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Stella’s Stunners Stored on Disk As
HHMI Grant Furthers Science Study
If you’ve had a son or daughter in
the Oberlin High School in the past
few years, you’re probably familiar
with Rudd Crawford’s Stella’s
Stunners. For those of you not so
blessed, here’s the scoop: Stella’s
Stunners are nonroutine problems
in mathematics: visual and symbol-
ic brain teasers and story problems.
The problems can be so challenging
(see “Here’s a Sample from Stella”)
that Crawford, a mathematics tea-
cher in the high school and associ-
ate professor in the College mathe-
matics department, insists that his
students monitor not only their
thought processes but also their
feelings about the problems as they
work them out.

Thanks to a new four-
year grant from the Howard
Hughes Medical Institute
(HHMI), Crawford will be
more able than ever to stun
all his students with the spe-
cial math problems. Over
the summer three students,
two from the high school
and one (Christy Ackley ’98)
from the College, transferred
all 1300 of the puzzlers from
paper file cards to a comput-
er database, where they can
be called up by mathematics topic
and solution strategy.

Crawford uses the story prob-
lems in the newly launched inten-
sive precalculus course in the
College, Mathematics 102. The
purpose of the problems, Crawford
says, is “to plunge students into per-
plexing situations so that they can
practice figuring out what to do
when they don’t know what to do.”
The course addresses directly a

major intellectual barrier in access
to science: essential mathematical
problem-solving skills without which
student enrollment in college-level
science courses is not productive.

“Most students have great diffi-
culty opening up and sharing their
often deeply negative feelings about
their efforts,” Crawford says, “but
doing so is crucial in getting over
the fear of mathematics, which in
turn is essential to making pro-
gress in understanding it and
enjoying the rush that comes from
cracking a difficult problem.”

Crawford’s undertaking is one of
many covered by the $600,000
institutional grant that Oberlin
College received from HHMI’s

Undergraduate Biological Sciences
Education Program in August. The
Office of Sponsored Programs’
David Love, associate vice presi-
dent for research and development,
and Barbara Fuchsman, federal-
grants officer, together with
Professor of Chemistry William
Fuchsman, wrote the proposal with
help from Daniel Gardner, special
assistant to the president for com-

Continued on page 3

Maggie Callahan demonstrates the new recycling bins in
the lobby of Wilder Hall.

Recycling at Oberlin Is Easier Than Ever
By Carol Ganzel

Can I recycle envelopes with
office paper? Can I recycle glossy
advertisements inserted in
newspapers? The answers (yes
and no, respectively) to these
and other questions, unclear
before, are apparent in Oberlin
College’s restructured recycling
program. The program is also
answering a basic question: Is
that a recycling bin or a trash
bin?

Since the College began a
recycling program six years ago
(see the September 13, 1990,
Observer), it has collected many
tons of office paper, newsprint,
bottles, and cans from residence
halls and offices. Many students
and employees have found the

program confusing, however. For
two years Julianne Donnelly ’97
and other students in OPIRG
(Ohio Public Interest Research
Group) have been working to
improve it. They call their sub-
group of OPIRG “Lorax” after
the Dr. Seuss book of that name.

Two events last spring gave
impetus to the students’ cause.
First, recycling got a new cam-
pus administrator: Cheryl
Wolfe, director of environmental
health and safety, took over
from the director of facilities-
support services when that posi-
tion was abolished. (Wolfe’s pre-
decessor had handled recycling
before the facilities-support posi-
tion was created.) Second, the
College’s recycling pick-up con-

Think One Person Can Change the World? They Do
Representing alumni who attended
Oberlin from before 1944 until
today, five panelists discussed on
the Saturday of Alumni Council
Weekend, September 21, what has
often been called Oberlin’s slogan:
Think one person can change the
world? So do we.

Acting Dean of the College of
Arts and Sciences Clayton Koppes
moderated the panel, whose mem-
bers were William Warren ’48,
Mary Grace Heller Cope ’56, Chuck
Spitulnik ’73, Jackie Bradley ’76,
and Peter Nicholson ’90. Koppes
asked the panelists to keep in mind
four ideas that he said give “unity
to our history”: intellectual serious-

ness, artistic excellence, civic engage-
ment, and a commitment to diversity.

Most panelists agreed that one
person could change the world—
even, as Cope noted, if the change
were a ripple touching an unknown
shore—and that Oberlin is where
that notion was strengthened, if not
planted, in their minds. Of the pan-
elists, only Nicholson expressed
any discomfort with the theme, say-
ing he thought more likely that it
“took a village” rather than an indi-
vidual to achieve significant change.

Audience participation account-
ed for the second half of the two-
hour event, and most of the speak-
ers in the audience were Alumni

Council members who agreed with
the panelists and elaborated from
personal experience.

In his formal presentation
Warren said that many of the stu-
dents of his era felt a responsibility
to make the world they knew—the
world of their parents and grand-
parents—better. In their idea of
betterment, they did not entertain
ideas of revolution, he said. And
while people expended effort to
“make things egalitarian,” men had
linen service and women had cur-
fews. He also noted that Carl
Rowan ’47 has spoken about the
lack of racial equality on the

Continued on page 3
The slogan appears on
Oberlin’s famous poster.

Think One Person Can Change the World?
So Do We.

Aggie sells fresh eggs at the Oberlin farm-
ers’ market. Last Saturday she sold Mishal
half her eggs plus half an egg. Then she
sold Neela half of her remaining eggs plus
half an egg. Then she sold Sophy half of
her remaining eggs plus half an egg. Then
she sold the remaining 27 eggs to you.
How many eggs had she started with? See
the bottom of page 3 for the answer.

Continued on page 3
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Faculty and Staff Notes

Professor of Chemistry Martin
Ackermann has won a 1996 Chemi-
cal Manufacturers Association
(CMA) Responsible Care National
Catalyst Award for excellence in
teaching. At the association’s annu-
al meeting in June Ackermann
received a medal, a citation, and a
check for $5000 that acknowledge
his role “as a catalyst for the chem-
ical profession.” Winners are
selected by an independent panel
on the basis of excellence in teach-
ing chemistry or chemical engi-
neering, dedication to science instruc-
tion, and motivation of their stu-
dents to careers in science. The
CMA gives two such national
awards annually to members of
four-year-college faculties.

Biggs Professor in the Natural
Sciences Norman Craig ’53, himself a
1987 winner of the Catalyst Award,
nominated Ackermann for the honor.

“At all levels of the curriculum
Prof. Ackermann has received high
praise in student course evalua-
tions. Students appreciate his clar-
ity, his organization, his currency
as a chemist and his accessibility
as a person,” Craig wrote to the
CMA. “Ackermann’s awesome” is
one of the student comments Craig
quoted. Other qualities deserving
of recognition, noted Craig, are
Ackermann’s “encyclopedic knowl-
edge of chemistry” and the “fresh-
ness” of his courses, unusual at the
undergraduate level. Craig also
praised his laboratory work and said
he is “fearless in tackling new meth-
ods and new equipment.” Seventy
students have done undergraduate
research with Ackermann during
the academic year or summers,
Craig observed.

Rosanna Pau and Rebecca Appleman, 1996 graduates, are two of
the 70 students who have worked with Marty Ackermann during
his Oberlin career. Ackermann has been sharing with students his
love of chemistry, including his passion for what he calls “creating
theory to describe what nature presents us,” for 31 years.

Ackermann Wins Award
for Excellence in Teaching

His “first love,” Ackermann says,
is teaching labs and doing research
projects with his students. He enjoys
the one-on-one interaction. He also
enjoys working in the lab himself.
“Synthesizing new molecules and
relating their structures and proper-
ties to bonding models—and discov-
ering what isn’t anticipated—that’s
what’s fun,” he says.

Ackermann joined the Oberlin
faculty 31 years ago after earning
his Ph.D. in chemistry at the
University of California at Berkeley,
and has since taught inorganic
chemistry to several hundred Ober-
lin students while continuing his
research in organometalic synthesis
and publishing articles in profes-
sional journals. With four of his
departmental colleagues—Norman
Craig, Terry Carlton, Richard
Schoonmaker, and William Renfrow
(the last two now emeriti faculty
members)—he coauthored a general
chemistry lab manual, Composition,
Reaction and Equilibrium (Addison-
Wesley, 1970).

A member of the American
Chemical Society since 1965, he is a
visiting associate for the Committee
on Professional Training, for which
he makes on-site visits to review
and report on the chemistry depart-
ments of several colleges and uni-
versities. He has chaired the College
Board Chemistry Achievement Test
Development Committee and is a
panelist for the National Science
Foundation Graduate Fellowship
Committee for Chemistry and for
the National Research Council
Associateship Program Review
Panel. Ackermann reviews submis-
sions for several professional jour-
nals, the National Science Foun-
dation, the Petroleum Research
Fund, and John Wiley & Sons, and
has received several research grants
awarded by the Petroleum Research
Fund and other funding agencies.

Past winners of the Chemical
Manufacturer’s Excellence in Tea-
ching Award with Oberlin connec-
tions include, besides Craig, former
chemistry-faculty member Arthur
Campbell; Henry Bent ’49; and
Harry Gray, who received an hon-
orary degree from Oberlin in May.

Three of the figures published in the
last issue for incoming students’
intended fields of study in Septem-
ber 1996 are incorrect (see “Incom-
ing Students’ Fields of Study in
September 1995 and September
1996”). Fourteen new students in-
tend to study music education, five
jazz percussion, and 16 government.

Corrections to
Admissions Statistics

Danforth Professor of History
Geoffrey Blodgett addressed an

all-college convo-
cation at Denison
University Sep-
tember 16 on the
topic of Frederick
Law Olmsted and
the Denison cam-
pus design. He

also spoke to a Denison class in
American colonial history about
early American architecture, and
to a class in environmental studies
about recent developments in
Oberlin campus architecture. •
Along with athletic director
Donald Hunsinger and football

coach Peter Peter-
son, Adam Shoe-
maker ’96, intern
in the Office of
Communications,
was quoted in the
September Sports
Illustrated article

“Lost Glory.” Shoemaker was on
Oberlin’s football
team during his
junior and senior
years. • Professor
of Politics Ben-
jamin Schiff was
on a BBC radio
program, the Colin

Bell Show, September 10. The
show was a discussion about eco-
nomic issues facing the Republic of
South Africa. The other partici-
pants were Alan Little, BBC/Johan-
nesburg and Nigel Bruce of the
South African magazine Financial
Mail. Reviews of Schiff’s book
Refugees unto the Third Genera-
tion: U.N. Aid to Palestinians
recently appeared in Foreign
Affairs, Middle East Journal,
Journal of Palestine Studies, and
International Migration Review. •

Professor of Clas-
sics Thomas Van
Nortwick et al
(see last issue’s
“Faculty and Staff
Notes”) turned up
winners in the
Northern Ohio Live

magazine awards Outreach cate-
gory. The award, to the Great
Lakes Theater Festival (GLTF)
and the Jewish Community
Federation, was for their work on
To Life! Northern Ohio’s
Celebration of Jewish Arts and
Culture. The awards ceremony
was September 16, not 9 as
reported in the last Observer. A
photograph of Tom and his
cohorts will appear with a write-
up in the forthcoming October
issue of Northern Ohio Live.
Tom has already begun work on
his next project with the GLTF,
centered on Tennessee Williams’s
The Glass Menagerie. The events
will be produced in collaboration
with organizations in St. Louis,
Williams’s hometown.

Faculty Meeting

The Conservatory Faculty met for the
first time this school year September
17. Acting Dean Kathryn Stuart an-

nounced that the semester was going
well. She exhorted faculty members to
attend the Artists’ Recital Series and to
encourage their students to attend, call-
ing attendance part of their education.

After a report from Assistant
Director of Conservatory Admissions
Beth Weiss, Assistant Dean Ellen
Sayles spoke about the Great Migra-
tion in administrative computing. She
told the faculty that the changes would
affect them most when they access
computer records having to do with
registration and advising.

Stuart reported that recent Conser-
vatory Faculty Council actions includ-
ed authorizing eight searches for facul-
ty positions (four continuing and four
temporary) and approving job descrip-
tions for the positions. Professor of
Music Theory Warren Darcy, chair of
the Educational Policies Committee,
announced that the committee would
oversee the review of the String Divi-
sion this year and meet with Elaine
Kuttner, consultant for Oberlin 2020,
Oberlin’s long-range planning process.

President Nancy Dye then add-
ressed the faculty about long-range
planning, describing the timetable for
discussion groups and other events,
including the final report. “Our report
won’t come up with specifics,” she said,
“but clarify our priorities and tell us
how to proceed toward them.”

First Con Faculty Meeting, and All is Well
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tract with BFI’s facility east of
Oberlin ended, providing a “good
opportunity to involve the city of
Oberlin” in the College program,
Wolfe says. The city began its cam-
pus pick-ups at the end of August.

The new program is based on
Lorax’s critique of the old, Wolfe
says, a critique compiled by students
last spring and by two student

Recycling . . .
Continued from page 1

Think One . . .
Continued from page 1

HHMI Grant . . .
Continued from page 1

Answer to Stella’s Stunner on Page 1: 223 eggs.

interns—Maggie Callahan ’99 and
Emily Wilson ’97—last summer.
Donnelly, on campus this summer
for another project, coordinated the
interns’ work. The students commu-
nicated by QuickMail and telephone
with faculty and staff members,
especially those in residential life
and the physical plant. They also
“worked hard on implementation,”
says Wolfe, who credits much of the
new program to their energy.

One common complaint the stu-
dents heard was that people couldn’t
recognize which containers were for
recyclables, and custodians often
found recyclables contaminated
with trash. Also, locations of recy-
cling bins sometimes changed with-
out notice, and some containers
were not emptied often enough.

Because the College had bought
containers at different times, the col-
ors of the containers were not uni-
form, making it hard to establish a
consistent coding system for various
recyclables. And labels designed to
correct the problem were torn off,
Donnelly says. Urged by the sum-
mer interns, the College has pur-
chased new sets of bins made of
recycled material—scrap steel for
the bins themselves and post-con-
sumer rubber for the mats under
them. The new bins are used wher-
ever two or more different materi-
als are collected for recycling. Most
of the new bins are in place, Wolfe
says, and rubber mats still needed
are in the carpenter’s shop being
cut to size. Old containers—still in
use where only one material is
recycled—have new lids with open-
ings indicating what that material
is: a circular hole for cans and a
slot for office paper, for example.

Another complaint with the old
program, says Wolfe, is that people
“didn’t know what was recyclable,
and there was no one to call to find
out.” Now bins have explanations
posted above them (for example,
“Office Mix Paper: What It Is and
Isn’t”) that include a number to call
for assistance (x8445, extension
226). When students arrived on
campus, they found door-hangers
explaining the recycling program
and more information on dormitory
bulletin boards. This fall’s three stu-
dent interns—Max Truax ’98,
Magdalena Gianola ’99, and
Callahan—have an E-mail address:
recycling_assistants@qmgate.cc.oberlin.edu.

The interns will provide “really
solid feedback loops,” says Donnelly,
taking reports on problems, such as
trash-contaminated or uncollected
bins. They are also planning events
to raise campus awareness of the
importance of recycling. One possi-
bility is a performance piece with
pictures of 24 hours’ worth of landfill
additions projected on Mudd
Center’s outside wall. Another is a
competition between buildings to
produce the best ratio of recycled-
material volume to waste volume.
The prize, which might circulate
from one building to another in a
continuous competition, could be a
trash can covered with mirrors. It
would demonstrate, says Donnelly,
that “the waste we produce reflects
who we are.”

Carol Ganzel is emeritus editor of the
Observer.

$3 Million Raised for Musicians’ Future
The three-year campaign for merit
scholarships in the conservatory has
raised $3,019,458, surpassing its $3
million goal. The conservatory and
the Office of Development and
Alumni Affairs, which began the
campaign in July 1992, announced
its successful completion this June.

“Merit scholarships are the high-
est priority in the Conservatory
today,” said conservatory dean Karen

Wolff. “Now with the presence of a
$3 million merit scholarship
endowment, the conservatory can
begin to ensure that an Oberlin
education and scholarship support
is available to deserving and tal-
ented students.”

Seven-hundred-ninety alumni,
parents, faculty, staff, and friends
made gifts to the campaign, called
Ensuring Musicians for the Future.

Oberlin campus of his day. The pri-
mary purpose of the College during
Warren’s time on campus, which
began in 1942, was to prepare stu-
dents for graduate and professional
school, he said, and being a serious
student was important.

Cope said that people did not
think in terms of Oberlin’s mission
during the time she was a student,
but that the College did stress inde-
pendent thought and self expression.

Spitulnik, whose time at Oberlin
coincided with the Kent State Uni-
versity killings, recalled that
Oberlin administrators and profes-
sors encouraged students to think
about why they were fighting for
change. He entered graduate school
in social work after completing his
A.B. degree in order to further pre-
pare to change the world, he said,
although he later found out “it
would take more than a degree in
social work.” (He’s now a lawyer.)

Bradley read a list—including the
words divestment, Kuumba, soul ses-
sion, and Afro House—of elements
that created her world as an Oberlin
student. She said she didn’t think
about Oberlin’s mission then, and
didn’t later until asked. But, she
said, “I do, I truly do . . . think one
person can change the world.” She
pointed to the Black Arts Workshop,
which she headed as a student, as
something that has had a great
influence in her career and that of
others at Oberlin and beyond. While
Oberlin offered many opportunities,
she said, other benefits were accessi-
ble only if one fought for them.
Oberlin taught her, Bradley said,
that “to get what you want and
deserve, you have to fight.”

Nicholson said he didn’t have the
same perspective on Oberlin as that
described by his fellow panelists, but
that he recognized a common
thread, including idealism and self-
expression. He said Oberlin has a
“collective conscience,” and that
“this campus is haunted” by the
ghost of Charles Finney and others.
“Oberlin sometimes is too outwardly
focused,” he said, “and doesn’t think

enough about self-esteem, relation-
ship issues, and the tension between
macro and micro [concerns].” He
urged Oberlin not to neglect the
inward focus for the outward one.

In the discussion session Chuck
Herron ’57 said that he had been
“troubled with Oberlin” since gradu-
ating. He said that while the cam-
pus in his era focused on egalitari-
anism, the campus today is balka-
nized, and that alumni of later class-
es are arrogant. Nicholson respond-
ed that a question needed to be
asked about why the splintering had
occurred. “We aren’t all one,” he
said; “Some of us can’t get certain
jobs or housing.” Spitulnik interject-
ed that at least Oberlin had started
a dialog about the causes of the
splintering, and Koppes observed
that the campus has engaged in
more coalition building in the last
few years. “That [old] unity had its
costs,” Koppes said. “Remember
Carl Rowan.”

Speaking at an audience micro-
phone John Elder ’53 said that in
long-range planning the task is to
identify how values are shaped and
transmitted. Required assemblies
was where his cohorts received their
values, he said, and he suggested
that earlier the sermons of Charles
Finney performed that function. The
Oberlin community should identify
“what places are haunted,” he said,
finding out how the past influences
the present and how that influence
is supported.

Other audience speakers includ-
ed Diepiriye Kuku ’97, who said he
felt as if he had things in common
with the panelists but that current
students were complacent, enjoying
now the things the panelists fought
for. “We don’t have something to
unite around,” he said. Dan
Spalding ’99 asked panelists how
they felt about coed dorms, to which
Cope replied, “It doesn’t bother me
very much, but it could affect appli-
cations.” “I suspect this won’t be an
issue in 2020,” said Koppes. Joan
Oliver Goldsmith ’73 sparked a
string of comments when she asked,
“Am I changing the world if I stay in
the practice room and/or try to be a
good student?” Cope answered, “We
each have our own missions and
have to be true to ourselves.”

munity service, members of the ad
hoc Hughes Committee, and other
members of the science faculty. Bill
Fuchsman is the grant’s project director.

“This grant builds on the success-
es of the previous two institutional
HHMI grants that [Danforth Profes-
sor of Biology] David Benzing ably
directed (see “$900,000 from Hughes

Institute” in the May 26, 1988,
Observer and “Grants Come from
Public and Private Funds” in the
September 30, 1993, issue), but it also
involves some completely new initia-
tives, one of which is the problem-solv-
ing precalculus course,” Fuchsman says.

Student Research,Winter Term
About a quarter of the grant money
directly supports student-faculty
research in the sciences. Like the

previous HHMI grants, it supports
student summer research with stu-
dent stipends and funds for research
supplies. The new grant supports
credit-bearing student-faculty re-
search in the fall and spring semes-
ters and during Winter Term, too.

Another new activity funded by
the grant is a health-career Winter
Term project that Professor of
Biology David Egloff will direct for
three years beginning January
1998. The project will feature semi-
nar discussions, guest lecturers, and
student voluntary service at health-
care or medical-research facilities.
It will look at health-care-policy
issues from several angles, includ-
ing ethical, economic, social, and
political perspectives.

Equipment for Lab Courses
The HHMI grant will be spent, too,
on equipment for laboratory courses
in biology, chemistry, neuroscience,
physics, and psychology.

Some of the neuroscience equip-
ment will be general-purpose instru-
ments that will improve the existing
neuroscience laboratory program.
Other equipment will make possible
new and updated neuroscience
experiments. Associate Professor of
Biology and Neuroscience Janice
Thornton will introduce experi-
ments that involve analysis of DNA
and RNA, and Associate Professor of
Neuroscience Michael Loose and
Professor of Psychology and Neuro-
science Dennison Smith will bring
new electrophysiology experiments
into their laboratory courses.

A new computer for the psycholo-
gy department will allow Professor
of Psychology Albert Porterfield to
develop and use teaching experi-
ments involving human responses to
moving images.

Professor of Physics Joseph
Palmieri will redesign the laborato-
ry part of the introductory physics
course that serves most biology, bio-
chemistry, and neuroscience majors.
The new experiments will empha-
size strategies for data analysis and
display that make use of new com-
puterized equipment.

New electrophoresis and pipet-
ting equipment will not only
enhance Fuchsman’s bioorganic
chemistry course, but also enable a
new laboratory program for stu-
dents who enroll in both the bioor-
ganic-chemistry course and the pop-
ulation-biology course taught by
Associate Professor of Biology Roger
Laushman. The students will use
the equipment to separate enzymes
and DNA into patterns of multiple
components that differentiate indi-
vidual plants and animals. As a
result, students will be able to ana-
lyze genetic diversity and phyloge-

Continued on page 4
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HHMI Grant . . .
Continued from page 3
netic relationships within plant and
animal populations using their own
laboratory data.

Curriculum Development
While use of the new equipment
involves development and improve-
ment of laboratory curricula, the
HHMI grant supports other curricu-
lum development as well. Smith and
Associate Professor of Biology and
Neuroscience Mark Braford will
develop a new course for nonscien-
tists about neuroscience, and will

alternate teaching it. By funding an
increase in teaching time for one or
more of the half-time faculty mem-
bers in neuroscience, the grant will
allow Smith and Braford to teach
the course without dropping essen-
tial courses for neuroscience majors.

Associate Professor of Psychology
Karen Sutton will receive training to
teach about interactions among the
immune, nervous, and endocrine
systems in a health-psychology course.
And Associate Professor of Biology
Robin Treichel will adapt computer
techniques to supplement classroom
teaching in cell- and molecular-biolo-
gy, immunology, and virology courses.

As we talk about where OberlinCollege is going
after the year 2000, we should take a quick look
at the last time the College entered a new centu-

ry. At that time Oberlin radically transformed the way it
worked, both curricularly and institutionally; our current
way of doing things is rooted in that metamorphosis. In
talking about planning for the future we’re really think-
ing about how much of this earlier transformation we
want to take into the next century.

In the 19th century Oberlin combined study of the liberal
arts with a strong streak of evangelical utopianism. For the
first 70 or so years of the College’s existence there was a sin-
gle curriculum—everybody took roughly the same courses.
Nor was the faculty specialized; in theory anybody could
teach anything because the liberal arts were a unified whole.

By the beginning of the 20th century the College had
completed its reorganization into specialized disciplines
housed in departments. The student, like the newly pro-
fessionalized professor, learned by specialization. While
general education requirements might provide breadth,
the academic major was the centerpiece of a student’s
intellectual life, for here he or she would obtain depth.

These changes, both curricular and structural,
weren’t unique to Oberlin; educational institutions
throughout the United States and Europe redesigned
themselves on this new model. From this change came
the distinction between the college and the university
that is basic to the American system. Colleges exist for
undergraduate education; they have no graduate stu-
dents, and professors are teachers first, researchers sec-
ond, if at all. Some colleges, such as Harvard and Yale,
built university systems upon their undergraduate base,
while others, such as Oberlin, remained essentially
devoted to undergraduate education.

Universities have an allegiance to research as a value
apart from any educational program, and much of their
educational effort is devoted to graduate students in the
disciplines. At least theoretically, modern universities
could be pure think tanks, not even engaged in under-
graduate education. Two private universities of the late
19th century, Johns Hopkins and the University of
Chicago, still have very small numbers of undergradu-
ates relative to their graduate students.

What Changes Might We Make?
Will we see another such massive restructuring as we
enter the next century? Perhaps not. The disciplinary
department and academic major are strongly entrenched
in our way of thinking, and no alternative appears on the
horizon to sweep away the old system completely. These
facts make it plausible to think of planning in terms of
the expansion, shrinkage, and modification of the
bureaucracy and curriculum we now have.

Any planning process must recognize the practicali-
ties imposed by the current system: the reality of tenure,
the training of the faculty, and the way finances shape
what we can and can’t do. But if the previous moment of
great transformation can’t be a model for what we can do
specifically, it can remind us that nothing that is in place
now is inevitable or natural.

Planning that works only within the current system

will be severely limited unless it is accompanied by an
attempt to imagine what kind of institution we could cre-
ate if we could start from scratch. If we are trying to ini-
tiate a serious, on-going process of planning, rather than
just trying to produce a plan and hope it’s the right one,
we’ll need to question some of our most basic assump-
tions. It would be defeatist to argue, on the grounds that
such talk is “vague” or “impractical,” that we can’t talk
about what a small liberal arts college should be in 21st
century. If Oberlin College can’t collectively imagine its
own place in the next century, it’s hard to imagine that
we’ll be able to teach students about their place in it.

Assumptions to Challenge
Here are four questions that address the kinds of deeply
rooted assumptions we need to think about:

*
Do the academic disciplines as they now

exist provide an adequate framework for under-
graduate education? The disciplines have a history
and internal logic that make them systems unto them-
selves without any necessary connection to undergradu-
ate education. To assume that curricular planning means
keeping up with what is done at research universities is
a losing proposition. The divergence between universities
and colleges will widen in the next century, and the time
has passed when Oberlin can hope to offer anything
resembling a university curriculum. We don’t have the
resources to keep on the cutting edge of everything, nor
is it clear that this is what undergraduates need.
Sometimes we seem not only to measure our curriculum
against research universities, but to judge the success of
our students according to whether they earn a Ph.D. But
although many Oberlin students earn Ph.D.s, many
more don’t. It seems reasonable that we think of our
undergraduate education as serving all students equally,
rather than as a system to identify those who can go on
to enter the professoriate. We need to ask: What are the
unique advantages of a college, and what kind of educa-
tional experience can a college provide that makes it dif-
ferent from a university, different from a graduate program?

*
Is the academic major obsolete? In a system

in which curriculum was based on well-plowed discipli-
nary fields from which grew knowledge to be harvested
and delivered into young American minds, the depart-
ment became the basic unit of the College, with the major
defining its curriculum. As the department became the
local embodiment of the discipline, so education became
centered on the disciplinary major. As this arrangement
continues, it leads us to think of anything new in terms
of new disciplines, new departments, new majors. But
maybe the major is obsolete. Perhaps the distinction
between general education and major isn’t working very
well either. While majors may be exactly right for some
areas of study, do all areas require the traditional major?
There’s been some talk that we have too many majors
and that students are doing too much double and triple
majoring. This may be true, but the proliferation of
majors at Oberlin may not be a sign that we need to get
back to basics, but rather that the major itself isn’t
always the best way to organize a student’s education.

*
Are the forms of knowledge necessarily as

symmetrical as we currently seem to imagine? We
assume that scientists, social scientists, and humanists
not only structure knowledge in the same way, but that
as teachers they all work best in the same format. In the
College of Arts and Sciences we rely on the magic of
threes to affirm this: three divisions, three nines for the
required hours in each division. The system works, but it
doesn’t seem based on any obvious similarity in what is
going on in those divisions or those nines. In fact, we all
know that what we do takes very different forms. For sci-
entists, the natural habitat is the lab; for social scientists,
field work; for humanists, the library, museum, or writ-
ing group. Any system imposes an order that is a some-
what arbitrary product of necessity. But we may have to
accept a greater degree of asymmetry to get at ways of
learning adapted to what we are actually trying to teach.

*
Are interdisciplinary studies the wave of

the future? When people say they are, they usually
seem to mean that interdisciplinary studies are integra-
tive, the replacement for the rapidly dwindling general-
education curriculum. But integration is only a minor
part of what interdisciplinary includes. Interdisciplinary
studies, whether by scholars and scientists or students,
are a natural outgrowth of the highly specialized disci-
plines within which we work. Interdisciplinary work isn’t
a solution to the decay of an integrated liberal arts cur-
riculum but a further development of specialization.
Many of what we call interdisciplinary studies are in fact
more specialized disciplines, such as neuroscience, not
broadly integrative approaches to education. Or they are
highly specialized study within a traditional discipline
that may draw upon work in other disciplines but not in
an integrative way. Some interdisciplinary work, such as
environmental studies, is task driven, focused on prob-
lem solving, not general knowledge. These kinds of edu-
cation are extremely valuable and might be the basis for
new curricular ideas, but we shouldn’t deceive ourselves
into thinking that interdisciplinary studies are the obvi-
ous path out of the current situation when they could be
merely part of our predicament.

What Support for Change?
Whatever the answers we might come up with about the
place of the disciplines in undergraduate education, the
value of majors, the ways different kinds of knowledge
may need different kinds of instruction, and the meaning
of interdisciplinary work, another question remains. If
we are going to plan, we assume the need for change. Do
we have a way to operate that will reward faculty for try-
ing to make changes, especially changes in the way our
curriculum is structured and how we teach? Do we have
a system that will enhance our communal will to change,
especially if specific departments or programs may come
up on the short end of the stick? Change will certainly
occur. The question is: How imaginatively can we meet
the changes and create in the next century a college that
can offer our students something of real value?

Patrick Day is associate professor of English. He was a
member of the College of Arts and Sciences Educational
Plans and Policies Committee in 1994-95 and 1995-96.

By Patrick Day

Planning from Scratch for the Second Time

Precollege and Outreach
As it did under the last HHMI grant
that it received, the College will use
part of the new grant to reach out to
public schools (see “Precollege
Science-Teaching Program Benefits
Oberlin College Students, Helps
Local Schools,” in the May 10, 1996,
Observer). In 1997-98 the program
will expand from the Oberlin
schools, now supported by the
College’s second HHMI grant, to
engage schools throughout Lorain
County. The projects remain to be
determined by their participants,
but each will involve an Oberlin stu-
dent (for College credit), a College

science-faculty member, and a pub-
lic-school science teacher.

Oberlin is one of 52 colleges and
universities receiving HHMI grants
in this round to strengthen their
undergraduate-education programs
in the biological sciences. “These col-
leges and universities do an excel-
lent job of preparing students for
careers in scientific research, teach-
ing, medicine and related fields,”
says Purnell Choppin, president of
the institute. “Our goal is to get stu-
dents of all ages, including women
and minorities, involved in real sci-
entific exploration instead of just
memorizing facts from books.”


