FROM THE PRESIDENT

A Capable Mind

On education and exploration
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the interests of the student, the resources of the instin the early nineteenth century,
tution, and the state of modern knowledge. In 2016,
Wilhelm von Humboldt, the
with this in mind, the College of Arts and Sciences
German philosopher and
undertook a comprehensive review of its undergradlinguist, put forth a framework for
uate programs, engaging students, faculty, and other
higher education that incorporated
stakeholders in a detailed examination of the existing
both comprehensive general learncurriculum and of potential scenarios for change. I am
ing and cultural knowledge in an
pleased to share that in October the faculty overwhelmacademic environment that valued
ingly approved a new Arts and Sciences curriculum,
both teaching and research. He
focusing on the theme of exploration. Changes include
argued that such an education, with
a more meaningful and streamlined set of distribuits emphasis on intellectual explotion requirements that encourage exploration across
ration and freedom of thought,
the college’s offerings; simpler and clearer graduation
encouraged the full development of intellectual capacity
requirements; and greater scope for interdisciplinary
and professional potential. It equipped students for an
study and pedagogical innovation.
unknown future: giving them the tools for responsible
The new curriculum (whose details are available at
citizenship, the capacity to adapt to unanticipated situas.cornell.edu/curriculum) enables early exploration,
ations, and a solid grounding for specialized training.
establishing five distribution categories to be fulfilled
At the time, what we now call a liberal education
within a student’s first four semesters. It also expands
was a radical concept. Two hundred years later, in a
the breadth of exploration, introducing a new set of
rapidly changing and increasingly unpredictable world,
ten distribution categories: arts, literature, and culture;
it is more relevant, and more valuable, than ever before.
social difference; biological sciences; physical sciences;
A liberal arts and sciences education arms students
ethics and the mind; social sciences; global citizenwith the ability to speak and write clearly, to think and
ship; statistics and data science; historical analysis;
reason critically, to understand and work with data,
and symbolic and mathematical reasoning. Elective
and to appreciate different perspectives. More broadly,
it builds higher reasoning—training
the mind to absorb, analyze, and
A Cornell education, in every college and in every
synthesize new information from
generation, aims to equip students not only for their
a variety of sources, and to base
careers and their professions, but for their lives.
sound decisions on these assessments. The goal is not simply the
requirements, breadth requirements, and minimum
acquisition of knowledge. It is the development of a
course graduation requirements have all been elimicapable mind, and the maturation of an individual at
nated, while the existing language requirement—which
home in the world.
can be fulfilled by any living or extinct human language,
At Cornell, these aspects of a traditional liberal
including sign languages—has been preserved. These
education combine with the uniquely American
changes, which will be rolled out in the next two years,
aspects of our uniquely American university: a foundawill modernize and simplify the curriculum, while
tional commitment to diversity that welcomes not only
providing students with exposure to a greater diversity
“any student,” but also “any study.” Cornell is home
of disciplines, and challenging them to explore new
to a breathtaking diversity of academic disciplines and
areas of learning and thought.
professional studies, enabling students to explore
A Cornell education, in every college and in every
and discover a breadth of knowledge and thought.
generation, aims to equip students not only for their
For those who have chosen the College of Arts and
careers and their professions, but for their lives. I look
Sciences, their liberal arts and sciences studies are
forward with excitement to the changes ahead, and to
complemented (as is the education of every Cornell
the new journeys of learning, discovery, and engagement
undergraduate) by both the offerings of other colleges
that will begin here. n
and the diversity of our student body and faculty.
— Martha E. Pollack
While remaining true to its principles, a liberal educapresident@cornell.edu
tion can and should be fluid in its content: responsive to
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