
When a backpage chart on changes in the curriculum 

(Spring 2002) brought a flurry of responses, we decided the 

subject was worth a closer look. After all, the history of the 

College can be told by highlighting curricular changes and 

evolving conceptions of what constitutes an educated indi

vidual. Some issues deep in Northwestern's past are remark

ably similar to those hotly debated today. We are pleased to 

present this first of a three-part series. 

T
en young men, required to be at least fif

teen years of age, made up the first class at 

Northwestern when it opened on November 

5, 1855· In that inaugural year the new uni

versity consisted entirely of what was to 

become the College of Arts and Sciences. 

The whole university fit into Old College 

Hall, the institution's sole building, situated 

among the oaks that dotted the low bluff over

looking Lake Michigan. Because only gentle

men, scholars, and ministers sought a college 

education (training for law, medicine, and busi

ness in those days came primarily via appren

ticeship), fewer than two percent of Americans 

went to college at that time. College men-col

lege women were extremely rare-experienced 

a curriculum concerned far more with the 

development of character and piety than with 

the acquisition of knowledge and skills. 

CLASSICAL COURSE WAS THE "GOLD STANDARD" 

Northwestern's original curriculum in the 

1850S reflected the latest thinking on under

graduate education. Like other antebellum 

schools, Northwestern offered two courses of study: 

a classical course for the Bachelor of Arts and a scien

tific course for the Bachelor of Science. The classical 

course had been offered in North America since the 

founding of Harvard College in 1636. According to 
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historian Frederick Rudolph, the colonial curriculum 

was part medieval with its scholastic concerns, part 

Renaissance with its interest in producing a govern

ing class and a gentlemanly refined culture, and 

part Reformation with its dedication to Protestant 

Christianity. During the 18th century the addition 

of belles lettres, modern languages, history, and 

especially the sciences increasingly crowded the clas

sical study of Greek, Latin, and mathematics. By 

the early 19th century an ever-increasing number 

of subjects meant that important choices had to be 

made. Although the old classical-and pre

scribed-curriculum for the Bachelor of Arts 

had expanded, the trend could not continue 

unchecked. Gradually antebellum colleges 

and universities developed parallel pro

grams that emphasized practical knowledge. 

Completion of these new scientific or "English" 

(vernacular) programs was recognized by a 

Bachelor of Science degree, but the classical cur

riculum remained the gold standard in higher 

education. 

LITTlE CHOICE IN EARLY CURRICULUM 

From 1855 until the 1880s students in the classical 

course at Northwestern studied a prescribed cur

riculum consisting of Greek, Latin, mathematics, 

physics, chemistry, anatomy, physiology, ancient 

history, natural history, political science, elocu

tion, belles lettres, philology, aesthetics, and 

proofs of Christianity. Students concluded their 

four years with a capstone course in moral phi

losophy, usually taught by the college president, 

intended to demonstrate the unity of knowledge and 

God's designs. Initially, all these subjects were taught by 

five faculty members, headed by the Reverend Randolph 

Foster, President of Northwestern and professor of 

moral philosophy and logic, who held the highest degree 



in the land: Doctor of Divinity. 

GREEK AND LATIN BUILT CHARACTER 

The famous Yale College Report of 1828 had argued 

that study of the classics provided both "the disci

pline" (pedagogy) and "the furniture" (subject matter) 

most appropriate for a gentleman citizen, irrespective 

of vocation. Antebellum faculty believed the mind 

had to be exercised, like a muscle. Latin and Greek 

were the languages of scholarship, of course. But 

learning to parse them in their written form was also 

beneficial because of its difficulty. The difficulty of 

the exercise meant that classical languages built char

acter, like a coat and tie on a young boy. Reading and 

parsing were supplemented with oratory and elocu

tion, which were developed through declamations, or 

student speeches, sometimes given in Greek or Latin, 

sometimes in 

the vernacular. 

BACHELORS OF SCIENCE SIT IN THE BACK OF THE CHAPEL 

The 1858 Circular of what was then called the 

"North-Western University" noted that the degree 

of Bachelor of Arts was conferred "only on those 

who complete the Classical Course." The Scientific 

Course was thought inferior. Students seeking the 

Bachelor of Science degree at Northwestern studied 

French and German instead of Latin and Greek, as 

well as more mathematics and science. At this stage, 

the B.S. degree was perhaps more practical, and was 

initially offered in the United States as an accom

modation to those who clamored for greater rel

evance in higher education. Yet when these courses 

had been introduced in the early 19th century, they 

did not command much respect from educators. 

Students who were studying for the B.S. at Yale, for 

example, had to sit in the back of the Chapel, behind 

the B.A. students, during daily prayer. B.S. students 

at Northwestern were afforded greater regard, but as 

late as the 1870S the Catalog had to note that although 

"especial attention" was "given to practical knowl

edge" in the Scientific Course, pursuing that course 

was legitimate: "The old culture courses hold the first 

place in order of time; but the courses for the applica

tion of science are equally honorable." 

CHAPEL EVERY DAY AND TWICE ON SUNDAY 

Pursuit of all branches of knowledge in the College 

was greatly enhanced in 1868 with the completion of 

University Hall, "a substantial and elegant edifice." 

In addition to lecture halls, it housed a chemistry 

lab, rooms for various societies, a chapel, a library, 

and even its own museum of natural history. By this 

time the "College" was known as the Department of 

Science, Literature and the Arts. Central to all these 

pursuits was a dedication to Protestant Christianity. 

While the emphasis on religiosity may strike modern 
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pupil is immense ... " 

readers as quaint or at least extracurricular, in fact, 

most 19th century colleges, including Northwestern, 

cannot be understood outside of their deeply reli

gious character and mission. The early curriculum at 

Northwestern reflected this dedication, as did its poli

cies and publications. The 1866-67 Catalog noted that 

"devotional services are held daily in the University 

Chapel. All students are required to be present, and 

also attend public worship twice on Sabbath." While 

Northwestern's mission as a college was 

to add "luster" to the Methodist 

Church, the modus operandi of the 

university was pan-Protestant. A signal 

piece of evidence of the College's dedica

tion to Christian ideals was that "students 

preparing for the Christian Ministry are admitted 

to instruction, without charge for tuition." 

EVANSTON "FREE OF IMMORAL INFLUENCES" 

I n addition to prescribed chapel attendance and spe

cific courses such as moral philosophy, proper moral 

character was developed by Northwestern's location 

and faculty. According to the 1872 Catalog, Evanston 

"is as free from immoral influences as any in the land; 

and nearness to the city of Chicago affords the advan

tages, without the moral dangers, of city life. The 

high character of the people, churches of several 

denominations, and the social advantages, add much 

to the educational value of the University." Likewise, 

the faculty could be counted on by anxious parents to 

serve dutifully in loco parentis. The 1878 Report of the 

President noted that the faculty comprised "generally 

Christian men. We believe that the moral difference 

between the influence of the instructions of a man 

of deep religious convictions, and the instructions of 

a skeptical man, on the life and the character of the 

WOMEN ADMITTED, EVENTUALLY BECOME 
HALF OF STUOENT BODY 

In the decades following the Civil War, 

however, the old college curriculum and 

its philosophical assumptions were 

increasingly challenged, at 

Northwestern and across the 

country, by coeducation, public 

land-grant institutions, the German 

research model of university education (and its baby, 

the Ph.D.), and the introduction of the elective curric

ulum. Northern social proscriptions against women's 

education began to relax and Northwestern's trustees 

voted to admit women in 1869, although the number 



of female students remained small. Then in 1873, a research and professional emphases of the newly 


separate institution, the Evanston College for Ladies, founded and expanded universities were inspired by 


presided over by Frances Willard, consolidated with German higher education ideals and fueled by phil


Northwestern. With Willard as dean of the Women's anthropic largess as well as increased public funding. 


College of Northwestern Both the land-grant institu


University, coeducation on a 
 tions, made possible by the 


significant scale became a real
 Morrill Act of Congress in 


ity. Further, education itself, 
 1862, and the newly emerging 

gentility, and social status had research universities gained 

always been part of the reason acceptability in a society 

that a fortunate few women increasingly impressed 'by 

attended college in the antebel claims made for practical

lum era. During the 50 years ity, social service and scien

after the war, social service, tific investigation provided 

the feminization of elementary by higher education. These 

teaching and other job opportu changes eventually broadened 

nities outside the home, such as the appeal of higher education 

working as a "typewriter," had 

become additional reasons that young women pursued 

. higher education. By 1900 fuBy half of Northwestern's 

undergraduates were women. 

ELECTIVES: A REVOLUTIONARY IDEA 

The rise of the large public university, with its largely 

practical curriculum, brought challenges to the 

established coHegiate order. The pure and applied 

in an American society that, 

throughout much of the 19th century, had not consid

ered higher education to be of much practical value. 

These changes also created a clash between curricula 
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with mostly prescribed courses and ones in which 

choice was encouraged. 

Although the elective system had first appeared at 

Jefferson's University of Virginia in the I820S, electiv

ism was not widely accepted until the I870s, under 

the promotion of Harvard president Charles W. 

Eliot. He believed that Harvard was doing American 

higher education a great service by allowing students 

to select some of their courses from a set of 

options, that such freedom was the mark 

of a true university, and that by relieving 

the student of curricular mandates, he or 

she would learn self-discipline. Reaction 

throughout higher education was swift. 

Most educators, led by President James 

McCosh of Princeton, vehemently opposed 

the idea. McCosh and others put forth the 

perennial arguments that electivism assumed 

a maturity that students did not possess, 

that students would avoid essential subjects 

not to their liking and, in the process, lose 

the unity of knowledge that colleges had 

always sought to provide. 

At first the older ideal held sway at 

Northwestern. When the College changed its 

name to the College of Liberal Arts in 1880, Acting 

President Oliver Marcy suggested that "this change 

expresses a conviction of the Faculty in regard to 

the object for which this College should be main

tained.. .liberallearning." It was a widespread belief in 

the older colleges, and Northwestern considered itself 

in this group by 1880, that practical skills were rightly 

attained through apprenticeship and on-the-job train

ing, not learned pursuits. Marcy continued: 

To teach the trades, to make artisans, 

engineers, book-keepers, merchants and 

farmers is not directly the purpose of 

this College. It contributes to this end, 

indirectly, by developing the mind of the 

pupil, by giving him language, which is 

the greatest instrument of thought and 

expression, by making him acquainted 

with the laws of matter and the laws of 

mind, which every practical man must 

understand whether he be in the senate 

or in the shop, by training the logical 

faculties, exercising them vigor

ously in the deductive processes of 

mathematics and metaphysics, and 

in the inductive processes of the 

chemical and physical laboratories, 

and in psychology. Liberal learning 

trains the pupil for no one occupa

tion in particular, but tends to make 

him a more successful man in any 

occupation than his uneducated fel

low. Liberal learning differs from 

special or scientific learning so 

much in vogue at the present time 

in that it develops the whole man: 

Many of Marcy's arguments in favor 

of a liberal education are still made today. 

Marcy posited "a college of liberal arts should 

cultivate all the faculties" of the human mind: the 

intellectual, the moral, and the aesthetic. Although 

only a few elective choices were offered to upper

classmen, Marcy could rightly claim, "The scope 

of the College of Liberal Arts of the Northwestern 

University is much wider than the scope of any of 

the colleges in the country thirty years ago." 

That wider scope meant that, while there was 

intense debate at colleges around the country about 

what constituted a proper college education, the old

style required curriculum with its emphasis on the 

discipline of the classics and the moral emphasis of its 

pieties was losing sway. Marcy was followed by Joseph 
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ilLIBERAL LEARNING DIFFERS FROM SPECIAL 
OR SCIENTIFIC LEARNING SO MUCH IN 
VOGUE AT THE PRESENT TIME IN THAT 
IT DEVELOPS THE WHOLE MAN." 

-ACTING PRESIDENT OLIVER MARCY, 1880 

F1!\Zap.. 'M.AN OLA. ••. 

o,.w. uo.m uta.. (9 bnoab)--)'.lIao. or Own. 
"""q¥>tl.r-A'IIII~•. 
.ht"l",it_, ( W'f\tkl:r}--~bnw'". )(.....t. 

lM-. 1J.....-.Li.Kol·•. 
(Inlh.....I'-Z Il..,.. or ~l lIoI..l..hl. 

.\,.tMpiIw.,. ( ....l,.)-F~... )(00011. 
JI~..-A~•• (la lu-o...1~)-1....ia. 
Huf-,. .I.\~. ( lIit.i .1I'ilt;lcl,.}-l"u .... ....,. A....... 

_ . II••. m... (1_) 
G"....r-e..tay. 
A..~...... 

LoU. UTi.., (_InooI. ) 
G,........ 
,blilta.W.· 

-..-AI.... (,_,""",~) 
-.,.. (",.._ )- Loo_1a. 

1/';""'. j\ .n..I. f_I,,,".r,..) 

_It. -.,..0-..1_ 
~... , ( -.klT·) 
ADd"..,loo. (...lI,.) 
Onr.1ftID.,. 

Cummings, Northwestern's last minister-president, 

who in 1883 began to introduce more electives

especially in history, the sciences, and German-at 

the expense of requirements in Greek and Latin. 

GREEK NO LONGER AN ADMISSION REQUIREMENT 

In 1890, at the age of thirty-seven, Henry Wade 

Rogers became president, and during the next 10 years 

Northwestern's curriculum began to enjoy significant 

growth. The manifestations of this change are numer

ous. In 1892 the College dropped Greek as an admission 

requirement. In 1895 college advisers, who acted effec

tively as major advisers, were introduced. Whereas 

the College of Liberal Arts offered only 41 courses in 

1890, by 1900 fully 177 courses were offered, and almost 

all of them were elective, including the courses in 

Christianity. Rogers did not take exception to religion, 

but he did want to move Northwestern in concert with 

changes being made by other leading universities. 

THE MODERN NORTHWESTERN BEGINS TO EMERGE 

By the time Rogers retired in 1900, Northwestern had 

begun to take the shape that would be recognizable to 

today's viewer. In 1901 a large banquet was held at the 

Auditorium Hotel in Chicago to celebrate the Fiftieth 

Anniversary of the signing of the University's charter. 

Acting Northwestern President Daniel Bonbright, 

who had been one of the original five faculty members 

in 1855, presided over the dinner. Of Northwestern's 

enormous progress Bonbright noted: "That every year 

more than two thousand young men and women gath

er to the University, in its various schools, to fit them

selves for whatever they may find to be their work in 

after-life, is a tribute to the wisdom that founded the 

institution fifty years ago; it is a reward and incentive 

also to those whom the 

good work of the found

ers has come as an inher

itance and a trust ." 

Bonbright's speech 

marks the close of 

Northwestern's collegiate 

era. While the univer

sity, with the College of 

Liberal Arts at its core, 

moved into the twentieth 

century with a strong 

sense of its past, it was 

clear that the new cen

tury would bring great 

opportunities. 
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O n December 2, 195 1, under the leader
ship of Roscoe "Rocky" Miller, who had 
assumed the presidency in October of 

1949, Northwestern celebrated with a Centennial 
Convocation. The University, which had weathered 
the disruptions of the Great Depression, World 
War II, and the G.!. Bill, emerged into its second 
century eager to reclaim at least some of the rela

tive normalcy, prosperity, and cur
ricular growth last enjoyed 

during the 1920S. In 1950, 
the College enrollment 
stood at 2900 students and 
there were 240 full time 
College faculty members 
compared, respectively, 
to 4000 and 500 today. 
Kresge Centennial Hall, 

which was completed in 
1955, was able to house many 

of the College's classrooms 

CENTENNIAL SEAL, 1951 and offices. Most of the sci
ence buildings that now stand 

on North Campus did not exist; the same is true of 
the lakefill additions. 

While all the curricular changes from the mid
twentieth century to the present are too vast to 
recount in detail, some signal events and important 
themes nevertheless emerge when looking back 
over the past 58 years. One important theme is the 
stunning rise of interdisciplinarity; a curricular 
approach which seeks to break human knowledge 
out of the traditional silos into which academic 
disciplines had been compartmentalized in the sec
ond half of the 19 th century. A second theme is the 
continuing desire to preserve, and indeed grow, the 
liberal arts college and its curriculum within the 
broader context of a complex research university. 

WESTERN CIVILIZATION AND SPUTNIK 

Similar to the curricular emphases which had 
followed World War I (Crosscurrents, fall/winter 

2006), World War I I and the flse of the Cold War 
prompted a renewed interest in promoting citizen
ship and the values of western liberal democracy 
through the liberal arts curricula-understood 
since Periclean Athens as the elemental education 
for free men and women-at college and universi
ties around the nation. History Professor Emeritus 
T.W. "Bill" Heyck notes that Western Civilization 
and American Civilization courses were "big busi
ness" at the Northwestern in the years between 
World War II and the Vietnam War. Such courses 
promoted western values as a counter to both fas
cist and communist ideologies. While fascism had 
been defeated in 1945, the outcome of the struggle 
against communism was still very much in doubt in 

the 1950S. 

Arts, could take 
more courses in four 
general areas; mathematics and science; the social 
sciences; history, philosophy, and religion; and art, 
literature, and music. While courses in these areas 
had long been available to liberal arts students, by 
1957 the greatly increased presence of undergradu
ates from the pre-professional schools served to 
expand course offerings, enrollments, and student 
intellectual diversity within the College. Likewise, 
Northwestern's quarter system, which had been 

This emphasis on educating for democracy came 
about in part due to 
General Education 
Committee in 1954 
by Dean of Faculties 
Payson Wild. The 
Committee recom
mended that the 
breadth component 
of the undergradu
ate curriculum be 
expanded so that all 
Northwestern under
graduates, including 
those outside the 
College of Liberal 

CHEMISTRY PROFESSOR MALCOLM DOLE 
(RIGHT) WITH MODEL OF NYLON MOL
ECULE IN AN UNDATED PHOTO 



implemented in the 1940s, ensured more courses 
than a semester approach and thus allowed room 
for language, major, and general education require
ments in the three divisions (natural science, social 
sciences, humanities) for College students by the 
early 1960s. 

College Dean Simeon Leland (1946-66) made par

ticular efforts in the 1950S to improve the quality of 
both teaching and research in the College . The gen
eral imperatives of the Cold War, and especially the 
launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957 , pro
moted the view that the natural sciences-especial
ly the physical sciences-were of vital importance 
to the nation. While curricular emphasis on demo
cratic values in the post-war period remained criti
cal and necessitated continued investment in the 
humanities , nevertheless a national sense of urgen
cy vis a vis the Soviets served to propel the scienc
es within both the College and the Technological 
Institute, to a new level of investment on the part 
of the University. This emphasis on the sciences 
was likewise manifest in the symbolic name change 
in 1963 back to the College of Arts and Sciences 
from the College of Liberal Arts, which had been 
its name since 1880. This practical consideration 
was supported by President Miller, arguing that "It 
is felt that the title will be more descriptive of the 
work and interests of the College." 

FRESHMAN SEMINARS AND NEW REQUIREMENTS 

Starting in 1962, history professor Clarence Ver 
Steeg, who had come to Evanston in 1950, led 
what came to be known as the Faculty Planning 
Committee which undertook over the next several 
years the most ambitious academic planning in 
Northwestern's history. With the completion of the 
"lakefill" in the mid-1960s, Ver Steeg's committee 
made a new university library a top priority. The 
University had outgrown its 1933 Deering Library 
and the opening of the new facility in 1970 symbol
ized the expansion of intellectual inquiry that was 
occurring at Northwestern. 

Along with English professor Jean Hagstrum '38, 
Ver Steeg's Faculty Planning Committee issued a 
comprehensive two-part examination of the under
graduate experience at Northwestern in 1968 and 
'69 in a report officially entitled "Community of 
Scholars," but known on campus as the Hagstrum 

Report. In brief, the Hagstrum Committee agreed 
that a genuine community of scholars "would best 
be able to inculcate the key qualities of an educated 
person-competency, general education , and civil
ity. Competency meant mastery of a discipline or 
major; general education meant breadth of learn
ing; and civility- a wonderful eighteenth-century 

PLAYING CHESS AT VOGELBACK COMPUTING CENTER AGAINST 
A FAST-THINKING OPPONENT, THE CDC 6400 COMPUTER 

term-the traits of an effecti v e and responsible 
member of a civil society." 

While the Hagstrum report offered a thought
ful reconsideration of liberal education at 
Northwestern, its recommendations, which tended 
to be broad in scope, were soon overshadowed by 
more pressing campus issues including the push to 
increase enrollments, the promotion of research, 
and the student unrest of the late 1960s and early 
'70S. Comprehensive curricular reform during this 
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turbulent time was difficult to achieve and the 

changes being made were often driven by many 

forces, not just reflections by the faculty. Perhaps 
the most notable curricular development during 

this time was the creation of the Department of 
African-American Studies in 1972, which demon

strated the political imperatives of the times and 

which made manifest the desires of an increasingly 

diverse student body and increasingly receptive faculty. 

As the era of unrest passed, attention turned 

again to the larger arts and sciences curriculum, 

which was in "chaos," according to Bill Heyck. 

Indeed, the College's distribution requirements, 

which were set up along divisional lines, resembled 

a "Chinese menu" of choices, said another, former 

Associate Dean Bob Coen. College administra

tors thought this lack of structure necessitated 

change. Following relatively brief tenures by Robert 

Strotz, Laurence Nobles, and Hanna Gray, Rudy 

Weingartner was named Dean of the College in 

1974. Under Weingartner's direction, the College 

applied for and received a grant from the Lilly 

Foundation to support the restructuring of the gen

eral education requirements in the interest of great
er curricular coherence. The funds were useful in 

encouraging faculty to design both freshman semi

nars, with an emphasis on dialectical rather than 

didactic pedagogy (the first freshman seminars 

had been imp lemented by the history department 

in 1969 "to encourage history majors to be more 
engaged and less passive"), and new courses appro

priate to the goals of a revised distribution scheme 

based on the major areas of intellectual inquiry in 

the arts and sciences. 

Offering freshman seminars across all College 

departments was "a Northwestern innovation," 

notes Chemistry professor Joseph Lambert. The 

seminars were to be small discussion courses that 

emphasized written argument. Faculty, not gradu

ate students, were to lead the seminars, serve as 

advisers, and introduce students to the techniques 

of analysis in, and philosophical perspectives of, a 

given discipline. Moreover, and perhaps uniquely 
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among schools of Northwestern's stature, first-year 

students would take two freshman seminars, not 

just one as became the case at many colleges and 

universities, assuming they were offered at all. To 

the College's foreign language proficiency require
ment, defined as the completion of two years of 

college level work in a foreign language, was added 

the writing proficiency requirement. By replacing 
the old Freshman Composition course with writing 

intensive freshman seminars, the College mandated 

that students demonstrate their ability to write in 

order to receive their degree. The Writing Program 

was also established at this time, both to provide 

students with help in their writing and to aid fresh

man seminar professors, who were serving as writ

ing instructors as well. Taken together, the intro

duction in the mid-1970s of freshman seminars, 

freshman advisers, and the writing requirement 

made the College's freshman year distinctive both 

in the '70S and today. 

It was also during the mid-1970s that the College's 

distribution requirements took on their current 
form of two courses in each of six broad intellec

tual areas. The driving philosophy behind the dis

tribution requirements was that students ought to 
have exposure to the full spectrum of the humani

ties, social sciences, and natural sciences and to 

the different 

methodologies 
used in vari

ous disciplines, 

e.g., textual 
criticism, archi

val research, 

and scien

tific method. 

Importantly, 
only courses 
that were foun

dational in 

nature could 

satisfy the 
NORTHWESTERN STUDENTS IN '40S OR '50Sdistribution 
DISCUSS ADVERTISING. 



requirements, i.e., they were to be broad in their 
coverage of subject matter in a way that gave stu
dents a philosophical perspective of a discipline, 
in addition to introducing students to the essential 
techniques of analysis in multiple academic fields. 
Increased faculty debate about whether survey 
courses achieve this goal, and enrollment pressures 
over subsequent years, have reduced the emphasis 
on survey courses in the last decade. 

INTEROISCIPLINARITY STARTS IN '40S, 

BOOMS IN 70S 


Interdisciplinarity in the college curriculum first 
emerged, somewhat ironically, with the comple
tion of the Technological Institute in 1942, when 
it was decided that chemistry and physics were 
to be part of Tech, which serves primarily as the 
home of the McCormick School of Engineering and 
Applied Science . That engineering, chemistry and 
physics ought to be taught in the same building 
to promote research conversations among faculty 
was a novel idea, and it pointed to the idea behind 
interdisciplinarity; namely, that the organization 
of subjects and fields in different ways ought to be 
based on changing conceptions of human knowl
edge. This arrangement at Northwestern effectively 
bridged science and engineering and allowed for the 
development of materials science-a Northwestern 
invention , according to chemistry professor Mark 
Ratner. The interdisciplinary program in African 
Studies was likewise established in 1948, yet the 
majority of the undergraduate interdisciplinary pro
grams familiar to students today were first intro
duced in the 1970s. 

The Integrated Science Program (ISP), founded 
in 1976, presented a new way of looking at under
graduate science education in that it comprised 
a general natural sciences curriculum integrated 
with mathematics, as opposed to focusing on a 
single traditional science discipline. Importantly, 
ISP also required its elite scientific generalists to 
complete the College's distribution requirements. 

True to the College's tradition, ISP students were 
to be as well-versed in the liberal arts as their col
legiate peers; ISP was not to be an MIT-style pro
gram for specialists. As a selective interdisciplinary 
major, ISP also served as a model for Mathematical 
Methods in the Social Sciences (MMSS), a pro
gram founded in 1978 combining the study of 
social sciences with mathematics and statistics, 
and Mathematical Experience for Northwestern 
Undergraduates (MENU), a program for students 
with especially strong mathematical skills who are 
interested in mathematics , both pure and applied. 
Interdisciplinarity was also fostered between the 
social sciences and the humanities, and indeed 
across the university, with the development of the 
selective entrance American Studies program in 
1974 . The ultimate sign of interdisciplinary work, 
the College's ad hoc major, was introduced during 
this time as well. Just as the qualities of the fresh
man year made the Northwestern collegiate cur
riculum distinctive, so too the College's efforts to 
break down disciplinary barriers, and thus promote 
intellectual cross-fertilization among different aca
demic subjects, helped to distinguish the College's 
curriculum from those at other institutions of high
er education during the 1970s. 

THE HEYCK REPORT ANTICIPATES 

CONTEMPORARY COLLEGE 


In 1988 a new comprehensive report was issued by the 
Task Force on the Undergraduate Experience. Under 
the chairmanship of Bill Heyck of the history depart
ment, the report, which became know colloquially as 
the "Heyck Report," undertook to review "the full range 
of the undergraduate experience, including curriculum, 
pedagogy, student support, and student life." Regarding 
the curriculum, especially in the arts and sciences, the 
report authors argued that, in addition to breadth and 
depth of knowledge, the University should ensure that 
all Northwestern students attain superlative levels of 
competence in three areas: writing and oral communica
tion, natural science, and quantitative analysis. As the 
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authors stated, "Matthew Arnold put it best more than a 
hundred years ago: a liberal education is the study of the 
best that has been thought and said in the world , but it is 
also the effort to make the best that has been thought and 
said effective-as he put it, 'to make reason and the will 
of God prevail'." In short, argued the task force, the mis
sion of the College of Arts and Sciences is "to graduate 
students who have knowledge of the world and the ability 
to acquire that knowledge, and who have analytical skills, 
an appetite for learning, the ability to think rigorously 
and to communicate clearly and forcefully, and a sensitiv
ity to that which is beautiful and that which is good." 

To manifest these ideas in the college curriculum, the 
task force made recommendations that are still being 
realized today in the 21" century. One recommendation 
was to create a common experience for Northwestern 
undergraduates. This goal has been achieved in part 
through the adoption of liberal arts distribution 
requirements by Northwestern's undergraduate pre
professional schools. The University's "One Book, One 

Northwestern" 
program, which 
was launched 
in 2006 with 
Shakespeare's 
Othello, has provid
ed an opportunity 
for all undergradu
ates to engage in 
common intellec
tual exploration. 
James Baldwin's 
Go Tell It On The 
Mountain was fol
lowed in 2008 by 
The Reluctant Mr. 
Darwin, by David 
(blammen, chosen 

CHAPIN HALL RESIDENTS, 1987 to celebrate the 
150th anniversary of Darwin's On the Origin of Species. 

Within the College, another task force goal has been 
increasingly realized as well in the ever-increasing 
number of students who engage in research, especially 
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seniors writing theses. This type of work, which draws 
on the 19'h century German tradition of encouraging 
faculty and graduate students at the cutting edge of 
research and knowledge, has been matched with equal 
development at Northwestern of the even older British 
"Oxbridge" model of residential college life. Staring in 
1972 with five residential colleges, today the program 
boasts more than two dozen residential colleges, both 
thematic and not. Dean Rudy Weingartner had stated 
in the 1970S that universities no longer taught moral 
philosophy-the old capstone course of the 19'h century 
college-because no one on the faculty felt qualified to 
do so. While the emphases of the residential colleges 
may be different, together they share the perennial goal 
of the old moral philosophy course, to develop students 
of character, albeit through residential rather than class
room experiences. 

THE ACTIVE INTELLECT AND THE COLLEGE TODAY 

The College of Arts and Sciences Plan for the '990S, 
known as "The Active Intellect," was issued in October 
1991. The report offered a sobering view of higher edu
cation nationally: the number of high school seniors 
had shrunk; the number of natural sciences majors had 
"declined seriously;" the demand for business-oriented 
programs had increased; the public was concerned about 
"political correctness" and rising costs. In short, argued 
the report, "a number of conditions have conspired 
recently to constrain institutions of higher learning, 
limit their aspirations for the near term, and raise public 
eyebrows about the nobility of their cause." By contrast , 
the report authors suggested that at Northwestern , 
"many of the national an x ieties over teaching, funding , 
and political pressures are minimized here by our sense 
of stability, vision, and tolerance." The College's mis
sion, argued the report, was: 
To provide a superior undergraduate liberal arts 
education, in which breadth is assured by courses 
introducing diverse modes of inquiry and by selected 
interdisciplinary programs, and depth is achieved in 
specialized courses , independent study, and student 
research organized into major concentrations and cer



tificate programs. 
In the 21" century, the Weinberg College of Arts and 

Sciences has realized the mission set forth in the 1990S. 
Weinberg students, who number approximately 1000 per 
class, choose a major, or increasingly, majors-many of 
them interdisciplinary-from more than 25 departments 
and 28 programs across the humanities, social sciences, 

and natural sciences. The 45 courses required for the 
B.A. degree, the College's sole degree, are comprised of 
major requirements, electives, and distribution require
ments which include at least two courses in each of six 
intellectual areas: natural sciences, formal studies (such 
as mathematics and logic), social and behavioral sci
ences, historical studies, ethics and values, and literature 
and fine arts. Students in the College must also take 
two freshman seminars and demonstrate proficiency in 
both writing and a foreign language. 

To the more traditional courses in aspects of western 
civilization have been added courses in many interna

tional subjects, including cultural studies and languages 
such as Arabic and Chinese. This prolific growth has 
been promoted by both a top-down interest of faculty 
in internationalizing the curriculum and bottom-up 
demand from students who are increasingly diverse 
(incoming freshmen in 2008 hail from 27 different 
countries) and who desire ever-greater course offer

ings in formerly absent areas, such as Asian-American 
Studies. Expanding study abroad options, including 
those in Global Health, have attracted hundreds of stu

dents. New programs, such as the Kaplan Humanities 
Scholars Program for freshmen, inaugurated in 2007, 
continue to promote interdisciplinarity in, and the inter
nationalization of, the college curriculum. Likewise, the 
role of research has been greatly aided by the Weinberg 
Undergraduate Research Grants Program, established 
in 2000, which now provides over $200,000 annually to 
college students in the form of academic year grants, 
conferences presentation grants, and summer research 
grants. Students across all three collegiate divisions use 
these funds in support of their independent scholar
ship-often thesis or honors work-in Northwestern's 
labs and libraries, and sites further afield, both in 
Chicago and abroad. In an effort to help students navi

gate the far-ranging choices in today's curriculum, the 
Weinberg College Advisers Program was established in 
2001 to provide additional guidance and support to stu
dents from the time they are handed off by their fresh
man year advisers until they graduate. Indeed, freshman 
seminars, small classes, faculty teaching, and the advis
ing programs have all served to maintain the advantages 
of a liberal arts college education in a major research 
university setting. 

It is perhaps fitting that 2008-09 represents the inau
gural year of the interdisciplinary Brady Scholars 
Program in Ethics and Civic Life. With an emphasis on 

leadership, the program at first appears to respond to a 
contemporary societal need, and it does. Yet at its core 
the Brady Program is fundamentally concerned with 
competencies and character, the foremost concerns of 
Northwestern's founding curriculum in the 1850s. This 
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is not to suggest that somehow the collegiate curriculum 
at Northwestern has come full circle to its antebellum 
roots. Rather, the collegiate curriculum at Northwestern 
remains committed both to cutting edge research, which 
advances the outer bounds of human knowledge, and to 
fundamental knowledge grounded in a liberal arts edu
cation-an education at once thoroughly contemporary 
and, at the same time, timeless. 

Bill Haarlow is Director of College-Admission Relations 

and the Weinberg Undergraduate Research Grant Program. 

He is also Lecturer in the American Studies Program, where 

he teaches a seminar on the History of Higher Education in 
America. 

21 


	WhatStudentsStudied-Part1-Haarlow
	WhatStudentsStudied-Part2b-Haarlow
	WhatStudentsStudied-Part3-Haarlow (4)



