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THE COLLEGE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO 

The College of the University of Chicago differs from other colleges 

in almost all of the fundamentals. (1) Students may enter after two years of 

high school. (2) The curriculum is restricted to general, that is, liberal 

education. (JJ) All courses are required. (4) Requirements for the Bachelor's 

degree are individually determined by means of diagnostic placement tests. 

(5) Requirements are met by passing comprehensive examjnations, rather than by 

accumulative course credits.. (6) Measurement of achievement and grading are 

separated from teaching. (7) Students may prepare for the comprehensive 

examjnations as they see fit, by attending classes or by studying independently. 

(8) Methods of instruction vary according to the needs of the subject matter. 

(9) Intellectual development rather than acquisition of technical skills is the 

dominant objective of the college curriculum. 

It is frequently assumed that our College is entirely the product of 

Chancellor Robert ~ Hutchins. His share in its development was great and his 

imaginative sponsorship of it essential, but the roots of the present College 

lie in the character and thinking of the first president of the University, 

William Rainey Harper, and in its present form the College has resulted from 

the thinking, observation, and experimentation of dozens of individuals (among 

them Mr. Chauncey S. Boucher, Mr. A. J. Brumbaugh, and Mr. Clarence H. Faust) 

over the past twenty-five years. The University of Chicago conceives its 

social functions to include the search for truth in all fields. Thus, deter

mining the means and methods of acquiring an education falls within its 

responsibilities, as well as exploring art, literature, philosophy, nuclear 

fission, cancer, or almost anything possible within the limits of the Univer

sity's resources. 



Dissatisf'action with the experience and product of' f'our years of' 

college is not new. Graduate school f'aculties, business executives, leaders 

in society, the individual graduates themselves-as well as those who withdrew 

by choice or necessity bef'ore receiving a degree--have long been dubious of' the 

genuine quality of' the traditional Bachelor's degree. Addled thinking, con

glomerate information, lack of' discipline, hazy notions of' ideas and concepts 

too f'requently characterize the victim of' a traditional college experience. 

The large number of' intellectual and emotional adolescents among college 

graduates may not be the exclusive f'ault of' the colleges, but it may be one 

of' their responsibilities. 

The College of' the University of' Chicago was planned and has sought 

to overcome the shortcomings of' traditional college programs and products. 

The f'irst attack was upon the curriculum. Nearly a quarter of' a century ago a 

course called The Nature of' the World and Man was inaugurated at Chicago to see 

whether a general course, rather than a series of' separate SUbject-matter 

courses, could better accomplish educational objectives. One inevitable f'actor 

in the establishing of' such a course was the necessity of' having a clear state

ment of' objectives:: objectives in terms of' the changes which were desirable in 

the student himself'--his growth and understanding of' basic concepts and ideas, 

the sharpening of' his ability to think, his competence to integrate material. 

and to arrive logically at conclusions, and the determination of' attitudes 

through weighing of evidence rather than through unscientific speculation or 

mere prejudice. Another f'actor was experimentation with teaching methods and 

techniques to realize most eff'ectively the objectives--the utility of' lectures, 

the nature, quality, and frequency of discussion groups, the best use of' text

books and librar.y materials, the necessity f'or laborator.y experience and 

demonstrations, and the value of' term papers and texts. The third and :a st 



factor, obviously following the determination of objectives and methods, was 

the necessity of finding a device for assuring the effectiveness of method in 

achieving objectives. This led to the use of comprehensive examinations devised 

by a board of examiners, all experts in the field of testing, working with 

instructors and the administration of the examinations so as to preserve the 

anonymity of the student. 

The favorable results of the course on The Nature of the World and Man, 

as well as other similar courses, led to the establishment of the "New Plan" at 

the University of Chicago in 1931. That year a two-year college for high school 

graduates was established with its own dean and faculty. The student was intro

duced to a curriculum of four one-year general courses in the subject matters 

of the hwnanities, the social sciences, the biological sciences, and the 

physical sciences. In addition the student found a one-year course in English 

composition and two year-long sequences in departmental subjects, such as a 

foreign language, mathematics, and physics. The student also found that he 

might take the required examinations to test his competence in the material 

of these courses at any time he felt himself rea4y, and that his preparation for 

examinations was free from required class attendance. 

The tlNew Plann- was in operation until 1942. During these eleven 

years the general courses and examinations were under constant scrutiny and 

were continually improved as to content and method. Meanwhile, another 

experiment started in another section of the University. In 1931 t~Laboratory 

Schools were reorganized. Following the Nursery School and Kindergarten a 

six~ar, rather than the previous eight-year, Elementar,y School was estab

lished and a four-year High School follOWing Elementary School was organized. 

Six years seemed sufficient for the pupil to acquire the basic communication 

and symbolic skills; at the level of the seventh grade he might be exposed to 
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an increasing quantity of facts to broaden and deepen his understanding and 

to begin to learn how to think. 

Thus, when he reached the eleventh grade, the traditional junior 

year of high school, he should be ready to settle down to a serious experience 

with the intellectual disciplines and grow more rapidly and effectively than 

if that experience were deferred for two more years. The "Four Year College," 

which was set up at that time for students coming up from the Laboratory 

Schools, plus a sprinkling of boys and girls from the Chicago public schools" 

served to demonstrate the practicability of the idea. Instead of one-year 

courses in each of the general fields, three-year sequential courses were 

established. For example, a three-year program in reading, writing, and 

criticism made possible far greater accomplishment than could be had in a 

one-year course in English composition. 

The success of the four-year program in the Laboratory Schools from 

1937 to 1942 disclosed that the objectives of general education could be 

realized much more fully and adequately by starting a longer program with 

younger students. Consequently, the two-year College program dating back to 

1931 and the four-year College plan begun in the Laboratory Schools in 1937 

were merged in 1942. The faculties of the University agreed that the quality 

of academic performance obtainable under the new program warranted the dignity 

of conferring the Bachelor of the Arts degree to those who complete the program. 

Temporarily, and for only a transition period, the Bachelor of Philosophy 

degree was awarded to those students whose program included the one-year subject 

sequences in lieu of the general sequence of courses developed for the A.B. 

degree. 

The transition period is now over and the content and procedures of 

the program are now reasonably permanently fixed, although we anticipate that 
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new material will continue to supplant the obsolete. We believe that this is 

the kind of change which should continually be made in a college which exists 

in a great university. 

I would like now to consider three questions which touch upon the 

fundamental features of the College of the University of Chicago. How do we 

determine the selection and later the placement of students? How is the 

curriculum organized and presented? What provision is made for normal social . 

and emotional growth along with intellectual development? 

The charge is often made that our College cannot serve as a model 

for the rest of the country because we skim off only the intellectual cream. 

In part this charge is true, as the only means of gaining entrance to the 

College is through entrance tests of our own making. We believe that it would 

be neither wise nor just to subject to our present curriculum students who are 

patently unprepared for it. However, our College students are neither quiz 

kids nor young geniuses. They are, on the whole, bright, alert youngsters, 

capable of reading with comprehension, writing with clarity, and working on 

their own initiative. More often than not they display an intellectual curiosity , __ 
~4 G RA 0 tJ fl TE. 

which is regularly regarded as the quality of the more advanced student.""it' R E..c.~ If J 
Once accepted, the student I s potentialities and past preparation are 

judged by placement tests. The members of the examinations staff are respoD-

sible for the development in content and interpretation of these tests. The 

objectives in each of the several sections of the sequential general courses 

are now clear, and the College now confers degrees when the attainment of those 

objectives is disclosed either through placement tests or comprehensive 

examinations. Thus, through the placement tests the new student has the 

opportunity of showing exactly where he should be placed in the College program. 

As a result he neither undertakes work without adequate preparation nor plunges 
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into ma~erial beyond his immediate competence. In effect, therefore, the 

College disregards his previous formal education for placement purposes except 

as it is shown in the tests and assures the student that any gaps which remain 

despite previous courses will be filled. Likewise, the placement test system 

reveals competence obtained from experiences other than the formally academic, 

and the student is freed from the boredom of repetition. 

No single pattern of requirements for the degree is disclosed by the 

placement tests. Only rarely does a student obtain suffiCiently high scores 

on the placement tests to be excused from all of the program of the College-

only one, for example, in the 1946 entering class of 850, and among that 

entering group of 850 there were many who had completed the traditional high 

school and had had almost two years of college elsewhere. However, it is 

apparent that most students who enter after two years of high school will need 

four years to complete the program, even though 8 or 10 per cent may do so in 

three years. The high school graduate and the student who has had some college 

'work elsewhere fare about equally. Only about 1 in 5 can finish in two years 

or less, and the other 4 will need three years, and occasionally even a fourth 

year. Thus, in the College the student may need as much as four, or as little 

as one, year to complete the work. The placement tests tailor the program to 

fit both the achievement and the limitations of the individual. 

How is the curriculum organized and preseIItied?' The answer to the 

first part of this question was given by Dean F. Champion Ward of the College 

in an address to all entering students during Orientation Week this autumn. 

I share this rather long quotation from the Dean of the College with you because 

in it he gives reasons for the organization of our general education curriculum. 

I quote: 



"'We propose that you become in some degree a bachelor of .!!:! of the 

arts which are taught in the College. We do not spread a menu of optional 

courses of study before you, the so-called t smorgasbord curriCulum, I and then 

otfer to help you to acquire only the special disciplines proper to your chosen 

course. We believe that all choices worthy of the name should be based upon 

the knowledge of all the possible opportunities involved, and that one of the 

principle uses of general education is precisely that of informing the student, 

as fullY as possible, of the choice of further academic study or pre-professional 

training which most of you will some day make. In short, we want you to have 

tasted all the entrees before you are asked to order your dinner. 

"However, the tact that the education you are nOW' beginning is general 

in nature does not mean that it is not vocational also. Fichte entitled one 

of his books The Vocation of Man and it is for the vocation of man, and not for 

the vocation of the butcher, the baker, or the candlestick maker that your work 

in the College should prepare you. As men and as citizens, we all face the same 

problems and responsibilities and live in the same troubled and interesting 

world. In the atomic age the very survival of individual vocations may depend 

upon the extent to which the vocation of man can be defined and pursued together 

by free men. The curriculum of the College is an attempt to implement such a 

definition and to help you as men and future citizens to pursue your common 

calling. 

"All men live in a natural world which is not of human making. 

Therefore, in the courses in the physical and biological sciences, you are 

invited to acquire and to exercise the arts and special techniques by means of 

which knowledge of that natural world is achieved and tested. All men live in 

a social world which is partially of human making. Therefore, the courses in 

the social sciences invite you to study the ways in which social states and. 
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institutions have come into being, persisted, and altered through time and 

perished, as well as the extent to which knowledge about society on the part 

of men.E society can alter the character .2! society. Perhaps the study of 

what man has made of man will teach us what man can make of man. All men - -
live among the products of human art. Therefore, the courses in the humanities 

invite you to learn how works of art are constructed and to acquire those 

disciplines whereby such works may be interpreted and enjoyed. 

1Ij!'inally, whatever the particular objects and problems to which they 

may be addressed, all men are faced with the necessity of communicating their 

experience and knowledge to one another. To meet this universal need men have 

devised and employed many sorts of symbols. The courses in general and foreign 

language, in mathematics, and in English composition invite you to consider the 

nature of these symbols and to learn their various uses. These uses will be 

seen to vary from the technical formulation and extension of scientific know-

ledge in mathematics to the vivid transmission of feeling in imaginative 

writing. 

"There remains the question of the inter-relationships of the various 

fields and methods of knowledge and of the various disciplined activities of 

men. In your last year the courses in history, and in what might be called the 

philosophy of knowledge, invite you to consider the mutual relations of these 

studies of nature, SOCiety, and art which the curriculum has up to that time 

kept apart. We do not intend that before graduation you should achieve or 

subscribe to a single synthesis of human knowledge. We do hope that when your 

work in the College is completed you will command and unite in your persons 

those liberal arts which not only will protect you from the shallow panaceas of 

the market place, but will assist you to find real solutions to the real 

problems which beset free men in our time." 

J 



It is impossible to describe briefly the methods of instruction. 

A normal course load consists of four subjects--one each at some level of the 

sequences in the humanities, the natural sciences', the social sciences, and 

English or the courses in history, foreign language, and philosophy of knowledge. 

In any one of these courses an effort is made to combine lectures with small 

group discussions.-consideration of theory with actual experimentation. Probably 

a better term would be experiential exploration as a follow-up of the theoretical. 

In the hwnanities, for example, experiential exploration while music is being 

studied calls for a small group setting and a phonograph on which s.ymphonic 

themes, sonatas, or concertos are played and discussed. 

I shall not take the time to illustrate the various methods of 

instruction used and the adaptations made of each to the different subjects. 

Instead, let us look in on the first few sessions of a class in Natural Sciences I. 

Such a class is composed of students, most of whom have had no previous work 

in the sciences. At the first session of each of the sections of this class, 

the nature of the course is explained, and the reading list for the year 

discussed. Classes meet three hours a we~k 'for discussion of major problems 

in modern scie~ce and two hours each week for laboratory work. The course 

deals with two problems in science for the first quarter: the nature of motion 

and the rest of bodies. The first reading assignment is Archimedes. The 

theory of weight displacement of a solid in ~fluid is discussed thoroughly in 

class based upon readings from Archimedes, and this discussion is followed by 

the laboratory project of which there are from seven to nine each quarter. 

Bear in mind that these students have had no laboratory experience. On the 

first day of lab they report to a room equipped with scales and balances, 

various solid objects, and beakers and fluids. After being shown the mechanical 

steps in the use of a balance they are paired off to begin on their own the 
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assignment 'Which consists of testing Archimedes' material. on weight displace

ment. The lab instructor is available for assistance and advice, but no 

laboratory guide is supplied. The student has a clear statement of the problem, 

and it is his task to use the lab equipment to make an analysis of the problemo 

This first laboratory experience culminates in a paper in which the student 

presents and defines his data, his method of solution, and his conclusions. 

Thus, he writes a truly scientific paper, and that basic concept in the sciences, 

experimentation, takes on a dimension at once it could never have if the 

traditional cook-book method of lab exercise were followed. Im this manner, 

experiential exploration goes on in all the subjects of the College, in sharp 

contrast to the usual experience where the student is told by the instructor 

or by a lab manual that such and such a proposition is true and then what are 

the prescribed steps to follow allegedly to "prove" the truth. 

How do students live? That is, do we make provision for, and do 

we have evidence of, normal social and emotional growth along with intellectual 

development? The environment of our College is one in which the intensity of 

intellectual stimulation ~ apparent. This evidence, however, does not 

justify the conclusion of some of our critics that our stUdents have no time 

for or interest in social and emotional growth. Most of our College students 

who do not live at home live in College houses where a full round of activities 

is encouraged and supervised by the residence staff. But our concern is not 

only with the students who live on campus. The stUdent who lives at home is 

assigned to a College house as an associate member. By this means we have made 

it possible for the student who commutes to become an integral part. of a 

definite college group. While still in the experimental state, we are convinced 

of the worth of this plan. So far as I know, no college located in a great city 

has ever successfully solved the problem of the relationship of its externes to 
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the life of the campus. 

Activities, with the exception of physical education which is .. staff

planned, are organized by the students and supported by a trained supervisory 

staff under the Dean of Students. If any student wishes to debate, to act in 

the theatre, to sing in a choir, to play an instrument in an orchestra, or to 

learn to paint, there are staff members available to assist him. There prevails 

a wide range of interest in activities which may be somewhat different from the 

interest on other college campuses. For example, dances on a large formal. 

scale and of the small informal variety are frequent and popular, but our 

students are also equally interested in sponsoring a demonstration of the 

modern dance, with such participants as Ruth Page and Leonard Bernstein. 

There prevails--w1thout any artificial or mechanical stimulation--

a respect for the integrity of the individual among instructors, administrative 

staff, and stUdents. Provision is made for all types of counseling ' to which 

each student has access-the academic advisers, the dormitory staff, the 

health service, and the counseling centero Each Coll~ge house has one head 

resident and at least two assistants who are in constant contact with the 

students of their houses. Student Health, once conceived as a service unit to 

take care of emergencies, is at present a large and well organized staff of 

University physicians, concerned with the prevention as well as the cure of 

disease. The Counseling Service, a service offered to the students on a 

purely voluntary basis, has attracted wide attention throughout the country 

because of the work of its director, Carl. R. Rogers, in non-directive counseling. 

In considering the general question, How do our stUdents live~--I am 

reminded of an ancient legend about an Indian hermit who lived for years in the 

desert on nothing but the dew. Then he chanced to visit a town where he tasted 

wine. He died, the story goes, a drunkard. I can testify that the environment 
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of the College of the University of Chicago is one in which we eschew both 

these intellectual extremes...-odew drinking and drunkenness--a.s instructor, 

staff, and. student pursue the common preparation for the vocation of man. 
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