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president duwring  the 17th century. William Faulkner made his

name as  a 17th-centuwry paint

masterpisces in  the th century.” And the list goes  on,

including  some magrdfi raphiocal Lions,

with the author noting tha ce of this ignorance, a game
of Trivial Pursuit with this crowd would never end.

Mot  only that, but he also makes the point that with this

kind of rampant  ignoran o the @, higher educational

aspirations are seriously crippled and the individual’s ability

to wunderstand what’ s going on in the news dr ically impade

One commentator, reporting on the recent spy oas auggested that

the Walkers will be the Fo one  of  bthe

nbergs of the "Bl

author’s  students thought hel Ros

ariberg was & singsr from  the

19308, If we are entering what has been callsd the inforoation

processing age, he conclades, what kind of informetion is going

to get processsed?  The answer, of cowse, is "nobt much' and it is

that answer, among obther things, which has proopted such a furoe

about the statse and atus of Gmerican education.

In the past three years, we have witne d  what almost

amounts  to a renas

aducational enterpri

our nation and the pursuit of in that enterpris

least at the rhetorical leve

issued in 1987 and calling for fundamental and psrvasive reform

in ow elementary and secondary aoling. 1987 we

in many ways

a  banner ysar for such

ports,  with over & dozen  issusd by
various commissions and entitiss. Im 1984-87 higher education
hacd its  turn in the spotlight, with the publication of three

major  reports  dealing with its present condition and  futurs
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prospects.

My aim  here of
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indictment or to summar

rofindings.  But I do want to draw

our att

2k e of  th

tion to & persis

2 Lyvirg bhe

studiess and ocritigues, namely, their assessment that we are faced

with curricula  in disacrecay and appalling

ir b gtclen

kEnow. The analyses differ in emphasis from one report  to  the

next,  but the concsrns are § ertific and

rly uniforms

technological  developments ha

s oubpaced the understanding of

scisnce provided by most coll programns that wea have b

Cime k=3

people unable to comprehend the technology ws invent"; that "the

bachelor’s degres has lost its potential to foster the shared

valuss and knowledge that bind ue together as a society"y that

far "too many students are g

duating from Ams n ocolleges  and

uriversities la ng  even the the most rudimentary  knowledge

about the hi

ory, Literat

nd philosophical foundations

of their nation and their civilization."

In the wa of these several stuc thaere has been a

flurry of educational reforms throughout owr schooling  svstem,

from  elemsntary theowgh po

ordary . O one  level, these

reforms involve a fairly st htforward "back to basics" thrust.

On  another, they involve a rethinking of the wunstroohored
curriculur  that cams  into vogue about fifteen years ago  and

which, at  wor

the notion  that a

conveyed  to the

curriculum  was  mersly a cafeteria whers one sampled whatever

dishes ons  wanted  in whabev CILER T or o guan oane
prafarred., The ideclogy of student as consumesr and professor as
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Fut in a nutshell, it could be argued that we have abandonsd

the educational philosophy expounded so pointsdly by Meo  Thomas

Gradgrind, Sr., in Di o Times: "Mow what T owant is,
Facts," Gradgrind proclaims.  “Teach thesa boys and girls nothing
but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. FPlant nothing else,

and  root out evervihing el You o

an only form the minds of

reasoning  animals upon  Facts: nothing else will ever be of

gservice to them. This is the principle on which I bring up  my

children, and this is the principle on which I bring up these

children. Stick to Facts, sic!®

Soma  of  tha  img

16 behind cworic

wlar  reform  today h

something of that same Dragret "Just the facts, ma”am" convichion
about  both facts and students. The former are the stuff of all

learning and the latter n ! teo be filled with fthem. In the

argunant surcrounding cowerioonl ae

revision, one encounters,  on

ooccasion, an almost re OUS Convi ot bhat the cowe

g of study
aught to be a wholly prescoribed one with its content clearly laid

out for esveryone to confront and master. Reformers who take that

stance ses themselve notion that one course

in opposition to the

is  as good as another, that one discipline is as meritorious as

the next, that one nd of knowladge

v oobther kind,

These educators give weight to certain facts, by which T mean

certain L ls, ocertain intellsc al abilitid

cartain topl

certain  knowledgs They argues that higher education and  the

pursuit of the bach

Lor th umulation of

mot a

BO MANY Cours and credit bt the ma L1l

stery of certain

and thae attainment of certain mids of knowledge. Arl,

ire Laurge
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maanure,  bheir view is an wunexcepbionables one

few rebuttals.

noe of

In ons of oo wa have he

the penduloam swinging. Some  of what being proposed is

therefors pradicated as nu o oa ol to reverss direchtion  as

an  an acceptance of a new direction, as muoch as a reaction  to

aclharan to new ores., At the samns

former practices as an

+d ey,
there remains the possibility that the new curriculum--whereever

and  howaver it appsars--—will be viewsd a as  the one

true solution to the problems with Amsrican higher education  and

its student

Skapticism on this last point Fully warranted.

What is going to make any curriculum sffective, here and
elesswhere, has as much if not more to do with how we go about the .

practice of teaching and learrning it doss with curricular

that the new struochoers

structwre and contant. I fivrmly bsl

is essentially importamt and that the definition of intellectual

purpose conveyved by naw regquirem

ignificance.

But I belisve too that how we go about that bus

of promoting

or  gaining mastery and providing or attaining knowledge is the

most critical slement in this sndeavor. There is, it meemns bo

me,  one  major problem with an education that aims  to  convay

“facts"--broadly construed.  SBuch an approach invites pr

the  kind  of consumer/provider modsl that we are  abtempti

abandon, only this time instead of the student as the sovereign

consumer, the faoulty membar is the almighty provider., To change
the metaphor bout to stress the point, the curriculum no longer
becomes a cafeteria but a fived-price meal. And depending on the

of

nutritional oconviction also a

by




balarnced meal

with all

Mt por 15 of vitaming,

lories,

and  protein. At wors

it can come off as a version of  Teat

these pruns

they re good for you."

At the end of the pa

age I guoted a moment ago, Dickens

wrote that Gradgrind look

marry

smpty  Jars waiting to be filled with imperial gallons of facts."

In one sense, the authors of thes

nt reports and bthe oeitld

i@

of American  education are taking & similar posture;  they want

today™ s student

But  owe dintera ir

achieving that goal need not lead us inevitably to adopt bthis

"empty iar® approa

e another appros

F, one that
has always enjioyved a central place in the style of education at
Lawrance, artd  one that we ought to affirm anew at this time of

curricular change.

One of the gre

soientis achers of soien in 19tk

century America was ths Swi

immigrant, lLow

fgessiz.  Agas

had & special  way of shing ki studants, one that
eventual ly-—sarned him their lasting gratitude ard one whioch-

will  becoms apparent in a momenh

gsomething  of  a

legend and his b

brd o

hing to be emulated. His technique

was  actually gui simple and the firs o he  sought to
impart was one in looking. Agassiz "gave no assistance; he

simply left his student with the speci

Lmen, talling him to wse his
eyves diligently, and report upon what he saw. He retuwrned from

time to time to inguire after the bsginne

TEo progre

W but he

never asked a leading question, never pointed out a single

feature of the ructure never prompted an  inference  or a




conclusion. "

His  studs

nts  never  forgot their inid smay at this
strategy. One reported that when he first came to  Harvard,
Agassiz  sab him down in front a tin tray in which lay a  small

fish and said "Find out what you can . - oand when I think you

have done tha work

will guestion you." The student, i this
case, thought he had found out all there was to discover in  an
=14

howry Agassiz kept him at it for & week., Another remambered thatb

"in ten minutes I had seen all that could be sesn in at  fish"

but was not psrmitted to guit. When at 1 mal

the prof 0r RS

him to report on his findings, the results  wers Mardly

@rooraging. “You have not looked very carefully," Agassiz told

himg Ywhy, vyou haven’t even seen one of the mc COMSRLCUouUs .

features of the animal; u N « look again, look (SR A smo

the student dotifully looked, and poked, and examined and at last

reported soms findir of which Agas approved. Think

gy e

had at last passed this introductory test, the student asked what

hae should do next.  And Agassiz replised, "0h, look abt your fish!"

Agassiz insisted that his students pay bl on, to

discover the facts of that fish, and having done

that theay

look again. The approach is not confined to the study of natuwre.

Nathan

when & &

much  the  sames

char at Lawrence,

philosophy and indeed--as a Harvard graduate hims may have

knowr about and  delibsrately copied

Fresident Wriston told this story of Pusey, who had as

Aristotle’s

=) ‘Eii:)p!"li:)("l:lr@ ol ass. Whsn one YOLING WOman

cama ho ol ass, Yha a ! her what she he

lwarned, and she sald

"Mothing": so, without changing his tone of voice, he said, "Do
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Lawrence, wheare individual initiative and indapendent

investigation have long been a central velus of ow  educational

m ion. And as we anticipat

ouwr introduction of new  general

education reguirements and ow further review and reform of  the

curriculum, that is nobt a fe WU W

noor,  but

charish. The most ecronreous view of this time of curcicular

change  is to read it as me

ly a moment for the faculty to  tell
the student what to know or  for the student  to  abrogate

-

ponsibility for learning by a ta" nesd not

suming that the “fao

be  sought but only receilve @ will alwavs be times, o

courss,  when  you will ba nofacts-—in & leoctwe  oF

through & text-—-in  both the narrow and extended senses of  the

TErm. But even then, you must go through the e to posse

those facts for your  own. That sxercise iz what we call
education.

At Lawrence,  we  have made cholc

in desoribing o new
genaral education requirsments. We have made choices in the

definition of the Fr

ahman Frogram and in the boo lected for

Freshman Studies. In thesse wa to demarcate our  best

understanding of liberal education today, ouwr sxpectation of the
meaning of the baccalaureste degree alb this college, our view of

what kinds of knowledge, analytical and exp

ive skills, and

intellectual attainments the educated person ought to possess.

But  we have--wisely and propecly, I khin

stopped short of

providing a totally rigid or wholly imposed sst of reguirements.

Wa  have stesred a middle course, in which definition is balanced

with fresdom, and in which structure is complemented by openre

There is not only room for initi




But initiative.

In Agassiz’s Harvard labora

rritring

tory, the purpose of de

the fish was to take that first necessary step toward becoming a

scientist. In Wriston’s tale of Pusey's t g, fhe

consequance  of  the young woman looking on  those sight trips

betwesn  Ormsby and the library was that "she becamse a  student.!
In larger existential terms, however, the result in both
instances is that the individowal trans role of passive
recipient/receptacle and  becomes a self-reliant  individual,
capahla of  independent  dudgment  and Ir @i ther

construct, two conclusions emerge:  the integrity and importance
aof  the thing to be studied--which I've here referred to by the

by of the individual

generic term  "fact"-—and  the ne

confronting that fact on his or her own. Im that ¢ +

5] . WE are

adhering  to Ezra Pound®s  olaim  bthat  “real saduecabtion mL

ultimately be limited to [persons] who insist on knowingy  the

rest is mere sheep-herding.!

Whether viewsd as mas

ire knowledc parfecting &

particular skill, understanding this theory or that principle,

or  developing mode of itical  thinki and  analysis, the
process  of confronting  that fact--of  insi ing  on o knowinge-

involves patience, parsistenc EEVE @NCE . Tt also involves

=]

adherence to the message of the Danish proverb: Whoesver is afraid

to ask is ashamed of lesarning.

In present-day edu donal parlance--—or at  lea

wards  of  one  of those reports I mentioned at  the

value we hold here is onsg of student involvemsnt  in



(¥4

Tha Study Group on the Conditions of 2l lence  in Amsrican

Higher Education used that phrase as the title of its report and

touted this concept as something remarkable. Ramarkable it may
bey at Lawrence, it's also smbedded in how we have long conducted

our version of liberal learning.

And becauss wa have valued it for long, we thersefors know

that while student involvemsnt in learning is something which the

college may  fo » it ulbtima a behavior for which  the

student alons is amt@untablau The college’s tas the faculby's

with material

obligation--is to assuwre that that invelvemsnt

of substance and signific

with texts of value and vitality,

and with facts of inter arcd dmport. At bottom, that ta

that obligatiorn, and that sssurance have been reaffirmed by the.

faculty’s recent action.

The novelist and

arguad that "the
highest role of the educator is the maieutic role of Socrates: to

help the student come to hims

1 not as a consumer of  experience

but as a sovereign individual.” In its own way, that is a pretty

fair rendition of what libsral rwation seeks to  promote. At

Lawrence, that dis a role the faculty embraces, and it a
destination toward whi eh of L should shrive.

Curricular reform is a good things it brings new energy and

purpose  to what wae  do here. But it

a better thing, a
necessary thing, that vou look and look For with looking

and with m

comas  knowledg

and with knowladge ma

Ty
that individual sovereignty thet will serve yvou all  yvour days.

Bast wishes to sach of you in your looking in the year to come.
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