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ivgerted somsvhers?

A Report from the Collsge on Plams for the Future

This spring Pemningltoa somplebtes ite first deeade.
Regendly the College, with the help of ocutside experts,
appraised the progrem worksd out in these years and last
221l we renched & sonzensus about changes that needed to

b6 mada. The sdvent of wapr has confirmed rather than

upreoted our conslusions. Among the efforts we are

paking Yo rise to the ¢rimis, the most profound is to do
better vhat we wers doling bsfore. The oscasion of the
teounth year is taksn for a veport to the alumwwe and friends
of the College on plans %c that end. FPull spesifications
forr o reviged gurriculum will zppesr in the £:211 bulle=
tin. Mearwhile, the mature of the changes we plan to

mke end the reasons underlying them ave hers set forth.

It should be eeid 2t omce that revision is by no
meang intended o imvalidats the pregent Bemningbon
curricvlum. The conbinuity of our educational plan msy
sgom endamgered, but continuity is a matter of purposss
rather than practices. The time to fear for continuity
is whea & eollege cen mo longer imagine how it could

ohengs. Waile we hold fast to the purposses with which



Bernnington began, we believe thers should be no

hesitation in altering its prectices.



Should this be moved
to peroration?

The Exd in View

Gduocators have debated {or years the relative
merits of paying primnry attention either to the
individual or to the sultural tradition. ILeisure
for that debate iz over, It has bosome increasingly
elsar thet the continued existence of our socisty
depends upon & truly balensed relationship between
oprday and persoral fresdom. We heve sxamined the
Bazmnington curriculum in the light of that sonvietion.

The cisssic ccuception of sitizemship stands for
the ond toward which we ghould like to move. The
long belittlement of the word by mssceiation with
enpty or diesingemuous behevior, hes made 1t misun=-
derstood when used outside of wartime. Being
patriotie, 1%t 1 true, is ons sense of the word;
but boing educated can be another. To expset sdusa=
tion teo cultivabte citigenship ie evough to hops for
it iz this or less appropriate times. Under pressure
to recognize that :!:.he present war ls a war for sur-
vival, we submit thet citisenship, adeguately defined,

is the morel seguivalent of survival.



The Baokground of Bennington

The mandate from the founders of Bennington
was to build & ourriculum on the intsreste and needs
of studente. A very useful ourrioculum resulted which
has gerved six generationz of students well. Then
the Ceollegze began, thers wes no fixed array or settled
gequence of courses; subsequently, coursss were formed
&t the polnte where students® cholces convergeds
Actually they fell into the subjeot matter normally
of interest to graduates of American secondary schools,
but they were much more freely errived at then is
sommene Altersations could be wade easily when the
necessity arose. Egual plase in the program was given
te fislds liks the arta, often neglessted. MNembers of
the feculty were shomen for their ebility both as
practitioners and as teashers. The judzment of thie
feculty constituted the authority under whish the
first cholces of studles became stabilized inte the
curriculum we have followed now for some tims.

The result of this prossdure was for separate
fields o grow strong in themselves. As the surri-
eulum beceme established, the worth of the materiel
and the effectivensse of ite presentation in each
fisld were unguestionable; but there appeared & lack
of overall echorense. An emphasis of this kind is
not inherent in ths Bemmington plan., Ten years!
experisnce with the power of interest in inmsiting

studentes to learn has given us a wholesome respect
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for its We shall abandon ncne eof the waye we have
found to deal with the individusl students her needs,
her interests, hsr apbitudes and idicsyncraciss. Ve
dc intend to anchor the student's cholsss more securely
by enlarging the logic within which she makes and

pursuee them.



The Prineiple of Seleootion

The first problem of z ccliege is to find a
principle of selection by which to locate the material
for a currioulum and sgtablich the categories within
it. The puints of rsferense zhould be the student
and the oculture toc which she belongs. These are our
assumptions. Therefore, we are sgbeed that the
matorial for the revised curriculim is to be selected
on the principle that it/igther basic %o an under=
gtanding of VWestern culturs oy sssential o numpetarf: ce
in e field. The ourriculun is to be divided elong thie

line into two oategories: Basic Sgudies and Special

Knawledgp and Skills.
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The Revised Curriculum

The curriculum as revised undser this prinecipls
ie new in the importent senge that it ineludes mgres-
went on what is significant content for the College
ag a whols. This fresh emphagis supplements, but
does not supplant, the original provisions for indi-
vidual work, Individval interests and needs are to

be met chiefly through courses in Special Knowladge

and Skills, cormon interests end needs chiefly through

‘eourses in Bagle Studies. Individual effort must be

connected with some common human purpose; otherwise
. it .is at best futile, at worst visicus. We have every
rezgon to encourage Bemnington students to explore for
o persznent field of work and persist in 1t when they
find it. Te have as good reason %0 take care that
thelyr private ivterests are ecnsciously grounded in
the coubent and meaning of thelr ocwm civilization.
Host of the innovations in the Bemmington curriculum
arise from this mecond determination, and they are
not lightly mads. The gueest for greater unity of
language and purpose, deseper agreemsnt about values
importent enough to dessrve agreement, goes on at
this mement in placse larger and more criticslly
placed than Bennington follege.

The nmed for common ground within the College
has always been felt. Devises such a3 seminars, an
anmmual sories of meetings on general topics, and the

1ike were used. They were inadequate. A serious
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examinetion of the curriculum showed the need was
psrvasive and oould best be met by the introduction
of a central body of astudles.

In acoepting the cultural heritage es the point
of reference for these studies we hawe no notion of
presenting o falsely unified interpretation of com=
temporary 1ife, its origins and the ocutlook for it.
The confliocting ourrents of opinion that mark the
times flow also through this Collegs. Our hope is,
through the Basie Studies program, to identify the
ronl differences and let them animmte rather than
thwart learning,

The idea wnderlying Bagic Studiez 13 that at

gome point in the sducation of young people it is
imparative that they asgquire a sense of history and
of their oma plase in it. Thie is the least common
denominantor of culbural literacy. The capacity to
discern end pursue certain spiritusl emds, the somtrol
of & few fundamental methods of thought end investi-
gation, the power ¢o read and smploy the noneverbal
langueges of the arts and solences, sammot be reduced
to formulae. HNevertheless, & determined offort must
be made to teach students to command at least the
rudiments of these abilities,

The structure of the Basis Studies program follows
the logie that Western culture mey be umderstood
through a grasp of the humanities az the oultural matriz,

recognition of the impact of solence ou Westera thought



and aotion, swarencss of the embodiment of cultural
elemonts in the arts, and anslysis of ths political
sconomy wnder which Westera civilizetion is governed.
These are the four points of fovus within the progrem.
Bagie courses are not intended te provide a
somposite survey. Nopr are thoy designed as backgroumd
for advenced work in a pertienler field, although
esecondarily this purpose iz gerved. Thely msaning
for the student 1s not conbingent on direct applice=
tion to some cther kind of study. Evea whers courses
are designed to follow ons enother, the relationship
between them iz not a seguence ir the strict sense;
bt rather a contiauity whioch the student may or may
aot pursue throughout, The problem is gquits unlike
that of devisiag introductory study and much more
difficult., The basic eourses attempt to select,
scmbine and relate mowledge from many fields because
of its docisive significance to & great humane tradition.
The requisite method in Basie Studies is to exa«
Build up zethod mine and pxpound basio texts, fundamsntel works,
orucial formulstions, whether am;ient or modern. We
have no blas about the relative merits of olesslo as
against sontemporery meteriels for study. Emphasis
on the here and now has served & corrective purpose
in modern educatiocn, but L% has been gullby of over-
compensation. We se9 no guarantee of wisdom for the
student in urging upon her only the old which map

bemuse or the new whish may fascimate her. Certeinly
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eny antithesis between the two iz wnreal.

In any £ield there are instances of such import
that they define that field. They illustrate its
mothod and tochnique, establish its standerds, its
intellectual and spiritual eontent. They ocour In
the non-verbel forms of expression like music and
mathenatios 28 well as in ths verbal ones. These
classic instances give st least the clues to the
whole history of a field. Moreover, they throw light
on one another and provide their own eoxegesis and
griticism. The theory is that the masters of an arg,
the great originators of thought, are its best teachers
end the student should be put as slosely as poesible
in touch with them.

Without leboring the point end before citing
examples, it should be noted thet greatneas and
importance are nct always selfesvident. There are
more times, setitings and ways for meaning to beoome
olear to students than any program of studies can
control.s As many evenbtuelities as possible should
be snticipateds beyond that something mmst be left
to the student.

The operaticn of basic courses can be seen in
examples illustrating the four points of foous of the
program: humanities, scionse, the arts, political
gconcy. The first example is a two year course in
the humenities. We accept the humanities to include
the study of philosephical, religiocus, nerrative,

poetic and dramatic works. In the first year it ie
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propessd to study a modern novel, a Platonio dialogue,

8 tragedy of Shakespeare, and a group of lyric poems.
The atteompt iz to make the student master the text
itgelf end learn to read these major forms, The emphesis
is upon method, upon reading, and hence upon ways of
ordering perceptica and thoughts The historical rela«
tionships are not stressed, though we have selected

a modern, 6 classic, and & Renalssance text. In the
gecond year we propoge to read parts of the Bible, a
Gresk tragedy, ocertain of Chauser's nerrative poems,

and gelections from philogsophical prese of the Reusis-
ganes. Hers the emphazis is put on historisal rsle=-
tionghips and the development of the Western tradition.
In both years basio texts constitute the chief content
of the course, with collateral reading in other clessics
aad in eritisism, philosophy, psyshology, snthropology
and history. It 1s cbvicue that this scheme not only
allows but assumes great flexibility. We do mot
attempt to decide whioch tragedy of Shaksspeare or which
dislogue of Plato shall be canonical and we do not
intend to teash sxactly the same sselecstion year after
years This applies still more strongly to the eollateral
readirg. By this epproach we aim to recognize the
diverse interests and adbilities of feoulty as well as
students, and alsc the fact thet the main line of the
tredition provides standards and orientation which no
selsction san possibly exhaust,

(Insert here seience and music examples)
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{In conneotion with musie example)

There has been, in the educational language, &
separation of learning by doing from other lsarning.
Thile this sepereation has been useful, it seems no
longer necessary. On the other hand, we do have
gvery faith in the contenticn that books are not all.
The curriculum of Bennington has always inecluded
non=verbel as well as werbel kinds of study. As a
result we have been rewarded with one of the richest
oxperisncss any Amsrioczn gollegs has had from the
arta,

Another way to charagteriss e begzic course is to
compare 1t with study ia & special Imowledge. Political
Eoonomy, in whioch a course iz %o be offered, iz son=
sorned with the art of government in the widest sensge.
The hazie texts from Plato to Veblen which, with our
actunl political habite constitube its tradition, are
the materials. A course such as Eeccnomic Analysis,
on the othor hend, deals with the specialised logio
of a gubject. A concepbion of the art of government
is insepsrable from any intelligent view of culture
and gome moans indigpensable to sesure. But technie
cal econcmios ig a branch of a particular subject.
Veny studonts will work in both courses at once op
suscessively, but Economic Anslysis is nelther a pre~
roguisite to Politlcal Eoonomy nor its necezsary sequsl.

The nature of Special Enowledge and Skills should

e2lrezdy be appasrent. Within this category are conserved
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all of the opportunities for specislisation devised
and proved good in ten years at Bennington. EHere
are the partioular provisions for the student to
fird her main interest and follow it in detail.
Spesial studies include technigues and technical
fields, intemsive work im the laboratory or studio,
winter f£ield work and octher veriations of practisal
experience, related work in the library and class-
rooms The qualifying test in this abea is that the
ghudent within & ressonable period, uswally twoe years,
locate & elear and plausible line, set out on it end
proceed steadlly toward encuzh compstence te justify
the ¢ime and emergy spent in the aequiesition.

It does not follow thet the division of respon-

siblility betwsen Spsoial anladgg and Skills and

Basic Studies is cut and dried. No effort will be

expended on fencing off one kind of experisnce from

ancther or orediting to the student omly the outcomes
formlly identified with either category. Ons strength

of the new plan iz that it more clearly alloeatal/:‘:friwm
gponaibilities without destroying flexibility.

Collieges have been forsed not only to promise
their gtudents & general education, which is ecer-
tainly proper, but %o disclaim vocational sducation
ag impropsr. In the first place, a.tollege can
searcely intend in foupr years, for students from
eizhteen to twenty-one, to detesrmine their final

1ife work or to oivilize them completely. In the



14w

seeond place, ot this sge studente progress toemrd
grecifiz compateree and gerersl maturity ot one and
tre geme time and by sineet indistirgrishabls msans.
The tectinmony of gyrduetes, Pemvingbon graduvates
ireluded, Lears cut the plaliv druth thet life for
the etudent efbzr acllegs ie teo complisetsd for
any institubtior te forziell with assurecy cor forsor-
d2dv vith assurerce. This grews more trus every
d2y. Tovertheless, socking or cerpenbtry ocsmmot be
taugkt o3 ivtsllectunl exercicse. Rennington does
rnet tesch elther ons; met hecsues they srs pooy
thinges t¢ Imow but hesause, in the educticnal
Aivisien of loker, we have othier respozeibilities.
At the eame tims, we 40 net preterd thet etudentz do
ret reguire focd snd ghelter efter they zraduste,
ner wnulﬁfzz iike them te scmoeal the frot that this
iz on thelyr minde. Actuslly the dlfferezncs bestwaen
varyey byaleing and broad sducatica hae Leen argued
o *hs scnfusica of the resl iseus. 2 solloze nesds
8 far rmore subtle privsiple of sslection ther thie.
Axgd sven i suek a prineiple ie fcourd and followed,
it does pot shepzs the fast thet the studort inm the
evd heg 4o deolde hoew to sarn her omm livinz axd

Yivs her ovyn inbzllzatuel lifa.



Thoe Sum of the Changes

The sum of the changes is that the two large oatow
gories of study already represented in the Benmington
gurrioulum sre consclideted, end their weight iz equal-
iged. There is no desire to ersate en imbalanse in faver
of gemernl as against spesial study, nor to put feith ia
aone one body of subject matter as offering all thinge
to all students. The mostic of the new currisulum depends
for its cntire form on en orderly erreugement of oontraste
ing olemonts. The pringiple of selection we have used
conveys no special magic. Ve hawve still hed to choose
from emong almost infinite possibilitiess Thoe bulk of
a cholee already made ls represented in the lerge part
of the criginel currleoulum intaet in this new plan. DIul
in the light of ten years! axperience, we have had te
toke & further atep. Ve have had Lo deglare that some
things are trivial or ummecessary, and we cannot afford
to spend tims cn thom; cother things ere of the utmost
importense in our culture, and must be taken sericusly.



Change to two functions
of College nows
preserve culture

in troubled world,
prepare students

for oltizenship

in same?

The members of a sollege oan have no delusions of
grendeur sbout thelr effect or the fate of the nation.
They ecan, at the same $ime, emtertsein no doubis about
the reguiremont to justify thelr oxistonse. The olabeorate
pointles:ness of vhich American undergraduate e@uca'bion
iz cupeblie has always been deplorabls. Under the strin~
geneies of the war and the deeper strictures of the poaose,
it promises to be unpardomable. A fair gonbtention is
that colleges must be held more directly responsible to
whet has beenr indicabed as the cultivation of eitizenship.
Cihorwiso they may £ail to be of conseguense even though
thoy eontinue to survive.

In revising the Bennington College curriculum, we
meen to assume thot kind of responsibility. By this
boken, we sxpect to make clearer our part in advanoing
the cause of imericen edusation - the endléssly develop-
ing dialogue, with msny volees, about the things that
are jmportant for eciviligation.





