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Introduction

The State of the

Liberal Arts

at Yale



Yale College prides itself on its long and storied commitment to the

liberal arts tradition. Juxtaposed alongside other models of

undergraduate education, a liberal arts education appears — as the 2003

Committee on Yale College Education noted — fundamentally different

in three regards: (i) “it regards college as a phase of exploration”; (ii) “it

permits (even requires) a measure of focus”; and (iii) “[it] does not aim

to train a student in the particulars of a given career.”1 This more

generalist approach to undergraduate education has been endorsed and

reaffirmed by many generations of Yale administrators and faculty

members.

Most recently, the aforementioned Committee on Yale College Education

(hereafter “CYCE”) — the last administrative committee to holistically

examine undergraduate education — strongly affirmed the “the

philosophy of education that Yale has long embraced.”2 As per their

report, “the student best equipped for [the] future will be a person fitted

with multiple skills that can be brought to bear in versatile ways on

changing situations.”3 In essence, the crux of the CYCE’s argument is

predicated upon the notion that the problems and issues of our

increasingly globalized world mandate solutions — and, by extension,

educations — that lie far outside the boundaries and reaches of single,

specialized disciplines.

We agree with the CYCE’s contention in several regards. Historically,

the precedential value associated with over three centuries of tested and

honed tradition cannot be denied. Furthermore, abstractly, the

complexity and interconnectedness of our quickly changing world do

seem to demand a more adaptable — and, hence, generalist — academic

background. Therefore, for us, the fundamental question for Yale

College rests upon not a determination of either the intrinsic or

theoretical value of a liberal arts education, but rather the practical

manifestations of the tradition in the university’s academic programs.

Any serious discussion of the pragmatic implementation of the liberal

arts philosophy at Yale must begin with an analysis of the multi-faceted

nature of the liberal arts. As mentioned above, the CYCE described the

liberal arts as revolving around both “a phase of exploration” and “a



1. Report on Yale College Education, pg. 9

2. Ibid.

3. Ibid., pg. 10
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measure of focus.” As the CYCE also noted, the liberal arts — despite

being highly helpful towards the pursuit of a wide range of contemporary

jobs and professions — cannot, and should not, revolve around explicitly

pre-professional or career-oriented training. Yet, while such delineation

between breadth, depth, and pre-professionalism appears theoretically

clear, the line differentiating career-oriented particularity from highly

disciplined focus is a difficult one to distinguish in practice. This

committee’s intuition is that the inherent difficulty associated with

creating and implementing an academic program and curriculum

conducive to both “broadly based” and “highly disciplined” studies while

simultaneously avoiding pre-professional undertones serves as the root

cause of several inadequacies in the Yale College educational system.

Specifically, we believe that the current programs of study — while

excellent in many regards — may be falling short of fulfilling the ideals of

the liberal arts tradition. As we will more specifically and systematically

detail in this report, the status quo system appears to fail in achieving the

requisite balance of breadth and depth emblematic of the aforementioned

“philosophy of education that Yale has long embraced.”

We believe that such a balance can be realized only with the creation of

academic programs that grant students formalized recognition for work

completed in various fields of study totaling to fewer hours than what is

currently required to earn a major in those disciplines. Throughout this

report, for the sake of clarity, we will refer to such programs as

“secondary concentrations.” We leave the official name for such

programs, if implemented, in the hands of the relevant members and

committees of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences.



The Committee



Richard Tao, SM ’10 (Ethics, Politics &amp; Economics)

Michelle Glienke, MC ’11 (Political Science)

Brian Levin, SM ’11 (Political Science)

Yaron Schwartz, PC ’11 (History and International Studies)

Vidur Sehgal, ES ’10 (Economics)



Proceedings and

Methodology



Over the course of the past few months, we analytically and holistically

evaluated the potential for secondary concentrations at Yale, utilizing a

wide array of investigative processes and techniques. The specific

methodological frame we employed in our work revolved around a

combination of the following: (i) comparative research on existing minor

programs at similar universities; (ii) historical research regarding Yale’s

liberal arts tradition; (iii) contextual research on the current status of

Yale College education; and (iv) quantitative research involving the data

analysis of surveys gauging student demand for minors. In addition to
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conducting a wide range of research, we also met on a weekly basis to

discuss, challenge, and refine our thoughts and prejudices on the issue.

This report details both the specifics of our proceedings and the results of

our investigation. It bears now mentioning that we are only a committee

of five undergraduates and, hence, inevitably limited in our analysis of

the particulars of the issue at hand. We did, however, strive to be as

detailed and systematic as possible in our research, and we sincerely hope

that all who read this document find it interesting, thought-provoking,

and of use.
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The Status Quo

Breadth, Depth,

and the CYCE



In 2003, the CYCE identified significant problems with undergraduate

education in the realm of depth and breadth imbalances, and sought to

rectify the problems by reforming the University’s distributional

requirements system. With the aim of ensuring that the distributional

requirements “promote exploration and intellectual engagement with the

need for trained competence and broad exposure,”4 the CYCE revamped

the requirements as they existed prior to 2003, constructing a new and

more structured set of core requirements founded upon several specific

skills.5 According to the CYCE, the new requirements “constitute …

[the] idea of a minimal education, not an adequate one … [insofar as

they exist as] rough, schematic representation[s] of the least that an

educated person should seek to know … [they are] to be embraced as

starting points, not goals.”6

Ultimately, we believe that the CYCE’s changes have failed in achieving

their desired outcomes. Within the context of the status quo, despite the

restructured distributional requirements, students do not seem more

interested in pursuing studies beyond the introductory levels in

disciplines outside of their major(s). In other words, students have been

treating the distributional requirements as not “starting points,” but

rather “goals.” In particular, while the Committee on Yale College

Education aimed to prevent “education by incoherent, dilettantish

smattering,” the new distributional requirements appear to have done

little in mitigating the overemphasis on breadth in many students’

academic studies.



A Critical

Disconnect



This committee believes that the chief causes of the problems in the

status quo revolve around a critical disconnect between the College’s

academic options (and associated incentive structures) and students’

motivations (and goals). By its very nature as an elite academic

institution, Yale is, and will always be, full of highly motivated

individuals. Given their ambitious drive, students at Yale are

unsurprisingly highly results-oriented, particularly with regards to

academics. Thus, when selecting majors, students more often than not

act diametrically opposite to the liberal arts philosophy and choose their

majors almost entirely on the basis of career goals. Furthermore, when

selecting courses, students also frequently decline to pursue studies

beyond the introductory levels in disciplines outside of their major(s)



4. Ibid., pg. 15

5. Ibid.

6. Ibid., pg. 16 (emphasis added)
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unless mandated or incentivized to do so, even when harboring some

level of genuine interest. For that reason, it seems that the CYCE’s

failure is contingent upon its flawed assumption that changing the

distributional requirements would have positively shifted student

sentiments towards their non-major academic pursuits. To us, it is

doubtful that students may ever view the distributional requirements as

anything other than “goals.”

Looking outside the context of the distributional requirements, we note

that there currently exist no incentives motivating students to pursue

substantive studies beyond that which is required by their major(s).

From the students’ perspective, if they harbor genuine academic interest

for a subject, but do not wish to pursue a full-fledged major in the

discipline, their only real alternatives are: (i) neglecting it entirely; or (ii)

double-majoring. While we certainly do not believe such narrowing of

options is right in any normative sense, it is nevertheless an approach to

course selection undertaken by much of the student body. In fact, the

CYCE made a similar observation in the context of the sciences.

Specifically, according to the CYCE, while “many … students … had

genuine interest in science, and a significant number had considered

majoring in science,” there was a substantial lack of student enrollment

in Group IV courses beyond the base requirements.7 We will revisit the

CYCE’s analysis on, and solution to, this particular issue later in the

report.

Returning to the discussion at hand, we note that — given the lack of a

mandate or incentive to do so — students with genuine interest in more

than one discipline are, again, likely to either abandon their less careeroriented academic interest or partake in a double major. Needless to say,

both choices run diametrically opposite to the liberal arts philosophy. In

the former case, students are led to engage in an oftentimes unorganized

set of introductory courses without any particular direction or focus, thus

placing too heavy of an emphasis on breadth while casting aside depth.

In the latter scenario, students are led to partake in academic pursuits

that may, conversely, place too heavy of an emphasis on depth while

casting breadth aside.8 Therefore, as we



7. Ibid., pg. 39

8. Our opposition to double majoring is predicated solely upon the lack of an

intermediary alternative between double majoring and single majoring. That is,

we believe that the current system — because of its lack of an intermediary

alternative — unfairly limits some students’ academic exploration beyond that

which they might actually desire, functionally pigeonholing them into a double

major. Tangentially, we believe that the lack of an intermediary alternative is

also problematic insofar as it relegates those with a genuine desire and ability to

formally study two disciplines — but are unable to double major given other

academic and extra-curricular commitments — to single majoring and, hence,

wholly abandoning substantive academic pursuits in an entire discipline.
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noted earlier, while the CYCE correctly observed that undergraduates

tend to pursue correctly observed that undergraduates tend to pursue

academic studies lacking adequate liberal arts-oriented balance, its

proposed solution (a revamped set of distributional requirements) seems

to have fallen short of solving all, or even most of, the problems at hand.

As opposed to concentrating on a reform of the distributional

requirements, the CYCE should have perhaps looked into alternate

means.



Declining

Enrollment in

the Humanities,

Arts, and

Languages



Indications of the CYCE’s failure in catalyzing truly liberal arts-oriented

(read: neither narrow nor dilettantish nor pre-professional) education

are perhaps most clearly observed in the context of its failure to reverse

declining student enrollment in humanities courses. As noted in a Yale

Daily News article from 2008, humanities majors now make up 37

percent of all majors; in 1986, humanities majors comprised close to 50

percent of all majors.9 During the same time period, enrollment in the

social sciences shot up from 25 percent to 32 percent. This latter trend

explains to a large degree the increasing tendency of students to pursue

educations grounded not in the classics, but rather — as a Yale Herald

article stated in 2008 — “the call of business… and general

practicality.”10

Evidence of an increasing emphasis on pre-professionalism also exists

with regards to the arts. In the status quo, students interested in the arts

— like those interested in the humanities — find themselves forced to

decide between majoring in a discipline they are truly passionate about or

a discipline more “practical” in nature. As indicated by the rise in

enrollment in the social sciences, students frequently eschew substantive

and formal studies in the arts in favor of more career-oriented disciplines.

This conclusion is substantiated in part by the CYCE. As noted by the

Committee’s report, the arts have been pushed increasingly towards the

margins of the undergraduate curriculum over the course of the few years

prior to 2003.11 Yet, despite the CYCE’s intention to bring the arts back

“into the mainstream of liberal arts education,” the new distributional

requirements have done little to slow or mitigate the marginalization of

the arts at Yale.12

In the language departments, not only have distributional requirements

failed to stem waning enrollment, but — in some ways — they have

actually contributed to the declines. Under the previous distributional

requirement regime, students were required to take four courses in the



9. http://www.yaledailynews.com/articles/view/24165

10. http://www.yaleherald.com/article-p.php?Article=6080

11. Report on Yale College Education, pg. 49

12. Ibid.
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humanities and students starting a new language were required to

complete through the intermediate level of that language. Under the

CYCE’s system, students may take as few as two humanities courses, and

complete the language requirement in either one semester (for a

previously studied language) or three semesters (for a new language).

Without the existence of an additional incentive, many students are

choosing to pursue more superficial language studies. In the German

department, for instance, nearly 30 percent of students do not finish the

intermediate level of the language.

Overall, our fundamental point is that — despite the CYCE’s reform of

the distributional requirements — the current undergraduate educational

system lacks the requisite programming and structure for truly liberal

arts oriented educations. As shown by the failure of the CYCE in

stemming (among other trends) the shift in undergraduate academic

interest away from the humanities, languages, and arts, reforms of the

distributional requirements themselves may ultimately be the wrong

means for solving the problems of either “education by incoherent,

dilettantish smattering” or “excessive narrowness of concentration.” 13



13. Ibid., pg. 13
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Recommendation

A Flawed

Dichotomy



The CYCE affirmed the interpretation of academic depth and breadth as

being separately manifest within, respectively, the major concentration

and the distributional requirements. More specifically, according to the

CYCE:

Early in the 20th century, virtually all colleges wrote two new sets

of rules to govern the elective system, one to guarantee depth of

education, the other breadth. The first of these, the idea that

students should become deeply initiated into the rigors of some

intellectual discipline, found expression in the idea of a major

concentration; the second led to a mandated distribution of

study outside the major area… The peculiar logic of the Yale

distributional requirements is that while they mandate breadth,

they allow great freedom as to how this breadth is to be achieved.

Unlike core curricula, the Yale system dictates what kind of thing

students must study while leaving them free to find the

particular course by which to satisfy this obligation. A

generation later, the Committee on Yale College Education

remains firmly committed to this philosophy.14

Such differentiation, while alluring and attractive in its simplicity, is

inherently flawed. More specifically, we believe that the “guarantee[s]”

of depth and breadth should be upheld not only in a macroscopic sense

between the academic majors and distributional requirements, but also

microscopically within them as well. That is, there seems to be the

potential for greater educational benefit if students were afforded: (i)

increased breadth within their majors; and (ii) increased depth within

their non-major pursuits.

As shown by the increasingly diverse and interdisciplinary range of

course offerings within many academic departments, there has been a

noticeable shift towards greater breadth within the traditionally narrow

focus of majors. Yet, while academic departments have commendably

moved away from the strict dichotomy advocated by the CYCE,

programs successful in incentivizing detailed and serious studies outside

students’ majors are still lacking. As we noted earlier, the distributional

requirements have yet to prove capable of serving as the “starting points”

of substantive academic exploration. Rather, they more often than not

serve as end “goals.” Furthermore, even with regards to majors, while

the prevailing departmental trends towards more interdisciplinary

studies are positive, the existence of double majors demands a serious



14. Report on Yale College Education, pg. 14 (emphasis added)
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look at whether more breadth and flexibility could be afforded to

students currently pursuing two majors.



Secondary

Concentrations



With the aim of strengthening the liberal arts tradition at Yale, we

recommend that Yale College introduce secondary academic programs

(hereafter “secondary concentrations”), which would exist as formalized

programs in a discipline lying between the academic majors and the

distributional requirements in terms of credit requirements. We believe

that such programs would motivate more students to engage in serious

pursuits of their genuine academic interests. Specifically, we believe that

secondary concentrations would prompt students majoring in more preprofessional disciplines to switch to majoring in disciplines they are more

genuinely interested in and, perhaps as an alternative, pursue secondary

concentrations in what they perceive to be more career-oriented fields.15

One potential pitfall oftentimes associated with secondary concentrations

revolves around that of the possibility of such programs to decrease the

academic freedom of students. However, we believe this argument is

fundamentally flawed in at least two ways. First, secondary

concentrations may prompt students pursuing two majors to adopt,

instead, one major and a secondary concentration, thus freeing up

precious room for greater academic exploration. Second, even if

secondary concentrations do decrease freedom of exploration in some

absolute sense, such a decrease is justified and made imperative by the

current “incoherent, dilettantish smattering” pursued by many students

outside of their major(s). In general, secondary concentrations would

strike a fine balance by allowing for students to retain a significant degree

of freedom and jurisdiction over their academic exploration while also

granting them the opportunity to gain formal recognition for the

completion of serious academic work.

All in all, we are confident that the introduction of secondary

concentrations would be of immense benefit to undergraduate students.

We are also confident that the programs would allow Yale to reconnect

with, and more honestly affirm, its storied liberal arts tradition. In the

following few sections, we will outline in specific detail several of what

we see as the most important and unique advantages of such programs.



15. Throughout this report, when we refer to “career-oriented” and “preprofessional” disciplines, we are referencing majors undertaken with the explicit

goal of preparation for post-graduation career plans. As indicated earlier, several

majors in the social sciences may be generalized into this category. Of course,

not all students majoring in the social sciences may be doing so with preprofessional ambitions. However, given that many inevitably do, we offer the

generalization as presented in this report.
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Eight Benefits

Increased Depth

of Academic

Pursuits



As noted in the “Status Quo” section of this report, many students

currently pursue an “incoherent, dilettantish smattering” of courses

outside their majors. The introduction of secondary concentrations

would greatly reduce such behavior by encouraging serious study within

a specific discipline beyond that which is mandated by the distributional

requirements. In effect, secondary concentrations would serve as the

abovementioned intermediary alternative between the distributional

requirements and majors, granting students the opportunity to study a

discipline without committing to the full extent of a major.

Of course, secondary concentrations would only be beneficial to Yale

College if they were actually pursued by students. This concern,

however, appears mitigated by data we collected from a survey we ran in

November of 2008. As per the survey results, it appears that a

significantly high number of undergraduates would seriously consider

the pursuit of secondary concentrations should they be introduced. More

specifically, the survey posed the following question: “If possible, would

you be interested in pursuing a minor (or an equivalent program of

studies) in an academic discipline entailing fewer requirements than a

major in the student area?” Out of 1704 respondents, 1464 (85.92

percent) answered this question in the affirmative. The high interest

level among students in secondary concentrations illustrates two

important points: (i) such programs would most likely be very popular

among students; and (ii) current student demand for such programs is

large and significant. We may also read the data as indicating a high

level of dissatisfaction with the current academic system among students.
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The exceptionally high demonstrated interest among undergraduates

also serves to answer a common point of criticism against the

introduction of secondary concentrations. As several members of the

Faculty of Arts and Sciences have argued, should secondary

concentrations be introduced, many undergraduates may feel compelled

to pursue them due to not genuine personal interest, but rather

competitive pressure. However, if this were the case, it is unlikely that

such a significant portion of students (again, 85.92 percent) would have

expressed desire in such programs prior to their actual implementation

(read: prior to feeling the effects of any competitive pressure). In this

regard, the motivating factors moving students to support secondary

concentrations appear much more intrinsic than extrinsic.



Increased

Breadth of

Academic

Pursuits



The liberal arts revolve around achieving an adequate balance of both

breadth and depth. As noted in the “Status Quo” section, there currently

exist imbalances in both directions. That is, in addition to there being

excessive breadth in the case of many single-majoring students, there is

also excessive depth in case of many double-majoring students.

Secondary concentrations, fortunately, not only address the former issue,

but also the latter one as well. We hypothesized earlier in this report that

there may be students unwillingly being pigeonholed into doublemajoring. For those students, secondary concentrations may serve as a

means by which they may pursue two disciplines without having to

commit more credits than they actually desire, or are prudently able to.

The survey results on this issue are especially compelling. Of the 558

students who indicated they are currently pursuing two majors, 480

students (86.64 percent) expressed interest in pursuing a secondary

concentration (assumingly in place of one of their current majors).16

To further reinforce this point, we turn to another section of our

questionnaire. Specifically, the survey also gave students the opportunity

to qualitatively explain the rationale behind their interest for minors, and

one of the main trends among the responses revolved around students’

desire for an alternative to double majoring. Among the narratives

submitted by respondents included the following:



16. We note that this number — like the one referred to in the previous

paragraph — also implicitly indicates a high level of dissatisfaction with the

current academic system. We also note that this number reveals that there is

slightly greater interest among double-majoring students in secondary

concentrations than students pursuing one major. This conclusion serves to

even further substantiate our argument that the introduction of secondary

concentrations would lower the number of students pursuing two majors.
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“[I’m] interested in more than one subject enough to pursue in

depth but do not want the stress/intensity of a double major.”

“To be able to pursue an interest in a second subject area without

the extra course load (and thus restriction of freedom in

choosing courses) of a double major.”

“Because I don’t have the time to finish a double major, yet have

a serious interest and passion for another field of study

(Music/Computing and the Arts).”

“I would love to double major, but there are just too many

classes to take and prerequisites to fulfill for it to be possible for

me... So having the possibility of a major and minor would be

truly wonderful.”

“I would like to be able to have some way of demonstrating my

diverse interests without having a second major dominate my

Yale career.”

“I am a theater studies major and while I would love to double

major I'm not sure if I can commit to it, because so much of my

acting training comes from doing plays outside of class.”



Mitigated

Influence of

Career Goals on

Academic

Pursuits

&amp;

Increased

Enrollment in

Humanities

Department

Courses



In addition to being predicated upon an emphasis on breadth and depth,

the liberal arts also — as we noted above — “[do] not aim to train

students in the particulars of a given career.” Luckily, secondary

concentrations also stand to contribute significantly towards this end as

well. Specifically, secondary concentrations would likely shift students’

academic pursuits towards not merely an adequate balance of breadth

and depth, but an adequate balance grounded in less pre-professional

undertones. The distributional requirements failed in stemming the

decline of the humanities because of their inability to catalyze study

beyond that of introductory courses. Secondary concentrations, on the

other hand, have the potential to actually reverse the trends referred to in

the “Status Quo” section given their fundamentally different incentive

structure and course requirements.

Yet, in spite of their potential to do so, secondary concentrations may

ultimately only mitigate the influence of career plans on students’

academic pursuits and increase enrollment in the humanities if

significant amounts of students choose to actually pursue secondary

programs in the humanities. Indeed, on this issue, one may raise the

objection that secondary concentrations might actually exacerbate the

decline of humanities enrollment insofar as students may choose to

pursue secondary concentrations not in the humanities, but rather other
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(perhaps more career-oriented) disciplines. While this is certainly a

legitimate concern, there exists substantial evidence to the contrary. In

our survey, immediately after the aforementioned question aimed at

gauging student interest in secondary concentrations, we asked students

who responded in the affirmative the following: “If yes, why would you

want to pursue a minor?” Students were then given the opportunity to

check all that applied out of the following five options: (i) “to exhibit

interest and aptitude in multiple subject areas without committing to a

double major”; (ii) “to gain access to departmental resources and

seminars”; (iii) “to level the playing field (relative to schools with

minors) when applying to jobs and graduate schools”; (iv) “to

demonstrate proficiency in a foreign language”; and (v) “other.” The

graph below shows the distribution of answers on this question:



As shown by the data, almost all respondents (93.53 percent) indicated

the exhibition of “interest and aptitude” as one of their reasons for

pursuing a minor. “[T]o level the playing field… when applying to jobs

and graduate schools,” on the other hand, was checked as a motivating

factor by only 40.84 percent of students. Given these data, one can

safely assume that a significant amount (nearly two-thirds) of students

may indeed opt to pursue secondary concentrations without any explicit

career ambitions in mind, hence making it the likely case that we will

observe increased enrollment in the humanities.

Additionally, among those that checked “to level the playing field,” there

may be students interested in pursuing secondary concentrations in preprofessional disciplines as substitutes for pre-professional majors. That

is, such students might, in place of their previous majors, pursue a less

career-oriented one instead. Imagine, for example, a student who is

currently majoring in the social sciences. Hypothetically, this student

might — if secondary concentrations were made possible — choose to

instead pursue her original major as a secondary concentration and

substitute in a humanities discipline that isn’t as career-oriented for her

major.
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This possibility is also supported by data garnered from our survey.

Specifically, in our survey, we asked respondents about the disciplines

they would most like to pursue secondary concentrations in. Disciplines

in the social sciences (e.g. Economics and Political Science) topped the

list. The popularity of such majors serves as a strong indicator of the

sizeable amount of students who may switch from majoring in those

disciplines to secondary concentrating in them. Furthermore, we note

that the popularity of disciplines not conventionally grounded in

explicitly pre-professional undertones — e.g. the languages (Spanish,

French, and Chinese), Art, and Music — serves to tangentially

substantiate our abovementioned point that secondary concentrations

would increase enrollment in humanities departments.17 Overall, it

appears that there exists a strong likelihood that secondary

concentrations would decrease the current influence of career goals in

students’ academic pursuits. The rough breakdown of the answers from

the abovementioned question regarding students’ preferences for

secondary concentrations is graphically displayed below:



Increased

Enrollment in

Foreign

Language

Department

Courses



Currently shrinking language departments stand to benefit greatly from

the introduction of secondary concentrations as well. As the planet

becomes increasingly interconnected, there necessarily needs to be

greater study among students in the foreign languages so as to ensure

that students are adequately prepared for the challenges of the ever more

international and global world. Yet, as we noted above, due to the

updated structure of the distributional requirements, there has been

decreasing enrollment in several language departments.



17. Once again, while we are cognizant that there undoubtedly exists students

majoring in the social sciences motivated by genuine academic interest and,

similarly, students majoring in the humanities and arts motivated by preprofessional ambitions, we found it difficult to discount the prevailing trends —

some of which are referred to in this report — strongly evidencing that the

influence of career ambitions on academic pursuits have been most strongly

manifested in the context of students’ movement away from the humanities and

arts towards the social sciences.
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With the introduction of secondary concentrations in language

departments, students of all backgrounds may be motivated to pursue

additional language classes given the possibility of attaining formal

recognition for such work. Taking into consideration the high variance

of both proficiency and goals among students in terms of foreign

languages, we believe student concentrations in the languages would

ideally revolve around: (i) the attainment of a minimum level of

proficiency; and (ii) the pursuit of more expansive coursework about the

literature, society, and culture from which the language of study

originated.



Increased

Enrollment in

Science

Department

Courses



Secondary concentrations may also present the timely benefit of

increasing undergraduate enrollment in the sciences. Given the current

University plans for significant expansion in the sciences, it is more

imperative than ever to promote greater academic interest in the sciences

among students. Currently, there is a clear lack of interest among

students in “Sc” courses. More specifically, in the status quo, a

significant amount of students end their studies in the sciences after

completing their distributional requirements due to the

disproportionately large and stringent requirements of various majors

within the sciences. While the larger set of course requirements is

understandable given that one of the purposes of science majors is to

prepare students for further educational opportunities (such as medical

school), these requirements inevitably shun students with a genuine

interest in the sciences who are unwilling to devote such a significant

chunk of their course credits towards pursuing a major. The geographic

distance of Yale’s science facilities and classrooms serves to further

disincentivize serious study.

With the introduction of secondary concentrations in the sciences,

students would be presented with an added incentive that may

substantially increase their enrollment in the sciences. Again, given the

planned expansion of the sciences, the timeliness of secondary

concentrations in this regard can hardly be overstated. The CYCE, we

note, made an identical recommendation predicated upon a nearly

identical line of reasoning:

A survey of non-science majors that the Committee conducted

showed that few take Group IV courses beyond the minimum

required. But interestingly, many of these students indicated

that they had genuine interest in science, and a significant

number had considered majoring in science. Nevertheless,

despite this interest and ability, such students did not pursue this

aspect of their study, electing to take the minimum number of

courses allowed. This is regrettable from several points of view.
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Our system does not encourage non-majors to follow through on

their scientific interests; this feeds a culture in which the study of

science is undervalued; and non-scientists with strong

appreciation of this field, a desirable group of future citizens, fail

to emerge as a typical product of Yale College education. Simply

requiring more courses is no solution to this problem. But it

would help if Yale gave an incentive to pursue science and

quantitative studies beyond the minimum level. To this end, we

propose that Yale establish a secondary concentration in science

and quantitative reasoning. To complete this concentration,

students would take some specified number of courses

(including some advanced courses) in the broad areas of science

and quantitative reasoning beyond what was needed for

distributional requirements. Students who completed this

program would have the fact recorded on their transcript. In

some career areas, such a credential might be of significant

value.18



Decreased

Strain on

Overburdened

Departments



Increased

Interdisciplinary

Studies



The introduction of secondary concentrations may also decrease the

strain on currently overburdened departments. Given that many of the

most subscribed departments are perceived by students as more careeroriented and pragmatic in nature, secondary concentrations may alleviate

student demand for resources in those departments by decreasing the

number of majors in the disciplines. Tangentially, such departments

might also be benefitted from a decline in enrollment insofar as such a

decline might procure a more genuinely interested and invested pool of

majors. Yet, even if secondary concentrations were to increase

enrollment in departments, we believe that — on principle and regardless

of popularity — those departments ought to meet student demand, even

if it entails hiring new faculty and expanding current offerings.



One of the fundamental attributes of secondary concentrations is that

they would allow students to engage in substantive inquiries into more

than one discipline. In that regard, given that students would be

necessarily pursuing a different discipline as their secondary

concentration, it is fairly clear that secondary concentrations would

increase the interdisciplinarity of students’ studies at Yale.

Secondary concentrations may also be constructed — and pursued by

students — in new fields as well. Naturally, the construction of new

majors for such purposes would be fairly difficult. On the other hand,

constructing and introducing secondary concentrations toward the same



18. Report on Yale College Education, pg. 39-40
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ends would be relatively easier. Since some of the most cutting-edge

contemporary research occurs at the theoretical and methodological

intersections of two or more disciplines, innovative secondary

concentrations may serve as the unique — and perhaps only — avenues

by which students may pursue formal studies in the most relevant,

topical, and exciting fields of our time.

In the status quo, the popularity and success of the Ethics, Politics, and

Economics and International Studies majors attest to the value of, and

demand for, cross-disciplinary academic pursuits. At Harvard and

Princeton — both of which have secondary concentrations in some shape

or form — innovative secondary disciplines have been particularly

popular and successful among students. At Princeton, for example,

among the many “certificates of proficiency” offered include ones in

Contemporary European Politics and Society, Engineering and

Management Systems, and Translation and Intercultural

Communication.19



19. http://www.princeton.edu/admission/whatsdistinctive/experience/

certificate_programs/
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Supportive Comparative Evidence

With the

Exception of

Brown and Yale



Despite the potential advantages, it is ultimately difficult to assess the

true impact of secondary concentrations without physically introducing

them in some shape or form. Fortunately, however, we can turn to

comparable institutions for relevant empirical evidence regarding the

success of similar programs. At the University of Pennsylvania, for

example, we note that secondary concentrations exist there in the form of

minors, and have been successful in terms of promoting substantive

learning that isn’t necessarily career-oriented. Specifically, according to a

Penn’s website on minors:

[Minors] bring an element of cohesiveness to their electives.

Students choose to complete one or more minors to pursue

secondary areas of interest, develop skills and a knowledge base

that complements their major, express themselves in a creative

area that is or will likely become an avocation, or learn more

about themselves and/or their heritage.20

Similarly, Columbia University’s website for its School of Engineering

and Applied Science also indicates a similar benefit created by the

introduction academic minors there, proudly stating the School’s

offering of “liberal arts minors.”21

Among the eight Ivy League schools, Penn and Columbia are not the

only institutions that offer secondary concentrations. In fact, every Ivy

League institution with the exception Brown — which has a highly

distinct and unique undergraduate academic program — and Yale offers

secondary concentrations in some shape or form. Needless to say, there

exists a significant repository of pertinent comparative data and evidence

regarding the issue. For the purposes of sustaining the focus of our

inquiry, our analysis in this section is focused on two particularly

relevant schools: Harvard and Princeton.



Harvard



Turning first to Harvard, we observe that Harvard’s equivalent of

secondary concentrations — referred to in Cambridge as “secondary

fields” — is solidly grounded in the belief that such programs greatly aid

the balancing of breadth and depth mandated by the liberal arts

philosophy. As Harvard’s most recent curricular review concluded:



20. http://www.college.upenn.edu/minors/index.php

21. http://me.columbia.edu/pages/academics/up/UgradMinors.html
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“The Educational Policy Committee (EPC) supports the long tradition of

combining breadth and depth in an undergraduate education that is

firmly grounded in the liberal arts and sciences.”22 This is a view

identical to the one we espoused in the “Introduction” section of this

report.

Looking more closely at the history of secondary fields at Harvard, we

note that Harvard’s Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) endorsed the

creation of secondary fields on April 4, 2006. Harvard’s FAS stipulated

that the implementation of secondary fields would be decided on a

departmental basis and that seniors could declare secondary fields

retroactively. Interestingly, of 150 professors in attendance, nearly all

voted “yes” in support of the legislation advocating for secondary fields.

Notably, Harvard President Larry Summers was vocally supportive of the

measure.

After the vote, the Harvard Crimson reported that “in introducing the

legislation, Professor Elizabeth Spelke said that the EPC hopes that the

implementation of secondary fields ‘will serve to decrease the size of the

largest concentrations and increase the size of the smaller fields.’ She

explained that secondary fields would allow students to study popular

and pragmatic areas — such as Economics — while still choosing to

declare a primary concentration in other, less popular disciplines.”23

Here, Spelke’s line of reasoning directly parallels our intuition from the

previous section in regards to the dual potential of secondary

concentrations to: (i) alleviate strain on currently oversubscribed

departments; and (ii) increase enrollment in currently undersubscribed

departments.

By fall ‘08, more than 40 secondary fields had been created at Harvard,

ranging from standard departments (including foreign languages) to

graduate programs and interdisciplinary concentrations. Among the

most popular and successful secondary programs at Harvard included the

Dramatic Arts secondary field, which was lauded as providing a needed

academic service on campus. In fact, according to the Harvard Crimson,

the advent of a secondary field in the Dramatic Arts was seen as key in

helping Harvard “finally reconcile its nearly 400-year struggle with the

dramatic arts.”24



Princeton



At Princeton, secondary concentrations — referred to there as

“certificates” — similarly serve to aid students balance breadth and depth

as per the liberal arts philosophy. According to the Princeton “Freshman



22. http://library.highpoint.edu/html/APC/Harvard_EPC_statement.pdf

23. http://www.thecrimson.com/article.aspx?ref=512478

24. http://www.thecrimson.com/article.aspx?ref=521187
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Academic Guide,” the school’s curricular programs revolve around

“[exposing] undergraduates to a liberal education that balances

specialized knowledge in a field of concentration with broad areas of

knowledge and important kinds of critical thinking.”25

The certificate program at Princeton is touted as a flagship of its

academic curriculum. Nearly all students complete at least one certificate

in their time at Princeton. On the Princeton admission website, the

certificate program is described as an essential and unique part of the

“Princeton Experience.”26 According to the website, “Certificates of

proficiency enable students to supplement their work in their

departmental concentrations with focused study in another, often

interdisciplinary, field.”27

At Princeton, certificate programs have become the de facto means by

which innovative academic studies are introduced to the undergraduate

body. For example, in July of 2008, “[w]ith the energy crisis becoming

ever more urgent, Princeton … established a new Program in Sustainable

Energy to provide students with the quantitative skills and

interdisciplinary perspective needed to develop innovative energy stems

for the future.”28 In addition to the Program in Sustainable Energy,

Princeton also offers certificate programs in Global Health, Multicultural

Studies, and Robotics and Intelligent Design. Needless to say, the

Princeton model directly supports our earlier reasoning regarding the

potential of secondary concentrations to encourage cutting-edge

interdisciplinary studies.



25. http://www.princeton.edu/pr/pub/agf/08/home/index.htm

26. http://www.princeton.edu/admission/whatsdistinctive/experience/cert

ificate_programs/

27. Ibid.

28. http://engineering.princeton.edu/news/energy/
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Suggestions re: Implementation

Six Suggestions



Cognizant of the variance in terms of faculty and administrative

resources among Yale’s many undergraduate departments, we propose

that jurisdiction over the implementation of secondary concentrations be

left to departments on a case-by-case basis. Similar implementation

procedures were adopted at, among other schools, Harvard and

Princeton. Such a plan would allow departments unready or unwilling to

introduce secondary concentrations to be voluntarily exempt from the

initiative. Furthermore, we recommend that a new administrative

committee with student representation — housed under the Yale College

Dean’s Office — be created and entrusted with the administration and

oversight of such programs.

Additionally, we suggest that administrators and faculty members also

consider the following should secondary concentrations be introduced at

Yale:

1. When deciding the minimum requirements for a secondary

concentration, departments should aim to offer undergraduates

the opportunity to pursue a solid depth of knowledge without

overburdening them by introducing requirements that may blur

the distinction between a secondary concentration and a second

major. Given the current range of courses required to obtain a

major, we recommend that secondary concentrations require

roughly half the typical credit requirements of a major.

2. When designing such programs, departments should also not

feel compelled to craft secondary concentrations as condensed

versions of majors. Given the potential of secondary

concentrations to offer interdisciplinary studies, departments

should be afforded a certain degree of flexibility and creativity in

introducing such programs. This point is particularly important

given the exciting potential for secondary concentrations to serve

as the foregrounds for formal studies in cutting-edge crosssections of traditional academic disciplines.

3. The extent of preferential treatment for students pursuing

secondary concentrations in terms of seminar enrollment should

be decided on a department-by-department basis. Given the

aforementioned resource and demand differences among

departments, this is an issue also best resolved individually

within each department. As a general suggestion, we

recommend that departments consider granting preferential

seminar access for those pursuing secondary concentrations less

than that afforded to full-fledged majors in the department, but

greater than that afforded to students wholly unaffiliated with
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the department.

4. If required, new positions should be created within departments

to handle questions and inquiries related to secondary

concentrations. At Harvard, for example, all departments

offering secondary concentrations employ a graduate student to

serve as the “Information Contact” for such programs.

5. Students should receive formalized recognition for the

completion of a secondary concentration on their transcript.

6. Undergraduates should be only allowed to pursue a maximum of

one secondary concentration. Students pursuing double majors

should not be allowed to pursue a secondary concentration.

Enforcing these restrictions on the pursuit of secondary

concentrations would ensure the fulfillment of the liberal arts

philosophy by functionally mandating a reasonable balance

between depth of knowledge and breadth of knowledge.



Implementation

at Harvard



On issues regarding implementation, it may be wise to look once again at

comparable institutions with similar programs. The stipulations made

by the Harvard faculty after the introduction of secondary fields there

were as follows:

1. Ordinarily, a secondary field should require between 4 and 6

half courses. The particular structure of a program will vary

by field. A secondary field must be sponsored by a new or

existing department or Standing Committee with Curricular

Responsibilities in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences.

Departments or committees would not be limited to offering

only one secondary field. The timing and designation of

secondary fields should be determined by the department or

committee, and be communicated clearly to students in

advising materials. All proposals for secondary fields will be

reviewed by the Educational Policy Committee.

2. No more than one course that counts toward the secondary

field may also be applied to other requirements, such as

concentration, the Core (or alternative general education

requirement), or a language citation.

3. A student may declare no more than one secondary field.

Foreign language citations will remain as a separate category,

independent of secondary fields.

4. The successful completion of a secondary field will appear on

the transcript.
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5. This proposal will be reviewed by the Educational Policy

Committee in five years in order to assess the impact of

secondary fields on the curriculum and on faculty resources.

6. The Summary Statement on Concentrations issued by the

Educational Policy Committee in November 2005 provides

additional background and explanatory information about

secondary fields. 29

Looking more in-depth at Harvard’s programs, we note that they have

been designed to minimize administrative strain and advising resources

so that larger departments are not over-burdened. Thus, departments

with more resources at their disposal can offer more comprehensive

advising to secondary field concentrators in departmental events. At

Harvard, secondary fields are administered through an online interface

where students can declare secondary fields and monitor their progress in

completing the programs. As indicated above, the Harvard Committee

on Education plans to review the program at the end of five years and

reevaluate the program at that time.



29. http://www.thecrimson.com/article.aspx?ref=512449
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Conclusion

“Starting Points”



Ultimately, this committee — and, by extension, the Yale College

Council and all other students involved with this initiative — is proud

and grateful to have taken part in aiding the University’s work regarding

secondary concentrations. If anything, this project has exposed to us the

inherent difficulty associated with University decision-making,

particularly in the context of academics. However, after devoting many

hours to debating, discussing, and researching the issues at hand, we do

find ourselves admittedly optimistic and excited about the prospect of

having secondary concentrations at Yale.

To reiterate a final time, the eight benefits we see as being inextricably

tied with secondary concentrations are:

1. Increased depth of academic pursuits

2. Increased breadth of academic pursuits

3. Mitigated influence of career goals on academic pursuits

4. Increased enrollment in humanities department courses

5. Increased enrollment in foreign language department

courses

6. Increased enrollment in science department courses

7. Decreased strain on overburdened departments

8. Increased interdisciplinary studies

To close, it should be said that our advocacy of secondary concentrations

stems not only from the popularity of such programs among students,

but also from what we believe was a rigorous examination of the essential

characteristics of the Yale College educational system. At the same time,

as we noted in the beginning of this report, no intimate cohort of

concerned students can fully examine every issue at hand — especially

those pertaining to faculty development and curricular review. Thus,

particularly with regards to implementational issues, we believe it best

for this report to serve a function similar to that of the ideally-employed

Yale College distributional requirements, as “starting points” for further

discussion and inquiry. With that said, we look forward to the

possibility of engaging in conversations with all interested and relevant

administrators and faculty regarding the conclusions of this report and

any issues pertinent to the introduction of secondary concentrations at

Yale.
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