 
from 

the President 

For almost a decade now there has been a growing 
debate about education at all levels-from elementary 
through graduate school. There have been monthly, it not 
weekly, reports, studies, surveys, and predictions issued on 
the state of American education. So many, that the central 
issue of what constitutes a good education and how to 
improve the education America's youth receive has often, 
I'm afraid, gotten lost in the rhetoric. Thus. this newsletter
Letters from Santa Fe. 

You will see as you read this newsletter that it is not 
about education across the board but about American 
higher education in general and American liberal edu
cation in particular. This is for purely personal reasons-I 
have been involved in higher education all of my 
professional career, and I am the president of a four-year 
liberal arts college. 

I would like for Letters from Santa Fe to be a source of 
information to readers on the state of higher education, to 
give facts and figures that may not have crossed your 
desks, to reprint articles of general interest, to offer some 
observations on what is and is not working, and to let you 
know what's going on at the liberal arts college I know 
best, St. John's. 

For the most part. this newsletter will go to friends and 
professional acquaintances I have made over the years. 
However, at the best, these letters will be a two-way street 
with your writing if there is something you know, or notice. 
or want to bring to our collective attention. If this 
newsletter not only gives you valuable information but 
also helps start a conversation among us about the 
character and quality of American education, then I think 
we will have accomplished a great deal. 

1n this first issue there will be more about St. John's 
College than in subsequent ones just because many of 
you are unfamiliar with who we are and what we do. 
Included is the talk I gave at my recent inauguration as 
well as the results of a study of how our students did 
compared to other students in a national survey. Also, 
there are articles by David W. Breneman and Lynne V. 
Cheney I think you will find interesting and helpful. 

So, this is our first issue of Letters from Santa Fe. Let me 
know what you think. 
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John Agresto 

A Light for Higher Education 
Inaugural Address, April 28, 1990 

W hen we think about the place of college 
education in America, many of us 

automatically think of liberal education: of 
students leaving home for four years to read 
some literature, study some history, learn 
about languages, study mathematics, or bi-
0logy , psychology or classics. To think this 
way is simply an anachronism, simply false . 
In the last thirty years the number of students 
in American colleges and universities who 
can be said to concentrate in the liberal arts, 
or in some major area of the liberal arts, has 
fallen astonishingly. The figures are soft, but 
they look something like this: in the last thirty 
years the number of students concentrating in 
the liberal arts has fallen from approximately 
60 percent of the college population to 
somewhere just around 10 percent. To think 
of American collegiate education today as 
liberal education is simply not true: the great 
bulk of it is technical, vocational , commercial 
and professional education . 

Everyone, it would seem, within the 
academy has the same explanation for the 
shift away from the liberal arts: students have 
been captured by materialism and commer
cialism, sttldents have lost their idealism, 
students have been seduced by bourgeois 
American capitalism and Wall Street or have 
simply given in to their narcissistic desire to 
be rich, selfish, competitive and comfortable. 
These explanations are, I think, by and large 
false and deluding. The leaders of American 
higher education often have the incredibly 
elastic ability to blame everything and ever
yone for their woes-everyone, that is, but 
themselves. 

So what's wrong with higher education 
today that has precipitated this monumental 
decline in liberal education? Plenty. 

First, it clearly has something to do with 
the decline of teaching. While I have no 
objection to good research and scholarship in 
the liberal arts, and I know that there are 
some students who pride themselves on 
association with the names of great scholars 
on their campuses, I do think that most 
students would rather be in the company of a 
great teacher than on a campus with re
nowned but unavailable researchers. 

Second, it has something to do with 
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arrogance and contempt. I mean especially 
contempt for this country and this civiliza
tion . We all have our stories and we've all 
compiled enough evidence to know that the 
segment of the academy that almost seems to 
pride itself on its gloating disdain for general 
American habits and ways and hopes and 
loves is not to be found in schools of nursing 
or pharmacology or electrical engineering or 
accounting, but in the liberal arts. Yet 
students, despite what their parents might 
think, come to college with an instinctive, 
wholesome and totally proper love of country, 
of customs, and even of religious values and 
institutions. And while no one begrudges the 
academy its role as cultural critic, students do 
sense that if what they'll be subjected to is 
politics and ideology masquerading as teach
ing, or if they see themselves subject to an 
unremitting attack on Western civilization or 
on their untutored but seemingly sensible 
devotion to certain principles and values, 
well, they'd sooner major in business or 
finance, thank you all the same. It's a sad 
situation, for I've seen that the more profes
sors drive away students because of their 
disdain and contempt for the principles and 
works of this civilization, the more they 
blame the character of today's students rather 
than themselves. 
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Third, the trivialization of the liberal 
arts has probably driven as many students 
away as the politicization of the liberal arts. 
Once we say that there are no great books to 
read or great ideas to understand or great 
people to study but that virtually all things 
are equally instructive, interesting or valua
ble, the more our students will disbelieve us 
and rightly walk away. If books and ideas are 
objects of play rather than substantial, trans
formative and significant items central and 
important for life, why bother? Then we've 
really made the liberal arts irrelevant. And, 
at the cost of $60,000 or more, students will 
go elsewhere. 

Despite the incredible decline in liberal 
education nationally, we know that there are 
places where it not only survives but flourish
es. Where you're standing today is a case in 
point. Applications to this school are as 
strong as, if not stronger than, ever. There's 
a new library. Voluntary contributions are on 
the rise. And everyone I meet here senses that 
this is a place where teaching and learning 
are alive and healthy, where liberal education 
still manifestly flourishes. 

We are hardly perfect, and much of what 
I have to say may still be in the form of goals 
rather than solid fact, but I do think this 
college can be and is a model and a light for 
higher education generally. Here teaching is 
taken seriously because learning is taken 
seriously. Here, in a school without academic 
departments, where each day the tutors 
themselves strive to be better and more 
widely educated, the drive to know, the love 
of learning and the desire to talk about and 
teach what we've seen and read is clear. 
When the faculty here resolves, as it has so 
recently, that it would rather forego all salary 
increases than increase the size of classes, you 
know that teaching is paramount. 

Second, when one takes the books of the 
Western tradition as seriously as we do here, 
simple contempt for the tradition, or of the 
principles and works of this civilization, are 
impossible. We simply know too much to be 
enemies of this culture. We know, to be sure, 
that one's own is not necessarily the best . But 
we've seen enough and read enough to know 
the good when we see it. And we know that as 
we hold the ideas and works of this tradition 
up for question and investigation that we 
also, by that very act, transmit the ideas, 
works and principles of this tradition for
ward. We are not embarrassed to be both 
scholars and critics and bearers of the culture 
all together. And we trust that we turn out 
and will continue to turn out graduates who 
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themselves have an attachment to this civili
zation as well. We trust that we are turning 
out students who are public servants and 
producers of public goods and not just 
carpers and critics. 

On that score, we also know that 
knowledge is not necessarily virtue-we know 
that there can be angels in understanding and 
devils in conduct. What is left for us to show, 
however, is that knowledge and virtue, 
education and public spiritedness, are not 
incompatible . What we have to show is what 
is written on the first page of our catalog, 
something which I think many institutions 
would be ashamed to reprint each year, 
though we are not-it goes like this: "Liberal 
education should seek to develop free and 
rational men and women committed to the 
pursuit of knowledge in its fundamental 
unity, intelligently appreciative of their com
mon cultural heritage and conscious of their 
social and moral obligations." 

If we can do these things with fervor and 
intelligence, St. John's will continue to be 
what I think it is at present, a light to all 
colleges, a leader in the meaning of liberal 
education, and the maker of men and women 
of whom we and our fellow citizens will be 
proud. 
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David W. Breneman 

Are We Losing 
Arts Colleges? 

Our Liberal 

I n the course of doing research for a book 
on the future of private liberal arts colleg

es, I made a startling discovery. While I 
began with the belief that there were roughly 
600 such institutions in this country, I have 
concluded that, given a reasonable definition 
of a liberal arts college, we have only about 
200 of them left. 

My discovery was as simple as it was 
disturbing: The liberal arts college as we 
know it is disappearing from the landscape, 
and another type of institution-the profes
sional college-is taking its place. Further
more, I believe that most educators are not 
aware of this "sea change," nor have we 
begun to debate its significance. 

A Unique Mission 
Among the nation's 3400 colleges and 

universities, only the liberal arts colleges are 
distinguished by a mission of providing 
four-year baccalaureate education exclusive
ly, in a setting that emphasizes and rewards 
good teaching above all else. 

These colleges tend to enroll small 
numbers of students; they emphasize liberal 
education over professional training. They 
are the source of a disproportionate number 
of graduates who go on to earn doctorates 
and to pursue academic careers. 

Their "privateness" means that certain 
values-religious and otherwise-can inform 
their mission in ways not possible at state 
institutions, while their small size makes 
possible a sense of community among stu
dents, faculty, and staff that can rarely be 
achieved in larger settings. 

The diversity of American higher educa
tion, one of its oft-noted and much-valued 
attributes, will be much reduced if these small 
private colleges are unable to sustain them
selves and their mission because of changing 
economic circumstances. 

Defining Terms 
After further thought it soon became 

apparent that liberal arts colleges might be 
characterized in two ways: by their educa
tional ideals and by their economic structure . 

Educationally, these colleges award the 
bachelor of arts degree, are residential, enroll 
full-time students in the age range of 18 to 
24, and limit the number of majors to 
roughly twenty in the arts, humanities, 
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languages, social sciences, and physical 
sciences. They rarely enroll more than 2500 
students; most enroll between 800 and 1800. 

The kind of education they provide 
might be described as pre-professional: Many 
students enroll in graduate or professional 
programs upon graduation, but the college 
itself offers virtually no undergraduate profes
sional education. 

Economically, liberal arts colleges have 
comparable revenue and cost structures. 
Their common economic struggle is partly a 
function of their offering a curriculum that 
does not cater to current . student concerns 
with the job market. While remaining true to 
an educational ideal, liberal arts colleges must 
compete with universities that provide many 
more courses and majors, as well as a vast 
array of professional degrees in fields such as 
business, engineering, architecture, nursing, 
and education. 

And while it is easy to understand the 
pressure on colleges to shift away from 
offering liberal arts toward offering profes
sional training, it is all the more important to 
appreciate the financial constraints of liberal 
arts colleges that have not taken that way out. 

David Breneman then lists 140 colleges 
as "Liberal Arts I" colleges-those private 
institutions in which more than half of the 
degrees awarded were in the arts and scienc
es. Only 140. Indeed, in our area, in addition 
to St. J ohn' s, the only comparable institu
tion listed is Colorado College. Arizona, 
Utah, Nevada, and Oklahoma have none, 
and Texas only one. -J .A. 

David W. Breneman is a visiting professor at 
the Harvard Graduate School of Education and a 
visiting fellow in economic studies at the Brookings 
Institution, Washington, D. C. He was presidmt of 
Kalamazoo College, Michigan, during 1983-1989. 

This article is reprinted with permission .from The Colltge 
Board Review, No. 156, Summer 1990. © 1990 by College 
Entrance Examination Board, New York. 
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Lynne V. Cheney 

Research and Teachinp at 
Colleges and Universities 
For decades critics have been saying that 

institutions of higher education do not do 
enough to encourage good teaching. Classic
ist William Arrowsmith made this point in 
1967, observing that "at present, the univer
sities are as uncongenial to teaching as the 
Mojave Desert to a clutch of Druid priests.'' 
Almost a quarter century later, historian 
Page Smith asserts that faculties "are in full 
flight from teaching .... In many universities, 
faculty members make no bones about the 
fact that students are the enemy. It is students 
who threaten to take up precious time that 
might otherwise be devoted to research. '' 

This situation has not come about be
cause faculty members necessarily prefer 
research. In a recent survey, 71 percent 
reported that their interests either leaned 
toward or lay primarily in teaching. But the 
road to success-or even to survival-in the 
academic world is through publishing. An
thropologist Bradd Shore notes, "If you fail 
at the teaching and fail at the service but still 
do terrific scholarship, you are likely to get 
tenure," but not the other way around. A 
senior literature professor, who himself pub
lishes actively, reports that " the way one 
prospers is by finding time away from 
teaching to get one's own work done." 
Philosopher Thomas Flynn relates the advice 
he received as a young assistant professor 
trying to get tenure: ' ' Beware of the students. 
They will destroy you." 

Dramatic Emphasis 

on Research 
The most dramatic examples of how 

research is valued over teaching occur when 
faculty members who have won campuswide 
awards for teaching suddenly find themselves 
without jobs. A 1988 article in The Chronicle of 
Higher Education even raised the possibili
ty that teaching awards, by implying that a 
faculty member is not as serious about 
research as he or she should be, are "the kiss 
of death" as far as achieving tenure is 
concerned. Economist Thomas Sowell re
ports, "I personally know three different 
professors at three different institutions who 
have gotten the Teacher of the Year Award 
and were then told that their contracts would 
not be renewed. '' 

The emphasis on research is greatest at 
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research universities where 64 percent of the 
faculty report spending five hours or less per 
week on formal classroom instruction and 86 
percent report spending six or more hours per 
week on research. At liberal arts colleges, by 
contrast, only 16 percent of the faculty report 
less than five hours a week in the classroom; 
and 48 percent report spending six or more 
hours on research. Even at liberal arts 
colleges, however, the emphasis on research 
is growing. Fifty liberal arts schools have 
banded together under the lead of Oberlin 
College and are considering calling them
selves "research colleges." Schools such as 
Colorado College, Grinnell, and Wellesley 
have reduced the number of hours faculty 
teach so that they have more time to do 
research. A recent survey of twelve liberal 
arts colleges reported that faculty frequently Even at liberal 
distinguish between teaching and what they 
often call, significantly, 'my own work, ' '' or ll h 
research. arts co eges, t e 

Faculty members often blame admini-
strators for the emphasis placed on research, emphasis on 
but administrators are responding to power-
ful external forces. The money that flows to research is 
their institutions and the prestige their 
schools enjoy will be largely dictated by the growing 
research those institutions do. Thomas Sowell 
points out that hundreds of millions of federal 
dollars flow into research at universities. 
"Money talks in academia as elsewhere," 
Sowell notes, ''and what money says on most 
campuses is 'do research. ' " Emory Univer-
sity's Frank Manley observes that academic 
reputation is established through the public 
act of publishing, not through the more 
private act of teaching. " The people who 
have status outside the University, who are 
writing and publishing, are the ones who are 
going to get the status inside the University," 
says Manley. "They are the ones. who are 
looked upon with most favor by the admini-
strators because they are the ones who have 
the marquee value for the University.'' 

The Tyrannical Machine 

that Reigns 
The model that increasingly drives all of 

higher education- the tyrannical machine 
that reigns- was first established in the 
United States at the end of the nineteenth 
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century. Derived from German universities, 
this model emphasized the production of 
knowledge rather than its diffusion. Both 
Daniel Coit Gilman and G. Stanley Hall, 
influential spokesmen for the new university 
ideal, thought that the scholar's proper role 
lay in producing "bricks" for the rising 
temple of knowledge. William James was 
among the first to note that such a single
minded view threatened a system in which 
there were many paths to excellence. It was in 
a 1903 essay on the Ph.D.-the degree 
associated with the new, research-oriented 
university-that James coined the phrase 
''tyrannical machine. '' 

Teaching Less 
One of the most dramatic effects of 

emphasizing the production of new know
ledge-that is, research that leads to publica
tion-rather than the communication of 
knowledge to the next generation-that is, 
teaching-has been a decline in how much 
faculty members teach. At four-year institu
tions, time spent by faculty in the classroom 
has decreased steadily. According to one 
estimate, teaching responsibilities at noted 
research universities_ have, since 1920, de
creased in many instances by one-third, and 
often by half to two-thirds. As the president 
of York College of Pennsylvania, Robert 
Iosue, notes, it is difficult to be precise about 
the degree to which teaching responsibilities 
have declined because official teaching loads 
are often different from actual ones, which 
may be reduced for such work as service on a 
faculty committee. " In one bizarre case," 
louse says, "a professor received fifteen 
hours of reduction from an official work load 
of twelve hours. He was paid a three-hour 
teaching overload yet did not step inside the 
classroom. '' 

The gradually shrinking academic year 
also affects time faculty members spend in the 
classroom. In the late 1960s, according to an 
executive director of the American Associa
tion of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions 
Officers, most colleges had two seventeen
week semesters. Now, two fifteen-week se
mesters are more typical , with some schools 
in session as few as twenty-eight weeks-or 
half a year. Observing that students in 
Missouri institutions of higher education now 
spend a semester and a half less in college 
than students in the 1940s, Governor John 
Ashcroft has asked the schools in his state to 
lengthen the academic year. 

Because the prestige of an institution 
depends on whether it has a faculty well 
known for publishing, colleges and universit
ies frequently raid other institutions for their 
research stars. "Hiring superprofessors," 
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observes Lewis H. Miller of Indiana Univer
sity, "is a quick and easy method of raising 
the value of one's academic stock." The 
primary way of luring faculty from other 
institutions is to offer them reduced teaching 
loads. As Lee Knefelkamp of the American 
Association for Higher Education puts it, 
"Unfortunately, the blue chip that we play in 
the poker game these days is to offer our best 
scholars less time with students. The currency 
of higher education has become, in fact, less 
time with the constituency we are supposed to 
serve." Professor Miller reports that when he 
was a dean, faculty members who visited his 
office to discuss offers they had from other 
institutions were almost always more attract
ed by the possibility of teaching less than the 
promise of earning more. "Although some of 
these colleagues were teaching just one or two 
courses a year," Miller writes, "they were 
being wooed by the prospect of a 50 percent 
reduction, even if that translated into teach
ing one course every other year. " 

When faculty members teach less, there 
is a financial consequence. Because more 
people must be hired to teach, the costs of 
education escalate-and so does tuition. Bet
ween 1980-81 and 1989-90, average tuition 
charges rose an inflation-adjusted 50 percent 
at public universities, 66 percent at private 
universities, and 57 percent at other private 
four-year schools. Other factors, including 
increased administrative expenses, account 
for some of these increases; but with instruc
tional budgets typically comprising 40 per
cent of educational and general expenditures, 
the decline in the amount of time faculty 
members spend in the classroom clearly plays 
a role. 

Between 1977 and 1987, while the 
number of full-time arts and sciences students 
decreased by 14 percent, the number of 
full-time arts and science faculty members 
increased by 16 percent, but it is hard to find 
evidence that instruction benefited. Instead 
there are reports of students unable to get 
into classes or to take the courses they want. 
At the University of Texas at Austin, after 
the English department reduced the teaching 
load by one-third, students stood in long lines 
in Parlin Hall , waiting, as the student 
newspaper put it, " for an English class, any 
English class, to open.'' At Northwestern 
University , a student editorial complained 
about course offerings in history, noting that 
20 percent of the department was on leave to 
do research and that none of the four highly 
publicized, newly hired faculty members in 
the department was teaching. 

An ''Academic Underclass'' 
Even though the number of arts and 

sciences students has declined markedly and 
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the number of faculty members has increased 
significantly, many institutions still find 
themselves short of teachers. They frequently 
fill in the gap with what has been called an 
''academic underclass'' -part-time instruc
tors. Part-timers, who in 1988 comprised 37 
percent of faculty nationwide, are paid much 
less than full-time faculty. A survey of 
English departments showed the typical part
time faculty member earning $1,500 per 
course although there were examples of 
departments paying as little as $400. Colleges 
and universities often cap the number of 
courses that a part-timer can teach so they 
will not have to pay fringe benefits. Thus 
many part-timers become "gypsy scholars," 
frantically commuting between teaching as
signments at different institutions and fre
quently looking for other ways to supplement 
their salaries. Michael Shenefelt, a part-timer 
at New York University and Long Island 
University, reports that by supplementing his 
income as an office temporary, he is able to 
earn $20,00 a year. "A New York Universi
ty elevator operator begins at $20,000," 
Shenefelt observes. 

For Ph.D.-granting institutions, gra
duate students are another source of cheap 
labor for the classroom, one used extensively 
at some universities. A 1989 walkout at 
Berkeley is reported to have caused the 
cancellation of nearly 75 percent of classes. 
Like part-time instructors, graduate students 
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are often unsupervised; and while· some 
manage to be excellent teachers without any 
orientation or opportunity to discuss their 
work with experienced faculty members, few 
find themselves rewarded for a job well done. 
In fact what graduate students learn, all too 
often, is that teaching is not worth doing well. 
Says Frank Manley of Emory University, "I 
left Uohns Hopkins] with the idea that my 
main job was to do research, write books, and 
neglect undergraduates, because otherwise 
they would take all my time .... My career has 
been in part an unlearning of what I learned 
in graduate school." Jaime O'Neill of Butte 
College in Oroville, California, says that it 
took him "five years of adjustment to get 
over the snobbery of graduate school. 

The High Price 
Across the country are thousands of 

faculty members whose professional lives run 
counter to the prevailing culture of academia. 
At a liberal arts college in the Midwest where 
a new emphasis on publication has led to a 
cutback in course offerings, a literature 
professor teaches as many courses as he 
possibly can to try to make up the shortfall. 
"I am permitted to teach on an unlimited 
basis," he says "and I do. If I did not do this 
many students would not be able to take a 
literature course . " All too often, however, a 
decision to emphasize teaching exacts a price. 
At the University of Maryland, associate 
professor Maynard Mack, Jr., notes that his 
own focus on teaching "is not a fast track to 
that promotion. I should minimize my cam
pus responsibilities and produce a second 
book." 

Nowhere is the Countertrend to acade
mia's current culture stronger than in com
munity colleges. The mission of these institu
tions is clear. "We are a practical teaching 
college," in the words of one professor. But 
in a system of higher education that does not 
place high value on teaching, community 
colleges rank low in prestige. Having less 
status than four-year colleges, they command 
fewer resources. Their faculty members earn 
less even though they teach more . The 
overwhelming majority of community college 
faculty spend more than eleven hours a week 
in the classroom; 10 percent spend more than 
twenty hours a week. Many find year-round 
employment a necessity. "If you don't 
teach,'' says Evelyn Edson of Piedmont 
Virginia Community College, "you work at 
Shoney's [a fast-food restaurant] in the 
summer. You get some kind of job. " The 
results can be too little time to undertake the 
reading and reflection that make for better 
teaching, too little time to exchange ideas 
with other faculty members about issues in 
one's field or ways to improve courses and 
curricula. 
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Faculty Interests and 
Student Needs 

The increased emphasis on research has 
resulted in a surge of publications. The 
number of books and articles published 
annually on Shakespeare grew by 80 percent 
between 1968 and 1988; the number on 
Virginia Woolf by 800 percent. With so 
much being written, individual researchers 
find themselves having to take up narrower 
and narrower topics in order to find a niche. 
The consequences were apparent in the 1970s 
when Professor William Schaefer became 
editor of Publications of the Modern Lan
guage Association. Discovering a backlog of 
articles on exceedingly specialized topics, 
Schaefer developed a new editorial policy 
emphasizing articles of "significant interest"; 
but PMLA, despite being one of the premier 
journals of the academic world, did not 
receive a sufficient number of articles of 
wider interest to sustain the new plan. 

Focusing on increasingly narrow topics 
is one way of achieving the originality that 
publication demands. Another, as Gerald 
Graff has noted, is proposing innovative 
interpretations. "The new wave of paracriti
cal and metacritical improvisation in criti
cism .. . . " Graff wrote in 1979, "may be a 
necessary spur to industrial growth at a time 
when the conventional modes of professional 
publication have worn thin." The impor
tance of new theoretical approaches to scho
larly publishing can be seen in journal article 
after journal article in which scholars write 
about ''foregrounding,'' ''appropriating,'' 
"inscribing," and "engendering." It can be 
seen in books: An historian, for example, 
takes up such topics as ''The Semantics of 
Transcendence as a General Academic 
Code" and "Historiographical Rejection of 
Cultural Disengagement." Theory shapes 
the programs of professional gatherings. At 
the Modern Language Association's most 
recent convention, papers were given on 
"The Authority of Female Representation in 
the Postmodern Matrix,'' '' Prosaics and 
Semiotic Totalitarianism,'' and ''Narrative 
Dismemberment: Psychological Digressions 
in the Structure of Hypertests." Members of 
the College Art Association are currently 
being invited to present papers on "Rethink
ing the 'Foucauldian' association of photo
graphy with the generalized 'panoptic' re
gime of truth and power. '' 

It is not surprising that faculty would 
want to teach what interests them profession
ally, but the extent to which specialization 
and new theoretical approaches have affected 
curricula may well startle anyone who has not 
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followed the collegiate course of study over 
the last few decades. A student can fulfill core 
requirements at Harvard by studying tuber
culosis from 1842 to 1952, and distributive 
requirements at Dartmouth with "Sexuality 
and Writing," which analyzes "the use of 
sexuality and its ramifications as symbols for 
the process of literary creativity, with particu
lar reference to ... potency and creative fertili
ty; marriage or adultery and literary sterility; 
deviation and/or solitude and autobiography; 
prostitution and history; chastity and literary 
self-referentiality.'' 

Concern for Western 
Civilization Courses 

At the University of Minnesota, faculty 
in the humanities department recently pro
posed doing away with the ten courses the 
department offers in Western civilization and 
substituting three new courses: "Discourse 
and Society," "Text and Context," and 
"Knowledge, Persuasion, and Power." In 
these introductory courses, students will ana
lyze "ways that certain bodies of discourse 
come to cohere, to exercise persuasive power, 
and to be regarded as authoritative, while 
other are marginalized, ignored, or denigrat
ed ." More advanced courses are also being 
planned, including "Music as Discourse," 
for which the syllabus includes music videos, a 
heavy metal concert, and songs sung at a 
workers' strike . 

Resistance from faculty in other depart
ments as well as from students has led the 
humanities department to give up plans to 
abandon the Western civilization courses 
immediately. For the time being, the older 
curriculum will continue to be offered along 
with the newer ones. There is concern, 
however, about how long the Western civili
zation courses will last since the overwhelm
ing majority of faculty members in the 
humanities department has little interest in 
teaching them. 

A disgruntled student at Minnesota 
observes, "This is all because members of.a 
department want to teach what they want to 
teach"-which is not necessarily what under
graduates need to learn. A recent nationwide 
survey conducted by the Gallup Organization 
for the National Endowment for the Humani
ties showed that many students manage to 
approach college graduation with alarming 
gaps in knowledge. About 25 percent of the 
nation's college seniors were unable to date 
Columbus's journey within the correct half
century. More than 30 percent could not 
identify the Reformation. 

"We are graduating a generation that 
knows less and less,'' says Vassar sociology 
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professor James Farganis. In the absence of 
required, broad-based courses in which 
undergraduates study significant events and 
books, Farganis notes, "students are picking 
and choosing, making their own curriculum 
in a haphazard fashion." Some students do 
not study American or English literature at 
all: It is possible to graduate from 45 percent 
of the nation's colleges and universities 
without doing so. Similarly, some undergra
duates do not study history: It is possible to 
graduate from 38 percent of the nation's 
colleges and universities without doing so. At 
41 percent of colleges and universities, it is 
possible to graduate without studying mathe
matics; at 33 percent, without studying 
natural and physical sciences. 

Significant Decline in 

Humanities Majors 
Between 1968 and 1988, while the 

number of bachelor's degrees awarded in the 
United States grew by 56 percent, the 
number of bachelor's degrees awarded in the 
humanities fell by 39 percent. There have 
also been significant declines in mathematics 
and physical science majors during this 
period: down 33 percent and 9 percent, 
respectively. For the humanities (and for 
mathematics) the situation has improved in 
recent years, but the loss remains significant. 
Twenty years ago, one out of six college 
graduates majored in the humanities. Today 
the figure is one out of sixteen. No doubt 
there are many explanations, but surely one 
is that many students come to college poorly 
prepared in the humanities-and in mathe
matics and physical sciences as well-and 
once in college, they do not take introductory 
courses that fully introduce them to the 
challenges and pleasures of these disciplines. 
How could an undergraduate who has never 
taken a meaningful course in history or 
physics choose to major in one of these fields? 

Preparation for Demands 

of Graduate Schools 
Those who do major in the humanities 

often find that their courses are not conceived 
as comprehensive treatments of important 
subjects but as preparation for graduate 
school. Even though most majors in subjects 
like English do not go on to work on Ph.D. 's, 
they may well spend time as undergraduates 
becoming familiar with critical theory
perhaps more time than they spend reading 
literature. "I strongly suspect," writes Pro
fessor Robert Alter of the University of 
California at Berkeley, "that many young 
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people now earning undergraduate degrees in 
English or French at our most prestigious 
institutions have read two or three pages of 
Lacan, Derrida, Foucault, and Kristeva for 
every page of George Eliot or Stendhal. " 

In graduate school, students prepare to 
publish and survive by narrowing their focus 
as much as possible- and by reading theory. 
Elizabeth Fentress, who went to graduate 
school because she wanted to concentrate on 
original works of literature, has written about 
her discovery that there was no way to earn 
an advanced degree without diving into a 
"tidal wave of theory." Rather than be 
diverted from her goal, she ended her 
graduate studies. "I deemed it best to 
leave . ... " she writes, "and to learn what I 
wanted to learn on my own.'' 

Summary 
Research interests affect teaching and 

learning at all levels of higher education, and 
they have an impact on schools as well. 
Among today's college students are tomor
row's teachers; and if their curricula have 
been haphazard, they may well know less 
than they should about the subjects they will 
teach. If they have been taught in an 
indifferent fashion, they will be less likely to 
know how to teach well themselves. "The 
undergraduate education that intending 
teachers receive is full of the same bad 
teaching that litters American high schools," 
a group of education school deans observes. 
"If teachers are to know a subject so that they 
can teach it well, they need to be taught it 
well." 

Lynne V. Cheney is Chairman of the National 
Endowment for the Humanities . Reprinted here is 
an excerpt from Tyrannical Machines: A Re
port on Educational Practices Gone Wrong 
and Our Best Hopes for Setting Them Right, 
published recently by the NEH. 
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Special Report: 

St. John's Aces NEH Survey 
While National Sample Flunks 
U nder contract with the National Endow

ment for the Humanities, the Gallup 
Organization last spring tested nearly 700 
U.S. college seniors on their knowledge of 
American and world history and literature . If 
the students' answers were to be graded , 
more than half of those tested would have 
failed . Using the standard "A" to "F" scale , 
where less than 60 percent-correct score 
means failure, 55 percent would have re
ceived an "F" and another 20 percent a 
"D. " Just 11 percent would have received an 
"A" or "B" grade . The national mean score was 
58 percent-failing. 

Appalled by these scores, St. John's 
decided in April of this year to administer 
informally the same test to its own seniors, 
hoping that we would see more heartening 
results. We did . Twenty-three out of the sixty 
members of the 1990 senior class volunteered 
to take the test one afternoon while President 
Agresto proctored. All of them passed. Only 
one person got a "C" grade. The other 22 , a 
full 96 percent, received grades of "A" or 
" B." The average score for the St. john's seniors 
tested was 91 percent correct-a grade of ''A. '' 

The NEH, whose mission it is to 
promote the study of the humanities, deve
loped this survey to measure the students' 
command of basic historical and literary 
knowledge in the last year of their undergra
duate education. Each senior was asked 87 
questions concerning important historical fi
gures, dates and events as well as significant 
authors and literary works. 

Significant gaps in knowledge about 
history were found among college seniors in a 
variety of areas. For exampi<;, only two in 
five students nationally knew that the "shot 
heard round the world " that signified the 
start of the American Revolution was fired at 
Concord , Massachusetts. (Seventy-eight per
cent of the St. John's seniors answered 
correctly.) One-fourth were unable to date 
Columbus' journey within the correct half
century. (None of the St. John's students 
missed this question .) If they were to take the 
Immigration and Naturalization exam to 
qualify for U.S . citizenship, the majority of 
American college seniors would flunk . 

In the literature section, one part cons
isted of 19 questions in a multiple choice 
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Summary Findings: 
Performance of College Seniors 
On History and Literature Questions 

GRADE USA ('lo) St. Johns(%) 

A 2 74 
B 9 22 
c 14 4 
D 20 0 
F 55 0 

100 100 
M ean 

58% 91 % Correct 

No. in 
691 23 S urvey 

Grading Scale U sed for the Survey: 
A 90% or more correct 
B 80 %-89 % correct 
C 70%-79% correct 
D 60 %-69 % correct 
F less than 60 % correct 

format with one correct answer and three 
"foils" presented. A majority of the national 
sample could not link major works by Plato, 
Dante, Shakespeare, and Milton with their 
authors. Only six in ten college seniors 
nationally knew that Chaucer wrote the 
Canterbury Tales or that Melville wrote Moby 
Dick. Less than one-half of the national 
survey of college seniors knew that Jonathan 
Swift wrote Gulliver's Travels and barely a 
quarter could identify Virgil as the author of 
the Aeneid. 

Nationwide , graduating seniors have 
equal difficulty with classic texts and newer 
literature. One interesting fact regarding St. 
John's students was their strong familiarity 
with literature not directly covered in their 
four years here . For example, 86 percent 
knew that Ralph Ellison was the author of 
Invisible Man when only 12 percent of seniors 
nationally could make that connection . 

"While our students here are bright , " 
Agresto said, "what this experiment tends to 
show is the singular importance of a rigorous, 
intensive and sequential program of study-a 
core curriculum, if you will-to help students 
see and understand the full sweep of civilized 
life with all its facets and complications. ' ' 

-Compiled by Ben Galison 
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Sample Survey Questions 

23. Who wrote Native Son, a novel of black life in Chicago, and Black Boy, 
which is highly autobiographical? 

USA(%) St. John's (%) 

v 1 Richard Wright 31 72 
2 Eldridge Cleaver 23 18 
3 LeRoiJones 9 5 
4 MalcolmX 31 5 

Blank I No Answer 6 0 

100 100 

24. A Greek play about a woman who defies a king in order to honor her dead 
brother is ... 

USA(%) St. John's (%) 

1 Medea 14 0 
v 2 Antigone 49 100 

3 Electra 14 0 
4 Agamemnon 16 0 

Blank I No Answer 7 0 

100 100 

5 7. The ''shot heard round the world'' was fired at ... 

USA(%) St. John's (%) 

1 Gettysburg 21 8 
2 Yorktown 15 8 

v 3 Concord 39 77 
4 Bunker Hill 23 5 

Blank I No Answer 2 5 

100 100 

64. In which time period was the Civil War? 

USA(%) St. John's (%) 

1 Before 1750 ** 0 
2 1750-1800 15 0 
3 1800-1850 24 14 

v 4 1850-1900 58 86 
5 1900-1950 2 0 
6 After 1950 ** 0 

Blank I No Answer 1 0 

100 100 
* * Less than one-half of one percent 
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Profile Profile 
St. john's College is an independent, non-denominational, four-year, co-ed, liberal arts college. 

•Founded: 
Established in 1696 in Annapolis, Maryland, as King William's School and chartered in 1784 as St. John's College. 
Great Books Program adopted 1937. Second campus in Santa Fe opened in 1964. 

• Curriculum: 
An integrated, non-elective arts and science program based on reading and discussing , in loosely chronological order, 
the Great Books of Western Civilization. 

•Approach: 
Tutorials, laboratories, and seminars requiring intense participation replace more traditional lectures. Classes are very small. 
Student/faculty ratio is 8: 1. 

• Degree Granted: 
Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts. 

• Student Body: 
Enrollment is limited to about 400 students on each campus. Current freshman class made up of 55 % men and 45 % women , 
from 30 states and several foreign countries. Students may transfer between the Santa Fe and Annapolis campuses. 

• Alumni Careers: 
Education-21 % , business-20 %, law-10 %, visual and performing arts-9 %, medicine-7%, computer science-6 %. 

• Graduate Institute: 
The Graduate Institute in Liberal Education is an interdisciplinary Master' s degree program based on the same principles as 
the undergraduate program. Offered on both campuses year-round . 
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