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ENNINGTON REGARDS EDUCATION

AS A SENSUAL AND ETHICAL, NO LESS
THAN AN INTELLECTUAL, PROCESS. IT SEEKS TO LIBERATE
AND NURTURE THE INDIVIDUALITY, THE CREATIVE INTELLI-
GENCE, AND THE ETHICAL AND AESTHETIC SENSIBILITY OF
ITS STUDENTS, TO THE END THAT THEIR RICHLY VARIED
NATURAL ENDOWMENTS WILL BE DIRECTED TOWARD SELF-
FULFILLMENT AND TOWARD CONSTRUCTIVE SOCIAL PURPOSES.
WE BELIEVE THAT THESE EDUCATIONAL GOALS ARE BEST
SERVED BY DEMANDING OF OUR STUDENTS ACTIVE PARTICI-
PATION IN THE PLANNING OF THEIR OWN PROGRAMS, AND IN
THE REGULATION OF THEIR OWN LIVES ON CAMPUS. STUDENT
FREEDOM IS NOT THE ABSENCE OF RESTRAINT, HOWEVER; IT
1S RATHER THE FULLEST POSSIBLE SUBSTITUTION OF HABITS
OF SELF-RESTRAINT FOR RESTRAINT IMPOSED BY OTHERS.
THE EXERCISE OF STUDENT FREEDOM IS THE VERY CONDI-

TION OF FREE CITIZENS, DEDICATED TO CIY[L‘ZED?VALI}ES..

AND CAPABLE OF CREATIVE AND CONSTRUCTIVE MEMBERSHIP

IN MODERN SOCIETY.”
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ennington College began in 1932 as a sct

of ideas about education. Ever since,

it has adhered to ideals and practices
that have distinguished this College

as a pioneer in innovative higher
educarion and remain constant as its
guiding principles. Among those ideals
are the beliefs that the interests and

imagination of individuals—both

teachers and students—should drive

the educational process; that each
student’s curiosity and capacity should
inform the individual course of study;
that learning should be acquired
actively and personally; and thata
college education should not merely
provide preparation for graduate school
or a career, but should be an experience
valuable in itself and the model for a

lifelong habit of learning,
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and Stanley

Today these ideals hardly seem
radical, but in 1932 they were per-
ceived by the larger educational
community—indeed, the world—as
not only radical, but possibly even
dangerous. It was an act of courage to
join the band of educational explorers
who constituted that early Benning-
ton. The faculty who came tended to
be doers and makers as well as first-
class educators: Poets faught poetry,
practicing scientists practiced science,
artists taught art history. Students
were those who wanted a direct hand
in their own education, who wanted
something quite other than that
which traditional higher educational
institutions had ro offer.

Those early pioneers—both
students and faculty—set a precedent
for experimentation. Throughout the
next decades Bennington was a place
where people came to “try” things, to
dream, to invent, to experience the
leading edge in creative learning by
doing. Dance at Bennington meant
choreography and performance;
science was not textbook reading,
but first-hand research; drama was
performance; music, composition.
Collaboration across disciplines was

commonplace, but never ordinary.
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n the six decades since the College began,

many of the innovations Bennington
pioneered have been adopted by other
American colleges, among them the in-
clusion of the visual and performing
arts as full partners in a liberal arts
curriculum; the requirement that stu-
dents help design their own academic
programs; the idea of faculty as practi-
tioners as well as teachers; the intro-
duction of an off-campus work period
as a testing ground of classroom study;
and the use of written reports in place
of grades to evaluate student work.
The value of these innovations is clear.
Perhaps less clear is this: Where does
Bennington College—founded on a call
for change and grounded in a mandate
for innovation—go from here?

In its seventh decade, Benning-
ton College went seeking the answer
to that question. Through a College-
wide process called the Symposium,
Bennington took stock—reaffirming its
founding principles, rediscovering its
adventurous spirit, renewing its pursuit
of intellectual excellence. Through this
process of exploration and affirmation—
in which more than 600 of Benning-
ton’s students, teachers, alumni, staff,
and friends participated—the College
began anew its mission as an essential
experiment in education. The result,
announced by the Board of Trustees in
June 1994, is a series of innovations that
apply the College’s fundamental prin-

ciples in dynamic new ways.

What emerged from the Symposium

is a set of reaffirming principles that will

guide Bennington as it moves into the 21st
century: namely, that the College offer a
distinctive, rigorous alternative to conven-
tional higher education: that innovation be
encouraged and rewarded; that the act of
making—whether it be art, ideas, or experi-
ments—continue as the College’s dominant
instructional method; that collaboration,
integration, and a commitment to the whole
be paramount; and finally, that the world
within the College sustain a lively, working

partnership with the world outside.




he impulse to make connections between

diverse things, to see interrelationships
where they are not obvious, to create
possibilities through the making of
new work, is integral to Bennington’s

academic experience.

TEACHER-PRACTITIONERS AND
INTERDISCIPLINARY CURRICULUM

Through each academic program and
every instructor, the College aims to
promote a spirit of collaboration, ad-
venture, and shared purposes; to allow
multiple contributions, perspectives,
and responsibilities; to become truly,
actively collegial. The changes in aca-
demic structure reflect that aim.

The academic heart of
Benningron College is a core faculty
composed of reacher-practitioners.
Poets and novelists teach literature,
choreographers teach dance, compos-
ers teach music. In addition to their
roles as teachers and advisors, these
faculty members use a special experi-
ment and innovation fund to expand
students’ reach and capacities. This
may take the form of enabling students
to visit other learning sites, bringing to
campus outstanding scholars or per-
formers, providing new technologies—
in short, anything that brings students
and their work into living contact with

the world at large.

To emphasize interdependency
and encourage collaborartion, the
College has replaced its divisional
configuration with an academic struc-
ture of integrated disciplines working
together. While individual courses in a
range of disciplines will continue to be
taught, faculty members will also organ-
ize themselves into groups in which
scholars, artists, and scientists with
converging interests work together to
develop interconnecting programs.
This rich combination of cross-
disciplinary courses and individual
study within disciplines produces a

dynamic, organic curriculum.




BEGINNINGS COURSES: LESSONS IN MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES

Bennington seeks to teach respect
and enthusiasm for diversity in the
usual ways of race, gender, culture,
and tradition, but also in diverse ways
of understanding the world. Toward
that end, a cluster of “Beginnings”
courses has been developed, each
emphasizing a different mode of
human expression: musical, verbal,
visual, mathemarical, or kinesthetic,
for example. Entering students must
choose at least one, the prerequisite

being that the student demonstrate

a hopeless incapacity for the
subject. The result is to provide

a universal, low-risk experience
of self-assessment, to jump-start
the idea within each student that
almost any arena of learning is
within grasp; and to instill regard
for diverse forms of knowing. As
an added benefit, the Beginnings
courses, taught by core faculry, are

Jjust plain fun.




CONTEXTS

While retaining its historic commit-

ment to freedom, diversity, and indi-
viduality, Bennington also emphasizes
a broader focus that includes context—
encompassing interactions with envi-
ronments, communities, and selves—
encouraging an ethos of responsible
interdependence.

The College has already initi-
ated new environmental programs,
including a College-wide research
project supported by Vermont’s leading

public urility company and an ecology

curriculum refocused on the College’s
550 acres in Bennington and a 900-acre
field station on nearby

Mt. Equinox. Other projects under
consideration include experiments in
sustainable agriculture, student-led
demonstration projects on energy
conservation, and alliances with an
independent ecosystems research
organization, the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, and a leading environ-

mental law school.

Bennington has made public

service a high priority as well, aggres-
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Term to community service.
The College will pursue stud-

ies of current research in under- of demoeran
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standing the workings of the brain, WS e,

a multidisciplinary endeavor that

encompasses neuroscience, psychol- Sympos
ogy, linguistics, philosophy, and
other fields. Just as ecology studies
immerse students in their physical
world and public service programs
address their social world, this pro-
gram will seek to help students
understand themselves by exploring
the complex relationships between
mind and body.

The nature of these inquiries
is experimental: They are intended
as ongoing, open-ended research
projects where the laboratories are
the natural and built environments
of the campus, the social commu-

nity, and the individual.




CREATIVE USES OF NEW TECHNOLOGY

Bennington is the only liberal arts college

selected as a flagship site in the New
Media Centers Initiative, a multimedia
technologies development program cre-
ated by a consortium of hardware and
software companies that includes Apple,
Adobe, and Kodak. Slated to open in
1995-96, the New Media Center will
include CD-ROM authoring stations,
advanced desktop publishing, computer-
controlled video capture capabilities, and
disk drives sufficient to handle multi-
media applications.

The multimedia technology will
expand interconnected learning opportu-
nities, allowing greater integration within
and among disciplines. A chemistry
student studying the three-dimensional
probabilistic aspects of the chemical
bond, for example, may work with a
visual arrist and a musician, their com-
bined knowledge producing a broader
view and a fuller learning experience; or
a literature student preparing a thesis on
19th-century French social eriticism may

incorporate political songs and paintings

of the era. The capacity to bring together

words, sounds, still and moving images in

a single medium enables a rich integra-
tion of expressive tools.

Also, using their own CD-ROM

disks, each student will compile a portfo-

lio of work samples and teacher evalua-
tions, providing an invaluable reference

for employment or graduate school.

FILM AND AUDIO/VIDEO STUDIES

The New Media Center technology
enhances Bennington’s developing
multimedia program, which includes
classes in filmmaking and audio/video
studies.

Actor/director Alan Arkin is
part of Bennington’s filmmaking
program, which premiered in 1994,
Under his tutelage, students learn to
capture their ideas in moving images;
they develop scripts, learn to use—
and become—actors, designers, and
directors, and make an original film.

Audio/video studies make
increasing use of the New Media
Center facilities. The video program
aims to intertwine practice, theory,
and speculation, engaging participants
in learning based on the pursuit of
actual projects. The audio studies
program offers a sound studio that
can be used both to produce and docu-
ment performances and interactively
as a compositional tool. It has cross-
disciplinary applications for dance,

drama, and music, as well as literature,
psychology, anthropology, or science.
During spring 1994, for example, a
student used the sound studio to pre-
pare an innovative sound structure

based on fractal mathematics.




he restructuring of faculty and curriculum
leads Bennington to the most radical
change of all—a return to the origins
of the College, to the originality of
mind and thought that have distin-
guished this College since its incep-
tion. With funds allocated for experi-
ment and innovation, core faculty
arrange for distinguished visiting fac-
ulty and guest artists to visit campus
for a year, a term, a month, or a few
days, allowing a dynamic interchange
to meet the evolving needs and inter-
ests of students. Faculty may also
develop special projects involving
outside organizations. These innova-
tive residencies and collaborations

have already become a fundamental

part of Bennington’s curriculum,
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BUTOH AT BENNINGTON:

SEMINAL FILMS OF THE 1960s: 7

FOCUS ON IMPROV: 1

COMPOSER IN RESIDENCE:




ioneering can be risky, demanding; certainly
it is more taxing than following a tradi-
tional path. But one of Bennington’s
strengths has always been that it pro-
duces graduates who know how to think
for themselves, people with a remark-
able talent for adaptability, people who
lead, above all, interesting lives. If you
want an education that you help to
shape, an education centered on the act
of making, one that asks you to consider
not only your work bur also its impact on
the world around you—be a pioneer.
Dare to join Bennington College as it
sets out once more on the path of educa-

tional inquiry and discovery.
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