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Stanford Remakes Curriculum, Following Trend to 
Focus on Critical Thinking vs. Disciplinary Content
By Dan Berrett

Stanford University is unveiling on Thursday a set of 55 

recommendations to place a priority on teaching undergraduates a 

set of skills in addition to requiring them to take courses in specific 

disciplines.

The changes, which were drafted by a 17-member committee 

(chiefly from the faculty), are in a report that is being presented to the 

Faculty Senate for review.

It is the first top-to-bottom revision to Stanford's undergraduate 

curriculum since the 1993-94 academic year. The focus on core 

skills in addition to disciplinary content reflects the idea that 

Stanford should develop students' abilities to continue learning 

throughout their lives and adapt to a changing world after their 

formal education has ended.

The proposed changes, which the committee described as 

emphasizing "ways of thinking, ways of doing," are in keeping with a 

growing emphasis among colleges on core skills instead of specific disciplinary 

content.

The committee made its recommendations based on site visits to 

such peer institutions as Duke, Harvard, and Princeton Universities, 

and the University of Chicago. They did so "not to find some ready-

made curriculum we might import to Stanford," the report's authors 

wrote, "but simply to draw on the accumulated knowledge and 

experience of our peers."

Stanford's committee identified seven skill areas as important for 

students: aesthetic and interpretive inquiry; social inquiry; scientific 

analysis; formal and quantitative reasoning (two courses in each); 

as well as one course in engaging difference, one in moral and 

ethical reasoning, and another in creative expression.

The recommendations also endorse the idea that freshmen should 

be exposed to a variety of learning environments, including lectures, 

discussion sessions, and intimate seminars. The recommendations 
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This appears to be another cafeteria-style general education curriculum that caters to a diverse faculty's 

research interests. Is there any shared content for out-of-class discussion among the student body as a 

whole? Is there any agreement among faculty on what students should know about history or culture? It 

seems based on a hope that the skills identified are genuine, coherent skills and will be replicable in the 

multiple disciplines that will be represented in the curriculum's submenus. Is this hope justified? It might be 

if there are end-of-program assessments of the skills named in each list. Are there? I suspect that the 

courses satisfying the aesthetic and interpretive inquiry requirement, for example, will be based in 

disciplines with their own discipline-specific standards of judgment, e.g., history of Japanese art vs. history 

of American literature. 

 

The article's framing of the issue as skills vs. content presents a false dilemma. Both are important. 

 

I have nothing against faculty research interests. I just question whether they should drive changes in core 

curricula. 

would require first-year students to take seminar courses with 

senior faculty, which is now optional.

Perhaps a more significant change would add a collection of course 

offerings called "Thinking Matters" to the freshman curriculum. 

Some of these courses would be interdisciplinary and created by 

faculty from different departments, such as the "Art of Living," 

which bridges French and philosophy; "Freedom, Equality, 

Security," which combines political science and law; and "The 

Science of MythBusters," which spans biology and chemistry and 

would use the television program to teach aspects of the scientific 

method.

Other courses, such as "Brain, Behavior, and Evolution" and 

"Everyday Life: How History Happens," would be situated more 

squarely in one discipline.

Rosemary Knight, a professor of environmental geophysics and 

chair of the Faculty Senate, praised the report as "a call to action to 

find new ways of meeting the needs of our students," and lauded its 

focus on undergraduate education.

"It's really a chance to inspire and engage our faculty to think about 

new ways of thinking and new courses to teach," said Ms. Knight, 

who plans to teach a "Thinking Matters" course on fresh water.
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9 people liked this. Like  

Would that the Chronicle had a bug-free system for comments. 

3 people liked this. Like  

Is it wise to leave it until college before our students read a single nonfiction book or write one history term 

paper? 

5 people liked this. Like  

Maybe you didn't have to, but I recall writing SEVERAL history term papers, the worst of which was 25 

pages long, back in high school.  It sucked, but we had to do it.  So at least SOME high schools 

require such skills in their college-prep classes.  I agree that we should require it off ALL students 

planning to enter college... but I don't think we can blame the colleges for that lack. 

2 people liked this. Like  

Despite the headline, the skill areas (at least at this general level), don't mention "critical thinking." This may 

be a good thing, since that term (as the headline demonstrates) has become a catch-all for anything not tied 

to disciplinary content. 

5 people liked this. Like  

Wizard of Oz: They have one thing you haven't got: a diploma. Therefore, by virtue of the authority vested in 

me by the Universitartus Committiartum E Pluribus Unum, I hereby confer upon you the honorary degree of 

ThD.  

Scarecrow: ThD?  

Wizard of Oz: That's... Doctor of Thinkology. 

6 people liked this. Like  

The core vs.content skills debate is based on the need to disentangle learning outcomes from skills in 

content areas and to provide students in the general education core multiple opportunities to develop a 

basic set of skills outside of their major. It would make sense that these learning outcomes appear in 

multiple places across the curriculum rather than just the core or that even within the choice of one's 

paradigm in the major that these core skills continued to be infused within the discipline's content. The 

Liberal Education and America's Promise (LEAP) will help you to understand the differences in this 

approach. I highly recommend that you go to this link and read:  http://www.aacu.org/leap/ 
 

 

The most common areas of these skills have been clustered under critical thinking, 

critical reading, written and oral communications, scientific- quantitative-and information literacies. Why the 

distinction between content and basic skills? Traditionally many universities have either concentrated their 

curriculum  in two distinct traditions of cognition: One with an individual focus on mind ( Liberal Arts), the 

other with an external focus on practicality (professional studies). 
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J hutchison, 

your Latin is atrocious, I suggest that you use a Latin dictionary. 

 

Scio me nihil scire. 

Like  

pedrolorenzomartinez: jhutchinson was giving a rendering of what the ear hears near the conclusion 

of the film "The Wizard of Oz" when the wizard is awarding the brainless scarecrow a piece of paper 

to certify his intelligence (which he of course has proved in the action of the film). You missed the joke. 

 

As for the rest of your comment, I just want to remark that the approach that makes strong distinctions 

between content and skills is related to the one you call traditional, between liberal arts content and 

professional training. But a really traditional liberal arts approach encompasses both.  

 

The problem I see in the Stanford proposal is that it postulates the existence of a purely instrumental-

procedural rationality that is equally and undifferentiatedly applicable to every realm and content of 

human and universal experience. That is a philosophically problematic claim--or, to be less 

philosophical but more blunt, it's false. Procedural rationality needs to assume the truth of the 

propositions and techniques it starts with; the propositions have to come from somewhere, and the 

techniques have to be justified. Where? In and from experience of the world, ranging from unanalyzed 

everyday experience to the organized experience of disciplines.  

 

Procedural logic tells you nothing original about the world or how to live in it. The traditional liberal arts 

education (which I can admit was too bound up with national identity in defining what was essential to 

know--but that can be changed) was predicated on introducing the typical and the best from the 

various realms of experience that one indispensably needed to know to live well--in the course of 

which one also learned how to reason, speak, and write better.  

 

The new model of necessary skills plus arbitrary content (whether at the whim of the faculty or the 

whim of the student) is bankrupt from the start. 

3 people liked this. Like  

pedrolorenzomartinez: jhutchinson was giving a rendering of what the ear hears near the conclusion 

of the film "The Wizard of Oz" when the wizard is awarding the brainless scarecrow a piece of paper 

to certify his intelligence (which he of course has proved in the action of the film). You missed the joke. 

 

As for the rest of your comment, I just want to remark that the approach that makes strong distinctions 

between content and skills is related to the one you call traditional, between liberal arts content and 

professional training. But a really traditional liberal arts approach encompasses both.  

 

The problem I see in the Stanford proposal is that it postulates the existence of a purely instrumental-

procedural rationality that is equally and undifferentiatedly applicable to every realm and content of 

human and universal experience. That is a philosophically problematic claim--or, to be less 

philosophical but more blunt, it's false. Procedural rationality needs to assume the truth of the 

propositions and techniques it starts with; the propositions have to come from somewhere, and the 

techniques have to be justified. Where? In and from experience of the world, ranging from unanalyzed 

everyday experience to the organized experience of disciplines.  

 

Procedural logic tells you nothing original about the world or how to live in it. The traditional liberal arts 

education (which I can admit was too bound up with national identity in defining what was essential to 

know--but that can be changed) was predicated on introducing the typical and the best from the 

various realms of experience that one indispensably needed to know to live well--in the course of 

which one also learned how to reason, speak, and write better.  

 

The new model of necessary skills plus arbitrary content (whether at the whim of the faculty or the 

whim of the student) is bankrupt from the start. 

Like  

kathden,  

Thank you much for the Wizard of OZ explanation. I have seen it so many times and I don't 

recall that part. Perhaps it was my child's mentality that blocked that part from my long term 
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memory. However, if you want to enjoy a cotemporary version got to UTube: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v... and listen to Father Sarduccis' Five minute University. 

You will enjoy it immensely! 

Pedro 
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Like  

kathden,  

Thank you much for the Wizard of OZ explanation. I have seen it so many times and I don't 

recall that part. Perhaps it was my child's mentality that blocked that part from my long term 

memory. However, if you want to enjoy a cotemporary version go to UTube: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v... and listen to Father Sarduccis' Five minute University. 

You will enjoy it immensely! 

Pedro 

 

Like  

This stuff has always puzzled me. I have never understood how a well-made introduction to any legitimate 

discipline can fail to inculcate all of that good stuff so vaguely described in the article. And contact with any 

legitimate discipline beyond the introduction should take care of the various sorts of instruction. The 

interdisciplinary stuff, despite its ghastly modish titles, presumably represents instruction in and thought 

about genuine areas of inquiry that do indeed cross disciplines as currently understood. Why then the 

trumpets and drums? 

1 person liked this. Like  

This stuff has always puzzled me. I have never understood how a well-made introduction to any legitimate 

discipline can fail to inculcate all of that good stuff so vaguely described in the article. And contact with any 

legitimate discipline beyond the introduction should take care of the various sorts of instruction. The 

interdisciplinary stuff, despite its ghastly modish titles, presumably represents instruction in and thought 

about genuine areas of inquiry that do indeed cross disciplines as currently understood. Why then the 

trumpets and drums? 

Like  
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Sigh.  The dumbing down of college continues.  Instead of taking physics and chemistry, students will take 

"The Science of MythBusters".  You can't teach intelligence.  You can teach facts.  These professors (and I 

am surprized and dismayed to see that this initiative came from faculty) fall for the common notion that there 

is a holy grail out there that will make people smarter.  There isn't.  Once you are college age, however 

much smarts you've got is what you have.  The primary prupose of college is to teach discipline-specific 

knowledge and skills to put that intelligence to use.  This is a step in precisely the wrong direction. 

3 people liked this. Like  

Got any evidence to back up your assertions? 

Like  

Sigh.  The dumbing down of college continues.  Instead of taking physics and chemistry, students will take 

"The Science of MythBusters".  You can't teach intelligence.  You can teach facts.  These professors (and I 

am surprized and dismayed to see that this initiative came from faculty) fall for the common notion that there 

is a holy grail out there that will make people smarter.  There isn't.  Once you are college age, however 

much smarts you've got is what you have.  The primary prupose of college is to teach discipline-specific 

knowledge and skills to put that intelligence to use.  This is a step in precisely the wrong direction. 

5 people liked this. Like  

This argument goes in circles, critical thinking requires a world to think about and upon (though, 

conversely, the world does not need or give a rat's ass about human-centered thinking). This debate 

is as bad as "nature" vs."nurture" arguments which also go nowhere.To say that colleges should only 

teach specific knowledge and skills implies that a strong degree of critical thinking has already been 

applied to the "discovery" of what we consider to be "hard facts," sometimes referred to more 

pompously as the "truth." You can't escape that wheel of cognitive thought turning to knowledge and 

then praxis. And most students are not going to study physics and chemistry to the level of any useful 

competence, get real. However, teaching students how to think about science and to learn critical 

skills that will help to evaluate, synthesize and apply the findings of the scientific community is 

essential. The study of mythbusters may well be more instructive and useful in this regard. I think the 

goal of college should be a bit more expansive than to say a student should simply have acquired 

some approved gigabytes of "knowledge."  That is what a computer does, stores knowledge but can't 

even "understand" what knowledge is or is for. That requires human beings who have contemplated 

what that knowledge means and who will then  proceed to screw things up royally anyway, 

2 people liked this. Like  

This misses a crucial point: that someone might have plenty of 'smarts' by the reaching of college age, 

but little practice at using those smarts. That's why some folks want to emphasize thinking skills. It's to 

give students more practice at thinking so they can get better at it. The definition of 'better' is not 

'better than the average bear' but rather 'better than before you came to college'. That might not be 

giving them more 'smarts' than they had before, but it would be getting them to make the most use of 

the 'smarts' they have. 

3 people liked this. Like  
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My real problem, as an engineer, is that these fluffy freshman classes are going to eat up a huge 

amount of time for students ALREADY working on majors heavy in "critical thinking".  Sorry, but any 

upper-division math/engineering/hard-science class already requires you to know how to think 

critically.  Is it really fair to bury these kids in MORE work to demonstrate to them something they 

probably already know?  It was hard enough to work in the classes required to graduate in four years 

already. 

3 people liked this. Like  

As someone with a technical and a humanities degree, I disagree that engineering requires 

critical thinking.  Perhaps the only critical thinking that an engineering student does would 

involve cost-benefit analysis, but that rarely happens, if at all, in an undergrad program.  

Humanities, on the other hand, require students to critically engage their material in order to 

produce any essays worth the paper they're written on. 

Like  

You obviously took VERY different classes than I did.  And you've also obviously never 

had to USE those engineering skills in the real world. 

 

I challenge you to do a senior level fluids lab without critical thinking skills -- and do WELL 

on your lab write ups, rather than squeak by with a C.  And how exactly do you design and 

code up your own, individualized Fortran or C++ programs, without both critical and 

creative thinking?  We're not talking using canned routines, here!  Have you ever taken an 

upper-level math class at all?  One that DOESN'T just require you to grab the right 

equation and fill in the blanks with the numbers you're given?  Because that's the REAL 

math many engineers use, and you definitely need to apply critical thinking to succeed at it. 

 

More to the point, I challenge you to do the engineering job I'm currently doing without 

being able to think critically.  How exactly did I just determine that the estimates of mass 

loss/gain in Greenland computed by Wouters and Schrama were missing a crucial error 

estimate?  How did I determine that the GRACE satellites are better matching altimetry 

data than our current generation of ocean models?  When determining that merely using 

shorter windows doesn't improve GRACE's estimation of gravity or improve its signal-to-

noise ratio, did I not have to think critically? 

 

When the satellite's batteries begin to fail, cutting into the useful science life of the mission, 

doesn't it take critical thinking to plan out a way to make the most of what you've got left?  

Without critical thinking, who'd have known how much to lower the temperatures of some 

places, and which could not be safely lowered?  Who'd have just guessed that you could 

leave the primary sensor running for ~10.5 months, but have to turn it off for the twice-a-

year period that the Earth's shadow too often blocks the Sun's light.  Tell me, without 

critical thinking, how exactly do you even compute occultation times?  Would you suggest 

we use a Magic 8-Ball instead, since "clearly" engineers can't think critically? 

 

I surely don't say that NO liberal arts students are capable of critical thinking!  And I agree 

that some humanities studies require as much critical thinking as engineering.  I never said 

otherwise.  I would appreciate you do me the same courtesy, especially since you clearly 

don't have a CLUE what skills a SUCCESSFUL engineer actually requires.  Your 

implication that writing a paper takes more critical thinking skills than developing an 

equation, computer code, or technical algorithm is not only wrong, it is also deeply rude 

and offensive. 

1 person liked this. Like

This type of college education is one of the reasons we send so many technical jobs abroad and have 

to invite in so many engineers from other countries. Stanford students will, in general, get jobs, or start 

companies or continue the family business or become doctors and POTUSes, fluff or no fluff. But, 

when a less-than-name-brand university espouses these hot ideas, hires cheaper instructors to run 

seminar classes that ask the students to compare and contrast facebook and neolithic stone carvings 

or whatever, grade inflation ensues, solid material gets displaced, students become addicted to fluff 

and blah, blah, blah courses, fluid dynamics gets bad reviews for being a very tough course and the 

dumbing down of much of America continues apace, not withstanding our chest-beating about our 

Reply

sciencegrad 1 month ago in reply to Reythia 

Reply

Reythia 1 month ago in reply to sciencegrad 

rgsarkar 1 month ago in reply to unusedusername 

Page 7 of 8Curriculum Proposals at Stanford Focus on Critical Thinking - Curriculum - The Chronicl...

2/26/2012http://chronicle.com/article/Curriculum-Proposals-at/130461/?sid=at&utm_source=at&utm...



great entrepreneurial economy. Then we sob over the terrible retention statistics in engineering 

programs. 

Like  

This type of college education is one of the reasons we send so many technical jobs abroad and have 

to invite in so many engineers from other countries. Stanford students will, in general, get jobs, or start 

companies or continue the family business or become doctors and POTUSes, fluff or no fluff. But, 

when a less-than-name-brand university espouses these hot ideas, hires cheaper instructors to run 

seminar classes that ask the students to compare and contrast facebook and neolithic stone carvings 

or whatever, grade inflation ensues, solid material gets displaced, students become addicted to fluff 

and blah, blah, blah courses, fluid dynamics gets bad reviews for being a very tough course and the 

dumbing down of much of America continues apace, not withstanding our chest-beating about our 

great entrepreneurial economy. Then we sob over the terrible retention statistics in engineering 

programs. 

1 person liked this. Like  

Oops, I think I missed something. I have thought for years, indeed, from the time that I graduated from 

college an eon or so ago, that I had been given crtical thinking skills and had been imparting them along 

with content in my teaching. I kind of thought that was the larger point of a liberal arts degree. It is a 

message that I have been giving students for years-- that they gain skills like critical thinking and 

communications and research and problem solving across majors. The trick,  I have preached, was to find a 

subject (content) area of interest and engage it to the best of your ability and the skills would be part of the 

package. It is the point of a whole chapter of my book.  For Stanford to have to have its faculty focus on 

critical thinking at this stage is very disturbing. In my mind we have to be more explicit in sharing with 

students that they are getting these skills and how they will relate to work over a life time, but that they need 

to be added in now seems strange to me. Being the odd guy out is not uncommon for me, but this took me 

aback. 

 

Marcia Y. Cantarella, PhD, Author, I CAN Finish College: The Overcome Any Obstacle and Get Your 

Degree Guide. 

Like  

In this day of the neoliberal eclipse of higher education, it is refreshing to read a 100+ page report on 

undergraduate education with so few references to students' post-graduation work lives. There are but 4 

mentions of "career," 2 mentions of "job," and 1 mention of "employ" with respect to this, and nary a peep 

about "workforce" or "human capital" development.  

 

Of course, this is Stanford and these are would-be Stanford graduates, so we're arguably less concerned 

about their future earnings and contributions to the tax base than with most other colleges/universities, but 

still...to me, there's something refreshing about this document's near-neglect (rhetorically, at least) of 

contemporary higher education's catchiest catchphrases. I submit that the prevailing ideology is 

nevertheless implicit throughout the document in many ways, and that there's arguably as much reason to 

be alarmed as there is refreshed...but I'm just taking a moment to enjoy the word choice. 

Like  
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