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Tourists in Our Own Land:
Cultural Literacies and the College Curriculum

Executive Summary

[This is the fourth* in a series of monographs based on the data archives of the
National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72). The
NLS-72 followed a generation of Americans from: high school into their early
thities. The Base Year (1972) Survey sample consisted of 22,652 students for
whom high school records and test scores were also recorded. Followup
surveys were conducted in 1973, 1974, 1976, 1979, and 1986. Most
importantly for this study, the postsecondary transcripts of 12,599 individuals
in the sample who attended any kind of school or college at any time between
1972 and 1984 are also included in the archives.]

How culturally literate is the generation that is now "thirtysomething"? What did
people in that generation study that exposed them to different cultures, societies, and
intellectual traditions? Why are these important questions?

The college transcripts of 10,700 students in the High School Class of 1972 who had
earned more than 10 college credits by 1984 were examined to provide some clues. That 12-
year period gave these students plenty of time to finish college (about half of them did), and
to immerse themselves in hundreds of courses providing different kinds of cultural
information.

The study first describes what "cultural information" seems to mean in the scholarly
literature, how its acquisition is very much like learning a language, how more than one
"language" is at stake, and why acquiring information is only the first step to true literacy.
Focusing attention on college students also requires us to understand how colleges function as
an information system, and how the topics pursued by professors in their research only
gradually enter the curriculum and the classroom.

As sources of information on what college students actually study, national transcript
samples (such as that of the NLS-72) are preferred to surveys of catalogues, course schedules,
and deans because transcripts are more current, reliable, and honest and show us what really
happened (course syllabi and assessments would provide more detail, but they are not
accessible). The results of some noted surveys of deans are matched against the transcript
evidence to drive home this point. No matter what the subject (history, Western civilization,

*The others, along with the U.S. Government Printing Office stock numbers are: Light and Shadows on College
Athletes (1990), #065-000-00348-1; Women at Thirtysomething: Paradoxes of Attainment (1991), #065~000—
00451-8; and The Way We Are: the Community College as American Thermometer (1992), #065-000-00482-8.
They are available, at very modest cost, from the Superintendent of Documents, Washington, D.C. 20402-3238.
Phone: (202) 783-3238.
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math, literature, foreign language, women’s studies), students study more of it than the
catalogues and deans say students are required to study.

There are three determinate configurations of cultural information evident in the
transcript records: Western culture and society, non-Western culture and society, and minority
and women’s studies. There are also two configurations of courses in which cultural
information is either general or indeterminate: one in the humanities, the other in the <ocial

sciences. By looking carefully at student course-taking patterns in these coursc clusters, the
study concludes that:

e The sheer amount of time this generation spent studying accounting, physical
education, nursing, and electrical circuits, for example, dwarfs the amount of
time it spent in all the streams of cultural information put together;

e This generation’s exposure to cultural literacies other than that of Western
societies was extremely limited, and the bulk of its exposure to Westem tradi-
tions was confined to introductory-level courses; '

e Doctoral degree-granting institutions were the principal providers of information
on non-Western culture and society, while comprehensive colleges were the
principal providers of information on domestic minority cultures;

e The curriculum of students at elite colleges (3% of all bachelor’s degrees in the
NLS-72) is so different from that followed by the other 97% that it is irrelevant
to discussions of the diffusion of cultural information;

e Demography is curricular destiny both in expected and unexpected ways:
as an example of the expected, women comprised 80% of enrollments in
Women’s Studies courses; as an example of the unexpected, white stu-
dents were less likely than minority students to study history of any kind.

The student is central to this analysis, for it is the student who has been bombarded
with requests and requirements from commissions, accreditation bodies, and faculty senates to
study this or that. What are today’s students to learn from the experience of the NLS-72
generation in the face of all these urgings? The monograph concludes with recommendations

to students on how to approach their academic choices so that they become more than tourists
in their own land.
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Tourists in Our Own Land:
Cultural Literacies and the College Curriculum

I. Cultural Literacy: A Diffusion Question

"Education and culture are not yet on speaking terms in our country," wrote Frank
Lioyd Wright in The Living City. A lifelong curmudgeon, Wright had a knack for encapsulat-

ing social criticism in a sentence, and for offering what appear to be flippant observations that
nonetheless endure.

Current arguments about what students should know of various aspects of our culture
and how that knowledge should be provided can be enlightened considerably by the longitudi-
nal studies of three cohorts that have been carefully assembled by the National Center for
Education Statistics over the past two decades. The records of the oldest of these cohorts are
complete enough now to show that, on the surface, Wright may still be right: if we define
"culture" in terms of the humanities disciplines, narrowly construed, that "culture" hasn’t
penetrated too far through formal educationa! channels. But when the definition of "culture”
is cast in terms that admit history and its materials, anthropology, and other social sciences,
the pattern of diffusion of knowledge is somewhat more encouraging.

To set the paths and parameters clear at the outset, my purpose in this paper is to use
the 14 years (1972-1986) of records, surveys and (most importantly) college transcripts from
the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 to explore the role of
higher education in the diffusion of cultural information to a generation—or, more accurately,
to the half of the generation that went to college. In the process, I will pay particular
attention to undergraduate student enrollment, course completions, and earned credits in three
clusters of courses dealing with:

e Western culture and society;
e Non-Western cuiture and society; and
e Ethnic and gender studies.

This exploration is framed by some notions concerning language and society, and
about higher education—its institutions and disciplines—as an information system. This
approach, with empirical transcript data at its core, should shed a different kind of light on
debates about curriculum and culture that have persisted in various forms for the past 20
years, but that have recently become dim and acrimonious.

Because the NLS-72 archive was designed more than 20 years ago, without reference
to contemporary culture wars, it has no axe to grind. It is what social scientists call an
"unobtrusive" source (Webb 1966). Its validity stands on a stronger toe than does that of
contemporary surveys with loaded questions. Some readers will not like the data in this
archive, but the numbers are resilient, and tell a clear story.




The NLS-72 began with a national sample of 22,652 students representing nearly 3
million high school seniors. The archive includes the high school records of all those
students, test scores, a base year survey, five follow-up surveys with response rates of 88%
and higher (in 1973, 1974, 1976, 1979, and 1986), and the college transcripts for 12,599 of
those students who attended any kind of postsecondary institution by 1984, when they were
30 or 31 years old. As noted in the previous monographs in this series’, the NLS-72 is the
richest archive ever assembled on a generation of Americans, and what makes it truly unique
is its Postsecondary Education Transcript Sample (hereafter referred to as the NLS/PETS).

The NLS-72 will not be unique for long. By the time this monograph is published,
similar data, including college transcripts, will have been gathered for the High School Class
of 1982 through 1992 (when they were 28 or 29 years old). In the lexicon of longitudinal
studies, this group is known as the High School and Beyond/Sophomore Cohort. By the time
this monograph is published, too, the cohort forming the third longitudinal study in this series,
the High School Class of 1992 (or most of it, anyway), will have recently walked down the

graduation line.> We are setting the stage for magnificent time-series data, provided that we
continue to follow these cohorts.

Readers of these pages who react by asserting that "it’s all different today" must wait
until these subsequent generations have left archives that are truly parallel to that of the
NLS-72 before their assertion can be known for sure. There will be differences, but I would
not hazard a guess as to how large or significant those differences will be. No group of 18-
year-olds can take pills to turn themselves into 30-year-olds overnight, with histories, just

because we are impatient for current data. In longitudinal studies, data are neither current nor
instant.

This Topic Has Become Contentious

The subject of the diffusion of cultural information and knowledge sounded fairly
neutral when I first embarked on this inquiry. To be sure, there were intense debates that
marked the introduction of ethnic studies, women’s studies, and third world studies courses
and majors in the U.S. higher education in the late 1960s and early 1970s. And intense
debates followed the calls of national commissions for more coherence and/or attention to
tradition in the college curriculum in the mid-1980s (Bennett 1984; Association of American
Colleges 1985). But the more recent forms of these arguments have become vituperative at
times, initially as a result of the mass marketing of two very different books that were
perversely yoked together in so many reviews and commentaries since they were published in

1987: Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind and E.D. Hirsch, J:.’s Cultural
Literacy.

Bloom’s book is a philosopher’s lament for a lost past, filled with anecdotes, fragmen-
tary analyses of contemporary cultural phenomena such as coilege students’ favorite books,
feminism, and rock music, a less fragmentary exposition of the origins of relativism in 19th
and 20th century inteliectual history, a railing against modern science, social science and
econcmics (particularly in "serious universities"), tales of student radicalism at the same




"serious universities" in the 1960s, and a brief plea for study of the "great books." As befits
a rationalist’s polemic, there are no references or data. There are some very eloquent
paragraphs. The book was a best-seller.

Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy, on the other hand, is an empirically-based, future-oriented
analysis focused on the process by which we learn to read, and is rather specific and detailed
in its recommendations for improving curriculum in primary and secondary schools, in all
subjects and for all students (not just those who are likely to attend "serious universities"). It
does not lament a lost anything, does not enter special pleas for "great books," and insists that
“cultural revision is one of our best traditions" in the U.S. (p. 101). While I will elaborate on
this in a moment, the point here is that Hirsch’s book is radically different from Bloom’s, far
more constructive, and far more relevant to formal education.

Since 1987, the very idea of cultural information has been wrapped up in sloganistic
notions of "cultural diversity" and "multiculturalism" that often mask discordant realities.
College faculty and school officials are calling each other names that most folks don’t
understand, doing so in journals that most folks don’t read, and tying themselves in rhetorical
knots over what Wayne Booth once called "fake polarities" (Booth 1981). The mainstream
media, reporting on all of this, focus more on the polemical writings and speeches of the
combatants, their tenure and salary status, and their organizational affiliations than on what is
taught—hence diffused—in real classrooms. When the personal becomes the political,
temperatures are bound to rise. They are bound to rise even further when they are tied up
with campus speech codes, campus hate crimes, discrimination suits, and affirmative action
policies. At that point, most commentators have lost touch with the issue.

One reviewer of the draft of this monograph asked whether it is valid to try to
illuminate the currént darkness with data generated by an age group that went to college
between 1972 and 1986. The question should be raised and explicitly answered at the outset:
yes. Why? Because both the books and commission reports that have played prominent roles
in these arguments were themselves grounded in observations of trends in mass culture and
education of the earlier period:

e Allan Bloom’s touchstones of the decline and shallowness of American culture and
education in The Closing of the American Mind include the rise and "fade" of Mick
Jagger, the film "Kramer v. Kramer" (1979), schools "filled with teachers who are
products of the sixties and reflecting the pallor of university-level humanities" (p.
65), and Woodstock (1969). None of these are last week or last year, and all are
within the formal schooling years of the High School Class of 1972.

e William Bennett’s essay on the state of the humanities in higher education, To
Reclaim a Legacy, uses high school curriculum trends from 1969 to 1981, college
curriculum trends from 1966 through 1983, and degrees conferred between 1970
and 1982 as foils in its presentation and argument.




e The Association of American Colleges formed the committee that produced
Integrity in the College Curriculum in 1982 on the basis of dissatisfaction with the
fragmentation of undergraduate education during the previous decade.

All of these reference points overlap or coincide with the data examined in this monograph.

Yes, the tone and terms of the argument may have changed over the years, but what
we feel as a long term is but a moment. To say that there is a conflict between a 1984
observation and 1979 data is, in the perspective of history, silly.

Cultural Information

What is cuitural information? It is information that reveals or conveys to us the
mental habits, attitudes, prejudices, values, moral commitments, aesthetic preferences, and
aspirations—in addition to constitutional arrangements, political histories, social customs,
publicly accessible technologies, and economic organizations—of particular societies
(Weintraub 1966). At the same time, it does not include the technical information of basic
science for which special languages are necessary (Levin 1967) or the specifics of vocational

practice that are generally inaccessible to non-practitioners. The former is transcultural; the
latter tend to be arcane. :

So defined, cultural information is not confined to artifacts and activities subject to
aesthetic judgment or found exclusively in printed books and museums, nor is the diffusion of
cultural information the sole province of the humanities. When one thinks of how the
vastness and complexity of this information is to be conveyed, our institutions of formal
education, schools and collegcs, come instantly to mind. How, then, could Frank Lloyd

Wright possibly be right, for education and culture must be on speaking terms to get the job
done? What could he possibly mean?

Let’s take one simple case—perhaps too simple—from the high school records and
college transcripts in the NLS—72 archives. Let the study of foreign languages represent a
formal conveyance of cultural information, and the study of basic science represent a formal
conveyance of information that, in essence, is more transcultural than "cultural." What
percentage of the 732,500 high school graduates from the High School Class of 1972 who
earned bachelor’s degrees by the time they were 30 or 31 years old managed to get through
both high school and college (a) without studying one moment of foreign language, on the
one hand, and science’, on the other; and (b) with studying a minimum amount (no more than
1 year in high school and no more than 1 year in college) in both areas?




Percent of B.A.s who did minimal coursework in high school and college in
foreign language and science

Took no courses Took only 1 year
in high school in high school
Number of
College Credits For. Lang Science For. Lang. Science
0 14.3% 0.7% 16.1% 2.6%
1-4 1.9 09 2.5 3.7
5-8* 1.8 1.9 2.5 52
Total: 18.0% 3.5% 21.1% 11.5%

* The equivalent of one course for 1 year in college.

This table itself conveys cultural information in that it says something about what we
value as a society: what our educational institution' allow us to choose, and what, in fact, we
do choose. Over the course of 8 academic years, su.: > 39.1 percent of the people who eamned
bachelor’s degrees in the United States did minimal .~ no work in a language other than
English. Over the same period of time, 15 percent « ¢ credentialled students did minimal to
no work in basic science. These ratios would be uzthinkable in other advanced industrial
countries.*

The issue is not whether we should be pleased or upset at the percentages in this half-
empty glass presentation (we could also invert the table, and show the half-full glass), or, for
example, whether 1 year (5-8 credits) of college-level laboratory science is sufficient for non-
science majors. Rather, the hypothesis that emerges from the data is that our system of
education values scientific knowledge more than cultural information about societies that do
not share our language.

In a world less conscious of its complexity, the world in which Wright lived and
worked, simple presentations such as the table above would have been sufficient to make his
case. But the diffusion of cultural infcrmation through formal education is both more
complex and of a different order: it’s about language, reading, and memory. Before we count
heads at the college level, it would be helpful to review these relationships.
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II. Culture, Language, and Memory

Wright, who died in 1959, obviously did not read E. D. Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy
(1987) or ponder the implications of its widely publicized list of over 5,000 terms, names and
phrases that "literate Americans [should] know." But in that volume he would find a
rationale for his judgment. Hirsch’s work is grounded in serious scholarship concerning how
we learn to read, how national languages are sustained, how the cultures of six continents
ensure their continuity by transmitting stocks of information to their young, and in research
demonstrating that "part of language skill is content skill" (Hirsch 1983).°

Supradialects and Language Stores

Hirsch’s "list" was seen by many as an attempt to standardize the basic elements of
the shorthand we use to communicate, hence what should be utilized in school and college
instruction. Hirsch would say that the "list" reflects what is empirically present in a "national

vocabulary" that is used every day in newspapers and on television without explanation, for
example (a random dozen):

"Sink or swim

Sioux Indians

Sirens, the

Sistine Chapel

Sisyphus

sitcom (situation comedy)
sit-ins

sit on the fence

Sitting Bull

skepticism

Skinner, B. F.

skin of your teeth" (Hirsch, 204),

and what he advocates is for schools to make sure that their students can read the newspapers
in which such phrases, terms, and names appear. In the hot debates that followed publication

of Cultural Literacy, both critics and defenders assumed that the "list" would have consider-
able impact on education.

What Hirsch was doing might be understood better with a sociolinguistic analogy: in
the process of its development, any nation will come to accept one form of language spoken
within its borders as a "supradialectical norm" (Ferguson 1968). Where there are minority
language cultures and a mainstream culture that requires unification and efficiency through a
common language, as Joshua Fishman (1971) observed, the mainstream culture and its
language has historically prevailed in most nations where the situation existed. In describing
these cases, Fishman points out that people learn "the language of their functional polity"
while maintaining "the language of their intimacy" (Fishman 1976, p.49). This paradigm
exists in the United States, where national language policy, implicit in dozens of statutes,

[t
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seeks to protect and preserve minority languages and cultures as supplements to the supra-
dialect (Grant 1978).

Critics who described Hirsch’s goal as promoting "the nationalization of knowledge"
(Ross 1989) or "American facts" (Kohl 1989) might think again if they looked at the history
of languages. From that perspective, Hirsch is simply illustrating a "supradialectical norm" in
an unquestionably multi-dialectical society. The "supradialectical norm" consists of more than
the language system of American English. It involves particular words, phrases, names, and

numbers that are commonly used to access key concepts of the material and spiritual life that
surrounds us.

The same type of analysis would hold for other countries in which more than one
language or dialect is spoken. In societies in which Spanish or Swahili or Arabic or Russian
or Turkish is the dominant language, there will also be a "nationalization of knowledge" that
flows from the nature of those languages and their positions in the polities in which they are
dominant (Rustow 1968). Every polity has a "national vocabulary" that has been determined
by its history. We are not alone.

Why raise this notion of supradialect at the beginning of an inquiry on college

curriculum? And why go back to Hirsch after the fires of protest over his work have died
down?

Because our arguments over curriculum are normative—they are phrased in terms of
the question: out of the vast universe of knowledge, what should you know? Because
colleges, more than primary and secondary schools, open up the full range of that universe of
knowledge. Because college students choose a large part of what they study. Because the
process of learning—in whatever corners of the universe of knowledge college students
choose—rests on a store of language one brings to the leaming situation. Because education
functions largely to expand that store of language, and through the expansion, enables
individuals to participate more fully in our society, culture, and economy. Because we expect
of college graduates as full a participation as possible, and because in our time, that participa-
tion must transcend our own national borders.

Expanding our stores of language requires (a) mastering the "supradialect,” including
its accessible scientific and technical territory, and (b) including other "dialects" in our
learning. With that expansion, "cultural literacy" renders us more efficient producers,
disseminators, and users of knowledge. It is an advanced form of language learning.

Hirsch’s work reminds us how this happens, and how it could happen beiter. While it
stresses the "empowerment" of the individual, it also echoes Fritz Machlup’s more utilitarian
ideas of knowledge production as an economic activity (Machlup 1980): the more people who
possess a large store of language, the more knowledge we can produce, and the more
knowledge we can produce, the wealthier our society. In a post-industrial economy dominat-
ed by information, everybody benefits.

~
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Schemata and Scaffolding

But let’s think about the issue for a moment simply in terms of empowering individu-
als the way learning any language would empower us. The ideas informing Cultural Literacy
derive from a school of research on reading that emphasizes structures or "schemata" by
which our memory organizes and stores massive amounts of information. As they exist in
our memory, these structures, collectively, have been called "scaffolding." The scaffolding of
memory enables us to build meaning when we read a text, and not merely to decode it
(Anderson 1977). Whether the mode of communication is written or oral, the memory
structures we use to advance from mechanical decoding to fuil understanding contain "world
information" (Chall 1983). The more of this "world information" you have, the better you are
able to process new information received through any medium. The more you possess, the
more you can create new schemata for yourself by "tuning" or "restructuring" what you
already hold (Rumelhart 1980; Rumelhart and Norman 1977).

The more "world information" you possess, for example, the more you can laugh at
the allusive banter of late night television hosts such as Arsenio Hall or David Letterman, or
a deft film script such as Steve Martin’s L.A. Story. This is not a new story. Humor is a
product of empowerment, and enriches the life of any society. When we laugh together, we
are less likely to confront each other in anger. People who know nothing from Shakespeare
laugh less at a showing of L.A. Story than people who do. Comparatively and figuratively
speaking, the space of their lives is a smidgen smaller. The point remains the same even
when one changes the movie and its allusions. And it remains the same if one changes the
culture and the language of the movie and its allusions.

Default Settings and Sirens

Another way of describing this very basic cognitive phenomenon of schemata uses a
computer analogy. In comprehension of unfamiliar material—let alone in ordinary discourse
about the relatively familiar—we ail have a stock of memory that functions like a "default"
setting on a computer. That is, in the absence of other clues, we refer to a basic known value
(Minsky 1975). This default setting does not operate in isolated and highly focused represen-
tations. It is not activated by a "fill-in-the-blank" task on a test. It is not involved in trivial
pursuit games. Rather, the defaults come into play when one is faced with the challenge of
organizing and comprehending a sequence of information—including information drawn from
a task or text, and the environment of that task or text.

The reader of the previous paragraph is able to understand it, in part, because in the
1990s, the schema elicited by the term, "default setting," has become pervasive or "democrat-
ic" or supradialectical enough to justify the use of the word in a text such as this. As a term
derived from technology, it is accessible. Furthermore, I hope I provided enough contextual
information to activate this schema as opposed to other notions of "default." As recently as
10 years ago, one could not comfortably write that paragraph for a general audience. But
there is now a critical mass of people in the U.S. workforce, from secretaries to school
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teachers to warehouse clerks to graphic artists, who have been trained to use computers, and
who possess a schema for "default."

What about schemata that are grounded explicitly in the "supradialect" of American
English, and not in a technological vocabulary that would be accessible in other cuitures?
Let’s take an item from the random dozen terms listed on page 6 above: "Sirens, the."
Assume a newspaper article or television commentary about any situation in which a person
or group of people, confronted with a critical decision, are tempted with alluring extremes.
They can go one way or another, or, more painfully, resist the temptations. For purposes of
both shorthand and dramatizing the situation, the newspaper writer or television commentator
refers to the temptations as "the Sirens." How do we know that the word, "Sirens," does not
refer to police sirens or fire truck sirens? On what are we drawing to understand what is

being said? A dictionary definition? Would the same word—and its conceptual scheme—be
used in other languages in the same situation?

There is no question, in this case, that we are drawing on a story that is widely known
and widely used in Western cultures. The word, "Sirens," with this particular cultural
evocation, exists in other Western languages: German, Spanish, French, for example. Native
speakers of English, wherever they are found (North America, the Caribbean, Oceana, the
British Isles), are not alone in being able to use the word, "Sirens," in this way, though in
other languages the evocation is not always stimulated by a noun (in German, for example,
the adjective, "sirenenhaft," is used to mean "bewitching" or "seductive"). The.concept is
"supradialectical" in a way that cuts across national boundaries and is accessible to over a
billion people, no small number.

At the same time, of course, the word does not exist with this particular cultural
evocation, with this particular schema, in Arabic, Hindi, or Chinese, for example. Why
should it? It does not derive from a story in the core mythologies of cultures in which those
languages are spoken, though I suspect there may be analogous stories in those mythologies,
hence, words that can evoke a similar "schema" among native speakers of those languages
who know those stories. Native speakers of those languages who do not know those stories

are in a position similar to the movie-goer in St. Louis who watches L.A. Story with no
Shakespeare.

Lists and Language Space

Hirsch’s list is essentially a selection of defaults or schemata from the supradialect. A
list is always a hazardous undertaking and invites contention, even when it can change, and
even when it does not pretend to be complete. But Hirsch’s point, in part, is that our
tendency to emphasize skills—and not content—in schools conveniently avoids any conten-
tiousness whatsoever. When we elevate skills over content in teaching, we fail to expand our
students’ language space. And little that students do outside of school—save the quality of
conversation in the home that is heavily influenced by socioeconomic status—is likely to
expand that language space significantly.
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Understanding references in a list such as Hirsch presented, though, is not complete
understanding because the references are encountered in the contexts of conversations, texts,
and visual presentations—all of which offer other clues to help students construct meaning
(Resnick 1984). Context, in fact, underscores the difference between mere information and
the higher order we call knowledge. As Wayne Booth pointed out in a critique of Hirsch’s
work, even in cultures that require their children to memorize large bodies of material, what
is disseminated is more than information, more than what Machlup terms "disconnected
events or facts" (Booth 1988). The children are immersed in a stream of stories and sagas

and oral editorials and discoveries, all of which convey the touchstones, totems, and values of
the societies into which they will grow.

In short, there is context for the content, and without that context, there is no
motivation to become engaged, to search further, to question. We know that knowledge is
diffused—as opposed to disseminated—in our society when people can recognize, use, and
act upon innovations, that is, departures from existing patterns of expericnce. The recogni-
tion, use, and action depend upon more than mere information, but without the information,
the recognition of what is a departure, what is change, is itself problematic.

Indeed, virtually all scholars of cognitive processes in reading will acknowledge the
outlines of Hirsch’s story, but regard it as incomplete. In fact, some of those who objected to
his prescribed list then advanced their own, rival lists (cf. Simonson and Walker 1988) and
unwittingly conceded the basic point: without an expanding stock of information, individuals
do not know where to search further or what to question. Analogy, Hirsch insists, is at the

core of good teaching and learning (Hirsch 1989), and by its very nature, analogy requires
defauit settings, reference points in information.
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III. Information Systems, Colleges, and "the Canon"

When one places some of these notions in the context of higher educaticn, they take
on added complexities. While the educational implications of Hirsch’s work devolve
principally on schools, the subject of the college curriculum inevitably arises because the
college curriculum assumes a basic "scaffolding," assumes a plot of language space that can
be cultivated, and assumes that students will use the scaffolding of their memories to search
further and question. More important to our understanding of why college curricula look the
way they look at any moment in time is the fact that colleges are responsible for discovering
and preserving knowledge through research and scholarship in addition to diffusing it through

instruction. The organization and acculturation of the academic workforce is thus key to
understanding how college curricula work.

In this context, the entire industry of higher education in the United States and other
countries already diffuses cultural information, and, in effect, "nationalizes knowledge"
(indeed, "internationalizes" knowledge). In Invisible Colleges (1972), Diana Crane argued
convincingly that the social system of the academic disciplines functions to produce and
disseminate consensus on learning, though, as Anthony Becher has recently demonstrated, the
extent of that dissemination varies widely by the dominant mode of academic work in a field
(Becher 1989). Humanities faculty, for example, Becher notes, work in a "rural" mode,
compared to the "urban" organization of large-scale physical science. Professors of literature
or philosophy are lonely scholars, largely isolated from each other in their work. They tackle
a wide variety of problems and questions, whereas research in a field such as high-energy

physics involves teams of people working on a small number of key questions. Consensus is
hard to come by under rural circumstances.

Even so, the broad definitions of the knowledge worth having are often expounded to
the general public through professional and learned societies and their journals and pamphlets
(Todorov 1989). These organizations draw their authority to issue such normative statements
because they are part of an information system that is responsible for the creation and flow of
knowledge (Dupree 1976). The visible colleges, too, function as part of the information
system of disciplines, since they provide a home and resources to the faculty who generate
and disseminate knowledge.

From this organization of academic work arises a difference between "the scholarly
and the pedagogical canon" (Mueller 1989) that is important for judging arguments over what
stores of cultural knowledge should be taught. The "scholarly canon" refers to the range of
accepted topics or problems studi=d by professors in their research. That is what they were
trained to do in graduate school, and that is what the bureaucracy of their disciplines rewards.
The "pedagogical canon" refers to the range of materials and treatments they use in instruc-

tion, the range of course topics reflected in the archives of generations passing through
college.

Practitioners of an academic discipline do not always agree on what the discipline
should be about, on what major questions or problems it should address. In each discipline,

11 12




Diana Crane pointed out, scholars feed on the areas or problems or methods opened up by
seminal questions and texts. Sometimes, a new theory is taken for granted and simply used
over and over again in analyses of problems or texts (Seamon 1989)—at least until the next
theory is announced. What also happens, as Gerald Holton (1962) demonstrated, is that just
at the moment when scholarly work on a question is exhausted, the materials, methodologies
and topics of that work are established and influential enough to make their way into the
college classroom and the pedagogical canon. This transformation from research to mass
instruction occurs as much in the humanities and social sciences as it does in basic science.

For example, as ways of interpreting literary texts, the New Criticism, psychologism,
Marxist analysis, and historicism all represent communities whose influence reached its peak
when they had analyzed virtually every major text from their perspective. Each school of
criticism, in its turn, became what Kuhn (1960) called "normal science" (that is, to put it
crudely, the accepted way of doing things) and at that point entered the classroom. At that
point, too, each was challenged in the "scholarly canon" by its successor. As Alexander
Nehamas observed, the reception given to deconstruction in literary criticism in the 1980s was
not unlike that given to the New Criticism in the 1940s (Nehamas 1987). So what we see in
the records of one generation of students may be different from the pedagogical canon of the

succeeding generation. In the terms of this study, what is true for the Class of *72 may not
be true for the Class of *82.

Beyond academic factions, some fields in the humanities change in scope, develop
new paradigms. They recognize new "problems" and advance in the same manner as Kuhn
demonstrated science to advance. Philosophy is a good example, and an obvious one in
intellectual history. Ernst Cassirer observed the phenomenon in The Logic of the Humanities
(Cassirer 1966): for the ancients, he wrote, logic, physics, and ethics defined philosophy.
That definition dominated until the 19th century, when the post-Kantian Romantics found a
way to account for "the world of history and culture," the world of the spirit beyond moral
philosophy. By so doing, they opened up mythology, history, language, and law as legitimate
fields of philosophical inquiry, and changed the boundaries of the discipline. That paradigm
shift was gradually reflected in university instruction.

Earlier in the 20th century, the boundaries of history were pushed by the French
Annales school into geography, meteorology, demography, and epidemiology. Even though
the Annales school is no longer dominant, its "new theoretical conception of . . . where the
boundaries of historical subject matter should be drawn" (Becher 1989, p. 49) resulted in a
fundamental "alteration of the principles of mapping" culture and society (Geertz 1980) and a
considerable expansion of the territory covered in college history curricula. But it took ‘wo
generations for this to happen.

Cuitural Information by Osmosis
In colleges themselves, the organized dissemination of cultural information takes place

through a great deal more than pedagogical canons. Considered as communi<'es, colleges
provide cultural information through public television programming, through student activities
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such as drama, film festivals, and literary magazines, through special colloquia and conferenc-
es, through "unofficial" courses, and so forth. None of these involve formal course-taking,
and all of them are features of college life that have historically made campuses vibrant.
Attendance and participation do not generate any records. College students can learn a great
deal about history, the arts, and literature on their own. And more and more, in fact, college-
student learning about cultural diversity in the U.S. takes place outside the formal curriculum,
as institutions establish discussion groups and encounters (Daniels 1991). Of course, the
larger and more complex the institution, the greater the range of potential cultural exposure.

However much colleges, as communities, act like cultural information systems in their
everyday lives, we usually measure and discuss these matters in the lives of college students
with respect to the formal curriculum. What we can learn from the NLS-72 database—more
than anywhere else—is who studied how much of what and where with respect to various
classes of cultural information. Common sense empiricism suggests that the chances one will
expand any part of one’s language space are higher if one successfully completes formal
courses in subjects that embrace those spaces, and, in the process, develops new stores of
discrete information. As Alexander Astin has frequently observed in his research on college
student development, you learn what you study (Astin 1984), and a number of investigations
using the Graduate Record Examinations have supported this observation (Wilson 1985;
Ratciiff 1990). Whether formal coursework at the college level also increases the chance that
students will transform information into knowledge, search further, and question is something
we really don’t know, rather we take on faith.
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IV. The Validity of Unobtrusive Sources:
Catalogues, Syllabi, Assessments, and Transcripts

There are seven types of documents one can use in estimating the nature and extent of
the cultural information passed to a generation of college students through formal coursework:
college catalogues, course schedules, enrollment surveys, course syllabi, tests and other
assessments given in individual courses, de facto nationial examinations, and student tran-
scripts. Each has its virtues and limitations.

Because some of these documents are cited often in arguments about curriculum, we
should spend some time understanding their validity as sources of information. This is more
than a technical issue.

The Catalogue Rule

Or: of the tropes in the rhetorical fire fights over the contemporary college curriculum
involves the citation of college catalogue rules and their consequences. The critic’s objective
is often to find the most outlandish examples of what courses a student could take in order to
fulfill various graduation requirements, and then to extract the more extreme, jargonistic, or
convoluted portions of syllabi for some of those courses. A statement such as

"a student can fulfill core requirements at Harvard by studying tuberculosis
from 1842 to 1952, and distributive requirements at Dartmouth with 'Sexuality
and Writing,' which analyzes 'the use of sexuality and its ramifications as
symbols for the process of literary creativity, with particular reference to. . .
[sic] potency and creative fertility; marriage or adultery and literary sterility;
deviation and/or solitude and autobiography; prostitution and history; chastity
and literary self-referentiality.' " (Cheney 1990, p. 31)

is typical of this kind of criticism. Leaving aside the notion that what the 15,000 under-
graduates enrolled at Harvard and Dartmouth study is generally irrelevant to the 11 million

undergraduates enrolled in less elite institutions, the statement is derived from analyses of
catalogue requirements.

One could be more devastating by listing all the courses that satisfy physical education
requirements in U.S. colleges—including bowling, jogging, billiards, yoga, scuba diving, and
fly-casting—and do so without telling your reader whether these courses carry full credits,
fractions of credits or no credits.® It’s easy to take advantage of catalogues for propaganda.

I confess to doing my share of it.

More generally, critics seek to outrage us with statistics on the number of institutions
that allow their students to graduate without studying X (foreign language, math, English
literature, history, etc.). While counting institutions is not as convincing as counting atfected
students’, the point is that this rhetoric, too, assumes that the college catalogue—or the
Dean’s account of the catalogue—rteflects the norms of student course-taking behavior.
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Actually, the college catalogue better reflects the "trailing norms" of faculty politics.
The catalogues are written 3 years before you read them, and the standards they set forth for
the academic content of degrees were determined by faculty senates a year before that. So, in
a catalogue, one is usually reading something that is 4 years old (and, given the dynamics of
curricular change, out of date within a year of publication). When he was Dean of Arts and
Sciences at the University of Texas, John Silber astutely remarked that the catalogue is the

university’s contribation to American fiction, and ought to be placed on appropriate shelves in
the library.

Catalogues have their virtues, though. They are official statements of institutional
intent, and are very public. One can use them to mark long-term changes in curriculum, both
in terms of particular fields and college graduation requirements (Dressel and DeLisle 1969;
Toombs et al 1989). They reflect the birth, growth, mutation, and decline of disciplines, and
the changing values and missions of different types of colleges.

But we never know whether the courses listed in a catalogue were actually offered, let
alone taught, whether more than a dozen students actually took them, or, in the case cited
above, whether "Tuberculosis, 1842-1952" was a case study in biostatistics, quantitative
history, or demography (hardly worthy of derision in any of those cases).

The Course Séhedule

When the reference of analysis is an individual course or group of courses, the
catalogue is not a reliable source of information. Only in combination with a course schedule
would we know whether the courses were actually offered. Course schedules will also
indicate how extensive and frequent those offerings were. Was the course a seminar for 15
students offered every other year, a lecture for 100 students offered only once by a visiting
professor, or a 12-section course for 300 students each semester? Was registration restricted
to majors or folks who had passed through 6 prerequisite courses, or was it open to all?
Course schedules usually include such information. "Tuberculosis, 1842-1952," for example,
may have been 'imited to students who had previously taken both one statistics course and
"Introduction to Epidemiology." Exactly 6 students out of 12,600 in the NLS—72 Postsecond-

ary Education Transcript Sample (NLS/PETS) would have met those prerequisites as
undergraduates. '

Course schedules, however, also have limitations. In too many cases, we never know
whether the courses were actually taught (simply because it’s in the course schedule does not
mean that enough students registered to justify a "go"), or whether more than a dozen
students out of 11 million undergraduates in the United States actually took them.

Surveys of Deans and Enroliment Surveys

What about surveys of deans as a source of information on what college students
study? These are probably more unreliable than catalogue surveys. We tend to be overly
indulgent of these surveys, accepting them under the logical fallacy known as the "appeal to
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authority," that is, if the Dean says so, it has to be true. Our public discourse values the
bureaucracy of the academic information system over the behavior of real students.

Levine and Cureton’s (1992) curriculum survey of chief academic officers is typical in
its naivete about information retrieved in this manner. I was once an Associate Dean, and
probably typical in my desire to make the college look however the college was supposed to
look according to the survey. If the survey came to the Academic Vice President, I some-
times filled it out. At other times, the Registrar filled it out. Or the Director of Institutional
Research. It depended on who was around and had the time. The Vice President trusted our
knowledge and judgment, but there was no faculiy senate or review committee to screen our
responses, as there would have been for a catalogue. I would not trust a Registrar to know
whether "new [multicultural] material [was] added to existing courses" (Levine and Cureton,
p. 26), let alone how often, because registrars do not track syllabi. Unfortunately, data from
such surveys are presented, for example, in Levine and Cureton, as "facts."

Enrollment surveys filled out by department chairs fall in a similar bin. Some
disciplinary groups, for example, the Association of Departments of Foreign Languages or the
Mathematical Sciences Education Board, are more diligent about collecting such data than
others. But we know from the NLS-72 transcripts that there is an overall gap of 11 percent
between enrollments and completions, and that this gap is greater in some courses and fields
than others.® People drop out of courses at various times: some register but never show up;
some show up the first week and then disappear; some stick around until the local "no
penalty" drop deadline; and others stay right to the end but fail to take the final exam or pass
in the final project. We have no way of knowing precisely when someone dropped a course,
thus how much exposure they really had to the subject matter; and it is hardly likely that
department chairs would spend their time keeping track of such data. Given the potential
variations, we have no choice but to adopt, as a national rule of thumb, that someone who

enrolls in but does not complete a ccurse cannot be counted among learners of that particular
subject matter.

There is another problem with enrollment surveys that is usually acknowledged only in
the fine print of footnotes. Enrollment surveys do not count students. They count enroll-
merits, and enrollments at a given point in time, for example, Fall Semester, 1988. The
biennial reports of undergraduate humanities course enrollments prepared for the National
Endowment for the Humanities (e.g., Lewis and Farris 1990) are typical of these.

There are three problems with the methodoiogy used in enroliment surveys. First, as
Lewis and Farris are careful to note, the same student, enrolling in two or three courses in
history, is counted two or three times. The more majors there are in a field, the more likely
the enrollments in that field are inflated. Second, the counts usually occur in the Fall
Semester, because that is when Federal reporting under the Integrated Postsecondary Educa-
tion Data System (IPEDS) is due. If one is interested in student enrollment in particular
courses, it will thus appear as if the vast majority take what is recognized as the first semester
of a two-semester sequence, for example, U.S. History to 1865 (as opposed to U.S. History
from 1865 to the present), or Microeconomics (as opposed to Macroeconomics). Third,
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because the survey is taken at a particular point in time and double-counts students, one has
no idea of the percentage of students who take a course in a field at any time during their

college careers. The patina of statistics in an enrollment survey pretends to tell us something;
but it is difficult to determine what we’re being told.

Syllabi and Assessments

The syllabus brings one closer to the empirical reality of what may actually be taughnt
or read, and, indeed, content analyses of syllabi in specific courses—including texts and other
course materials—would provide grist for the history of the disciplines and the changing
shape of received knowledge. The syllabus is the instructor’s statement of intent, and in this
is analogous to a catalogue. Its virtue lies in its detail, but the content and degiee of detail in
syllabi vary widely—even within the same multiple section course. There is no nationally

standardized way of writing or presenting a syllabus, and no reading public for syllabi beyond
students in a particular classroom during a particular term.

Catalogues are public and widely disseminated; syllabi are not. Often, the syllabus is
submitted for the initial approval of a course. While the course may change, the original
document sits in a file drawer of approved courses and is subsequently examined (if at all)
only by visiting accreditation teams. In other instances, the syllabus is not followed or the
class moves too slowly to complete it. In courses with multiple sections, a core syllabus will
receive different interpretations. The document is thus both "fugitive" (you first have to chase
it down in somebody’s file drawer) and unreliable.

Course assessments—assignments, tests, projects, papers, exhibits, oral presentations,
simulations, computer exercises—would be a better indication of specific expectations for
student learning, hence, one assumes, of what was actually studied (an assessment is not valid
unless students have the prior opportunity to ctudy what it assesses). Despite small scale
analyses of assessments in individual disciplines (e.g., Tribe and Tribe 1988; Warren 1989),

no one has ever performed a large-scale comparative analysis of assessment content, form,
and practice.

De Facto National Tests

The only long-term, reliable data we possess on college student learaing in specific
disciplines come from the Graduate Reccrd Examination (GRE) Subject Area tests. These
differ rather dramatically from the other potential sources of information on the nature and
extent of student learning. Looking at student performance on individual tests, for exaple,
History, French, Political Science or Literature in English, and using proper metrics of
interpretation, one can determine general trends (long-term and shorter-term) in subject-matter
achievement (Adelman 198S; Stern and Chandler 1988).

But there are severe limitations to using the GRE Subject Area tests to measure the

flow of cultural information and its impact. Most obvious among these is the relatively small
number of college students who take the Subject Area tests and the fact that they are highly
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self-selected (Grandy 1984). Even at the height of application to graduate schools in the
early 1970s, only 125,000 people took the Subject Area tests compared to 300,000 who took
the GRE General Examination compared to 800,000-900,000 bachelor’s degrees conferred
annually. The samples in individual fields, even then, were too small for national analysis
(11,500 in History; 15,000 in English; 6,100 in Political Science, etc.), are smaller today, and
are smaller, still, because we cannot sort out the foreign students who take the Subject Area

tests (whereas we can sort foreign and domestic student performance on the GRE General
Exam).

Less obvious, but more important, are some of the psychometric aspecis of the tests.
The content of each exam is set by a national advisory board of professors from each
discipline, but is not generalizable. That is, the content of a test in history, for example, may
not reflect the actual undergraudate history curriculum as delivered at many institutions, and
may not reflect the history courses students actually take at those institutions (Adelman 1989).
The content of the exam reflects a "core" conception of a field, around which there are many
variations. Given the way scores are reported, it’s tough to connect evidence of student
knowledge to the diffusion of that knowledge through a formal curriculum. The scores are
reported on a scale (and no two GRE Subject Area Tests use the same scale); and the best
one can do is to obtain sub-test raw scores where they are available.

Even then, if you knew that 40 percent of the students who took the Political Science
exam were correct on more than half of the 40 questions that could be grouped as a sub-test
in comparative political systems (out of 170 questions for the whole exam), what could you
make of that knowledge? That we don’t teach comparative politics well in U.S. higher
education? That students don’t take courses in comparative politics? That the students who
took the test didn’t learn their comparative politics very well even if they did take courses in
the field? And since the field of comparative politics is cross-cultural, does the distribution
of sub-test scores mean that cultural information is not getting through? All those possibili-
ties are open. Test scores of this sort are inaccessible to interpretation.

Transcripts

Transcripts are another matter. As economists would say, they are neither leading nor
trailing, rather "concurrent" indicators. They constitute general empirical evidence of what
courses were actually taken irrespective of what the catalogue or course schedules said. If
there weren’t enough enrollees to justify a course, then you won’t find that course on a
transcript. And while the cataiogue rules may allow you to earn a bachelor’s degree without
studying history, the transcript will show whether or not you actually studied history at any
time in your college career—whether it took you 4, 8, or 12 years to earn your degree, and
whether you studied history in a fall semester, spring semester, or some other time period.
The transcript will also show the kind of history you studied, and whether you completed the
course, hence whether you can be counted among the learners of that kind of history. The
transcript can show how many courses in history you took, how many credits you earned, and
when you did all of this. No, it won’t say what you read, what was otherwise taught—or
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how. But it will show for sure what you did, and even provide a general guide—via your
grade in the course—as to how well you did it.

In her foreword to 50 Hours (an otherwise challenging proposal for a core curriculum
for college students), Lynne Cheney of the National Endowment for the Humanities used a
survey of institutions® to indicate the percentage of 4-vear colieges from which it was possible
to graduate without having taken a course in six areas: history of Western civilization, history,
English or American literature, foreign language, math, and "natural and physical sciences."
(Cheney 1989) The following table matches the detailed findings of that survey (which are
not to be found in 50 Hours, rather in Lewis and Farris 1989) against the empirical evidence
of the NLS-72 transcripts. The transcript data show the percentage of students from the High
School Class of 1972 who (a) earned a bachelor’s degree at any time between 1972 and 1984
and (b) did not earn any credits in four of those six fields:*’

Graduation requirements v. course-taking

Percent of colleges from Percent of NLS-72 stu-

which it was possible to dents who earned a B.A.
graduate in 1984 without but no credits (1972-84)

a course in: in courses in:

History 42.0 26.2
English or 48.0 39.6
American literature 1(32.2)
Foreign language 80.0 584
Mathematics 54.0 230.8

! All literature taught in English.
2 College-level math and statisties only. No pre-collegiate or remedial math included.

However distressing the transcript data, what is obvious in all four cases is that
student course-taking behavior exceeds putatively "official" minimums, at least among those
who received bachelor’s degrees (those who earned less than a bachelor’s degree could not be
included in the comparison). The differences betwren minimum guidelines and maximum
behavior in history, foreign languages, and math/siatistics are particularly striking. Even if
one expects student course-taking to exceed catalogue standards, it would not be by such
margins. Transcripts don’t deal in possibilities, rather actualities.

For another example, here is an excerpt from a 1985 survey of general education
requirements by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (Carnegie 1952 1
set against actual undergraduate course-taking of NLS/PETS students through 1984:




General education requirements v. course-taking

Percent of institutions Percent of NLS-72 stu-

requiring at least one dents' earning at least

course in 1985 3 credits, 1972-84

Western civilization 48.5 70.6

Non-Western culture 79 9.3
and society?

Women’s studies 1.6 3.5

1 All students who earned at least 10 undergraduate credits from 2-year and/or 4-year institutions.
2 Called "Third World Studies” in the Camnegie data.

Once again, the unobtrusive national evidence of student course-taking behavior is at
odds with reported institutional policy. To be sure, some policies could be recent while the
student behavior reported here antedates those policies. But the differences are too large for
such a comfortable analysis. Colleges don’t "get religion" overnight.
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V. Elaborating on What Transcripts Do

Transcripts can take us beyond such gross data to some common-sense questions such
as whether and why this very general coursetaking behavior differs by student major and type
of institution. What we find out is that students who graduate from liberal arts colleges are
more likely to take courses in history, foreign languages, and English/American literature than
students who graduate from either doctoral degree-granting institutions or comprehensive

colleges. At the same time, they are less likely to study college-level math or science and
engineering:

Percentage of bachelor’s degree recipients who earned no credits in’

Type of Foreign Eng. or Science &
institution History language Amer. lit.  Math® engineering
Universities 32 55 42 27 8
Comprehensive 23 64 38 33 9
colleges

Liberal Arts 20 43 32 38 14
colleges

! See tables 2—6 for more detail on credit distribution.
% College-level math only, including statistics.

The reason is that liberal arts colleges generally do not offer degrees in professional
fields such as engineering or occupational fields such as accounting, whereas the larger, more
curricularly diverse institutions do. Most U.S. undergraduates attend large institutions, and
most undergraduate degrees are not in traditional arts and sciences fields (see Appendix A).
The requirements for degrees in professional and occupational fields are such as to leave
preciously little time for anything else. Engineering majors, for example, are the least likely
to study history (see table 2), foreign languages (table 3), or English or American Literature
(table 4). The same kind of analysis could be applied to majors in music education, nursing,
and accounting. For example, if one wished to major in Music Education (indeed, any
"professional" degree in music), 65 percent of the bachelor’s degree program is already
prescribed in music and education courses.”” And prior to . *91, a major in Accounting
might have been able to get away with only 45 percent of his/her coursework prescribed in
business administration, economics, accounting, and math.”> To blame the universities or the
state colleges for the negative consequences of offering such degrees is aiming the arrow in
the wrong direction. The "villains" are requirements for accreditation in specialized fields.
The critics should know better.

In fact, in light of calls from bnth sides of the barricades for new core curricula, we
cannot have either Cheney’s 50 Hours or more than fragments of non-Western or multi-

cultural studies as long as 50 percent of bachelors’ degrees and 67 percent of associate’s
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degrees are being awarded in occupational fields, as long as the accreditation/certification
requirements in most of those fields eat up as many credit hours as they do, and as long as
students attempt to assemble a record that will provide them with multiple skills and
knowledges for a mutable economy.

The Demography of General Course-Taking Behavior

A closer examination of the data on the general course-taking of bachelor’s degree
recipients, as presented in tables 2-6, raises a theme that bears pursuit when we come to deal
with specific sources of cultural information; there is often a correlation between who you
are, in terms of background characteristics, and what you study. These relationships are not
inevitable. They are written in neither stone nor genes. But they are observable. In some
cases, they can be explained; in others, not. For example:

e White bachelor’s degree students in the NLS—72 sample were less likely (73

percent) to study history than either black (81 percent) or Hispanic (80 percent)
BAs (table 2):

Partial explanation: a higher proportion of white students majored in
engineering and the sciences; a higher proportion of minority students
majored in the social sciences and education.* Engineering and science
majors are less likely to study history than majors in social sciences
(which include history) and education.

e Black BAs in the NLS-72 were more likely (67 percent) to study English and
American literature than either white (60 percent) or Hispanic (56 percent) BAs
(table 4).

Partial explanation: 65 percent of the black students who earned BAs
took a course in Afro-American literature. Usually, these are upper-
division courses with prerequisites of at least one introductory course in
English/American literature.

e Not only were women BAs more likely (48 percent) than men (36 percent) to

study foreign languages (table 3), but were more likely to persist to advanced
levels.

Partial Explanation: A far higher percentage of women than men took
more than 2 years of foreign language in high school, therefore were

well on the road to advanced levels. (Adelman 1991)

e While women studied much less math in college than did men (table 5), their
credit distribution in science and engineering was remarkably similar (table 6).
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Partial Explanation: women comprised an overwhelming proportion
(80 percent) of nursing and allied health majors, two fields that usually
require a minimum of 3—4 courses in biology and chemistry.

My point about all of this is that student backgrounds involve academic "momentum"
that carries from high school into college, and that student major directs this momentum into
certain curricular channels. This is hardly a surprising finding, yet it is strangely absent from

contemporary discussions of who gets how much *multicultural" education (e.g., Levine
1992).

Culture in the Back Seat

When we use transcripts as guides to mapping the diffusion of cultural information,
we learn that the majority of students’ academic time is spent acquiring information and skills
that are either generic, psychomotor, or devoid of any prima facie cultural and social
information, and/or that are designed to produce occupational competence. The sheer amount
of time the generation of the NLS-72 spent studying accounting, marketing, physical
education, nursing, and basic electrical circuits, for example, absolutely dwarfs the amount of
time it spent in the formal streams of explicitly cultural information—whether we define

culture in terms of the artifacts and texts of the humanities or as the totality of material and
spiritual life.

How do we know? Let’s take all the undergraduate credits earned by bachelor’s
degree recipients in the NLS-72 over a period of 12 years. Those credits. represent a total
investment of academic time. Then, let’s identify the courses in the 1,037 course category
taxonomy derived from the NLS-72 transcript sample that provided explicit cultural informa-

tion of various kinds, and aggregate the percentage of credits earned (time spent) in those
courses into larger categories:

Percent of total undergraduate credits earned
by NLS-72 B.A. recipients in all courses pro-
viding explicit cultural information:

Historical/Political Studies 6.6
Fine Arts® 4.5
Sociological Fields 4.4
Literary Studies in English 4.2
Philosophical and Religious 4.0
Foreign Language and Linguistics 33
Anthropological 1.1
Other Explicitly Cultural Studies 32
Total 313%




In other words, almost 70 percent of the total academic time spent by this generation
in college did not have, as its primary objective, encounter with explicitly cultural informa-
tion. One can always argue that cultural information is implicit in virtually every course
taught in a college, from Macroeconomics to Interior Decorating to Animal Behavior to
Forest Management. Learning how to operate a television camera or to treat athletic injuries
or to use an air brush in graphic design or to compute tax liabilities may convey, in each
case, some cultural information. The presence of that information in the execution of those
tasks, however, is highly problematic. Yet those tasks—and others—are what the mass of
students in U.S. colleges, community colleges, and universities spend the mass of their time
learning. No, they don’t spend their time that way at Harvard or Dartmouth or Stanford.'®
But they do spend their time that way just about everywhere else; and "everywhere else"
accounts for 98 percent of U.S. undergraduates. The languages learned by such curricular
experience connect these students more to economic activity, narrowly construed, than to the
contexts of economic activity, broadly construed. As the table above demonstrates, culture
takes a back seat in college.

24




VI. Five Cultural Literacies

Up to this point, we have been referring to broad categories of cultural information.
But the interests of contemporary discussion lie in more discrete curricular categories than,
for example, "history." It’s time to use the NLS/PETS transcripts to describe what college

students study in finer detail. In the process, we will circle through the data twice, each pass
from a different perspective.

While there may be a "primary" store of references we use in our everyday language
that allows for short-cuts and abbreviations in mass communication, there are secondary
stores that allow demographic, cultural-interest, and specialist sub-groups to communicate in
similar ways. In presenting the postsecondary curricular experience of the Class of 1972, I
am proposing five stores of information that are derived from transcript evidence: the
"supradialectical" cultural language as described by Hirsch, and other "dialects" or stores of
language corresponding to demographic, cultural-interest, and specialist sub-groups. These
five "dialects" are not mutually exclusive in essence, rather competing in the finite time of
undergraduate education. More of X always means less of Y when the full glass measures
120 credits, and when credits are proxies for time.

The five stores of information in the NLS-72 archive are represented by course
clusters in:

1. Western culture and society, which, in turn, is divided into introductory
and "advanced" components.

2. Non-Western culture and society (a cluster defined by academic special-
ist interests).

3. Minority and women’s studies (a cluster defined by demographic categories).

4. Courses in the traditional humanities disciplines that provided general cultural

information, or those that could not easily be assigned to one of the other
categories.

5. Courses in the social science disciplines that provided general cultural informa-
tion, or those that could not easily be assigned to one of the other categories.

The content of these clusters, listed in table 1, was empirically derived from the
combination of literal course titles, a priori decision rules, and the revised taxonomy of the
1985 edition of the Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) as described in A College
Course Map (Adelman 1990)"". No, they do not include basic science, even though a basic
scientific vocabulary is part of the kind of supradialectical literacy that is necessary for
individuals to negotiate a contemporary cuiture that is dominated by scientific and technical
questions (Miller 1983). But they do include the history of science under the "Western"
culture and society configuration, and Science, Technology and Society (STS) courses under
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the cluster in general cuitural information/social sciences on the grounds that courses in these
categories will include the cultural determinants of scientific theory and understanding.

Consequences of Taxonomy

In two of these clusters, the revised taxonomy may slightly skew the estimates of
participation. In both the cluster covering "non-Western culture and society" and that
covering "advanced Western culture and society" there is a significant representation of
foreign language courses. The study of foreign languages at the elementary and intermediate
levels does not necessarily provide cultural information. Where it does, in the case of
European languages, the information is not likely to be different from that which students
acquire in history or geography courses. In fact, the level of information is more likely to be
that of a high school history or geography course. But among the less-commonly-taught
languages, the non-European languages represent significant border-crossings for students, and
inherently open new doors of perception. They do so principally by utilizing systems of
representation other than a Romanized alphabet (to be sure, so do both Russian and Greek).
Even in elementary and intermediate level courses in Chinese, for example, the very construc-
tion of a character in the written language has historical and cultural determinants that are
very likely to be taught. Hence, such courses are included in the Non-Western Culture and
Society cluster. On the other hand, only advanced language, literature, and linguistics courses
in European languages are included in the Western configuration.'®

There are actually two "Western culture and society" clusters. The first consists of
introductory or survey courses such as "Western Civ" or "World Literature" (table 9), and I
comment more about that cluster below. The second, which is our principal interest, covers
courses beyond the basics. This cluster may understate the full measure of immersion in
Western cultural information because of ambiguities that remain in the taxonomy of courses
in the areas of religion and theology. The former was conceived as covering the secular
study of religion in the context of the liberal arts, even if that study took place in a denomi-
national college or university. The latter exists in the Classification of Instructional Pro-
grams taxonomy to cover the study of specific r=ligious doctrine, practices, etc., for those
training in seminaries to become ministers, rabbis, and priests.

This guiding distinction did not always woik in the assignment of course titles. There
is no question that specialized institutions (read "seminaries") accounted for an inordinate
percentage of cases under the various Theology course codes, and far less under the Religion
codes. For that reasor, in part, I did not include any of the Theology titles except "Bible
Studies" in the Advanced Western Culture and Society cluster.

As for Religion, when the transcripts were originally coded, there was one and only
one code for the whole field. I subsequently disaggregated the fielc, sorting the roughly 2000
titles in the transcript sample into seven (7) categories, of which only three—Non-Western
Religions, Christianity, and Judaism—could be assigned unambiguously to a cultural literacy
cluster. Courses in the other categories may have drawn exclusively on Western religious
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traditions, but one could not determine that from the titles. For our purposes, they were
placed in the cluster, "General Culture and Society: Humanities and Arts."

General or Indeterminate?

The course clusters labelled, "General Culture and Society," are largely residual
categories, and are presented for the record more than for analysis. Let’s look at the cluster
for the Social Sciences first (table 1, Part 6). Any course in anthropology, for example, will
expose students to a great deal of information about culture. Some of these courses are
clearly either non-Western or Western in orientation. Others cover material that crosses the
cultures of six continents; others deal in ethnographic methodologies that are indispensable to
the study of culture. Allied to anthropology in this regard are courses in human shelter and
clothing/dress offered in Home Economics departments, linguistics, and some sociclogy
courses (e.g., rural sociology, sociology of aging, etc.). And it is very difficult to get through
an introductory Geography course at the college level without considering the cultural and
social dimensions and impacts of climate, trade routes, navigable waterways, and so forth.

But it is equally hard to place any of these courses in the other categories: they transcend
particular places and peoples.

The "General Culture and Society: Humanities and Arts" cluster (table 1, Part 5)
covers the provinces of the reflective and creative aspects of culture, of ideas and theory and
the modes through which ideas and emotions are expressed. One might assume that the
content of the courses taught in these categories is drawn from the "supradialect" of Western
thought, but the case is not clear. It is tough to teach a course in folklore, mythology, history
of religions, history of dance, history of folk music, or political theory and stay wholly within
Euro-American references. And philosophical questions such as those of ethics, art, episte-

mology, or religion cannot be called "minority," "Western," or "non-Western" with any degree
of certainty.

No doubt some readers will quarrel with the classification of some course categories
here. But if we’re trying to distinguish the specific content from the indeterminate, we really
have little choice. Musical performance and studio art courses, for example, are not included
anywhere, not only because the titles (e.g., "Class Woodwinds" or "3-D Drawing") do not
provide any hints of specific cultural content, but also because the principle objectives of such
courses are to perfect technique, not to acquire cultural knowledge. Does one pick up cultural
information in an introductory class piano course, for example, where the texts are standard
Hanon, Blues Hanon, Jazz Hanon, or all three? That depends on how it’s all taught. The
case is far more explicit in a music history course.

I do not pretend that these five clusters cover the entire range of cultural literacies.
Nor do I pretend to know precisely what was taught in the courses comprising these clusters
and how it was taught, and whether it was taught in ways that encouraged active learning and
engagement. We do not know, in fact, whether the students were demonstrably literate as a

result. And the degree of our ignorance is greater with reference to the "General or Indeter-
minate" clusters.




On the other hand, we can make more reasonable assumptions about the content and
process of immersion in intermediate and advanced-level elective courses than we can about
broad surveys and required introductions to the disciplines: the water is deeper, and the
opportunity to transform information to knowledge greater. Hence, in these analyses, I have
selected the data principally from realms beyond the introductory, and focus on three
"determinate” cultural literacy clusters: minority and women’s studies, non-Western culture
and society, and "advanced" Western culture and society.

"Distinctly Labelled" Courses

The course taxonomy includes categories for various minority cultural studies in
addition to courses in traditional academic departments that one expects would deal with non-
Western cultures or Third World topics (e.g., an Anthropology course in the "Cultures of Sub-
Saharan Africa" or a Geography course on the "Economic Geography of the Andean
Nations")". Though it derives from a national sample of transcripts, the taxonomy can be
criticized as highlighting only cultural information that is distinctly labelled, not learning that
is integrated in more general courses and curricula. The criticism has some merit, even
though all specialized courses (e.g., polymer chemistry, psycholinguistics, operations research,

and so forth) are "distinctly labelled." Indeed, in the taxonomy used in this study, all history
courses are "distinctly labelled."

It has been argued that, in American colleges, "the elevation of [ethnic] difference
undermines the communal impulse by making each group foreign and inaccessible to others"
(Steele 1989), and there is no doubt that the vast majorities of the NLS—72 students taking
"distinctly labelled" cultural studies courses were members of the groups so labelled (see "The
Demography of Enrollments," below). Thus, it appears that students from other groups did
not experience the same focused transmission of cultural information. I admit to speculation
about this, but students from other groups may not have been wholly welcomed into "distinct-
ly labelled" ethnic and gender studies courses or departments. If people are not welcomed, if

they are thus inaccessible to each other, the chances are less that they will be freed from
prejudice (Geertz 1986).

On the other hand, as the criticism of the taxonomy implies, we may not be so
inaccessible to each other. The courses in the General or Indeterminate categories include a
diversity of cultural information that a transcript cannot capture. How much diversity is
simply unknown on a national scale. Such are the limitations of transcripts that only national
samples of syllabi and assessments could overcome.

C

28 3




VIL. Who Takes What, Where, and (Maybe) Why

With few exceptions—all of them falling in the two clusters of general or indeter-
minate content—few people in the NLS—72 cohort completed courses in any of these clusters
except "Advanced" Western Culture and Society, and even there, the percentages are small
compared to those courses that seem to define the "core curriculum" for bachelor’s degree
holders in this generation.?

What strikes one about this list (on page 29) is that it is dominated by introductions to
those social science/humanities disciplines that are not normally taught in secondary school,
i.e., psychology, sociology, economics, philosophy, communications, art history, along with
mathematics courses that, if offered in secondary schools, do not always meet college-level
standards of content.

In addition, unlike the lists for the cultural literacy clusters, many of the courses on
this list are required, and virtually all are prerequisites to something else. No wonder the
percentage of students taking them was rather high; no wonder they account for nearly one-
quarter of the total undergraduate time (using credits as proxies for time) of those who earned
bachelor’s degrees in the NLS-72 generation.

The empirical core curriculum of bachelor’s degree recipients

Percent of students Percent of credits
English Comp: Regular 73.6 3.0
General Psychology 69.7 19
Introduction to Sociology 49.9 13
General Biology 47.3 2.0
Introduction to Economics 44.8 1.6
U.S. History Surveys* 42.1 1.6
U.S. Government & Politics* 359 1.1
Intro. to Communications 358 0.9
General Chemistry 355 19
Literature: Introduction* 311 i.0
Calculus 304 20
Western/World Civilization* 29.3 1.2
General Physics 26.3 1.5
Developmental Psychology 25.6 0.8
Statistics (Math) 23.3 0.7
American Literature** 23.1 0.3
Introduction to Accounting 23.0 1.0
Intro. to Philosophy 228 05
Art History** 222 0.8
Educational Psychology 215 0.6

Business Law 20.2 0.7

* These courses are included in the Introductory Western Culture and Society cluster.
**Thesc courses are included in the Advanced Western Culture and Society cluster.
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But if roughly one out of five bachelor’s degree holders studied accounting, only one
out of 20 studied European history since 1789, only one out of 50 was exposed to any iopic
dealing with Native Americans, and only one out of 100 studied jazz history or Afro-
American music, then no matter how we define cultural information, no matter what store of
language to which we refer, its diffusion was limited. Based on the records of their course-
work alone, college graduates of this cohort are far more likely to use the term, "leveraged
buy-out" in a conversation (even as a metaphor) than “*Waterloo," "shaman," or "riff."

To be sure, there are course categories on the above list that provide students with
considerable exposure to major concepts, texts, and chronicles of U.S. and European origin.
But these categories—Western civilization, U.S. government, U.S. history surveys, introduc-
tion to literature—all cover territory previously traversed in secondary schools and usually
required for high school graduation. They have been sorted into the "Introductory Western
Culture and Society" cluster. The college-level versions of these topics may be more
sophisticated, may encompass more material, or may be simply different in their approach. In
these respects, they reinforce the store of language and references to which students have
been exposed, but the only way we could determine that they measurably expand that store
would be through a very elaborate and expensive national assessment. The course categories
in the "Advanced Western Culture and Society" cluster, however, are far more likely to be
college-level expansions of the stock.

Philosophy is a different case. Assuming that an "introduction to philosophy" course
emphasizes the logical apparatus of the discipline, it may enhance cultural literacy by
enabling students to build knowledge out of information, to take what Hirsch calls a "hazy"
collection of touchstone terms and turn them into clear frameworks for understanding. To be
sure, philosophers develop analytic and deductive thinking muscles by addressing specific
kinds of questions, such as whether words reflect or create reality or whether one’s con-
science is a witness or a judge. In the process of these exercises, philosophy professors may
introduce students to the ways in which seminal thinkers or different cultures have dealt with
these questions. But there is no guarantee that they will do so in an introductory course, as
opposed to, for example, an upper division course in, let us say, epistemology.

Table 1 also reveals the differential effects of "length" of enrollment and degree
attainment on exposure to cultural information. The universe for this table consists of all
students in the NLS/PETS who "made a go" of postsecondary education, that is, earned more
than 10 credits over 12 years, whether they eamed a degree (of any kind) or not—and 40
percent did not earn a degree of any kind. The table demonstrates the expected: that a higher
percentage of people who earned bachelor’s degrees were exposed to different kinds of
cultural information than those who spent less time in postsecondary education. The
comparison group consists of students who spent the equivalent of at least 1.5 years in
college but who didn’t earn a B.A. (though they may have earned an associate’s degree). The
point of the comparison is to remind us that in our arguments over what colleges require
students to study we often forget the fact that not everybody who enters college earns a
degree, and that length of time enrolled (using credits as a proxy for time) is directly related
to the potential range of learning in a generation.
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Enrollments: Institutional Factors

The diffusion of cultural information to a generation cannot be mapped without
accounting for the nature of the institutions in which formal studies are pursued. The issue
has intrinsic value, but has been made particularly visible by virulent and largely ignorant
debates in the press over what Stanford freshmen are required to read. When one looks at the
archive left by an entire generation, it should be rather obvious than Stanford is not where
America goes to college (only 1.6 percent of the NLS/PETS sample attended elite colleges),
and that whether Stanford freshmen read Cicero or Franz Fancn is a maiter worthy of a raree
show. If I hammer at this issue too loudly it is because, from a national perspective,
everybody who goes to college counts in this discussion.

The question may be phrased in one of two ways: {1) what types of institutions are the
principal providers of different cultural literacies to the gencial college-going population? (2)
in what types of institutions are students more likely to elect studies that will immerse them
in these literacies? Both versions of the question require us to refer to the ratios illustrated in
table 13. For convenience, here is an excerpt:

Percentage of courses in selected areas taken in different types of institutions
(all rows add to 100%; abnormal percentages in bold)

Compre- Liberal Community
Doctoral hensive arts colleges Other
All courses 29.4 36.0 6.1 22.0 6.5
Afro-American
history 214 451 7.0 249 1.6
Non-Western
government 58.8 323 59 0.6 24
Contemporary
philosophy 36.1 422 16.9 3.6 1.2

Referring to undergraduate course-taking only, what this excerpt (and table 13) does is
indicate, for each course, the percentage distribution of all enrollments by institutional type.
How do we know whether the percentage distribution for a pasticular course is unusual or
"abnormal"? By comparing it with the percentage distribution, by institutional type, for ali
course categories. Where the difference is greater than 25 percent (a figure derived from the
standard deviation for all courses taken in comprehensive colleges, which carry a plurality of
all course enrollments), that means a particular institutional type is providing, and/or students
in that institutional type are choosing to study, the cultural content or information of the
course category at a significantly higher rate than the norm.
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In the excerpt above, for example, comprehensive colleges were the principal
providers to this generation of college students of cultural information concerning Afro-
American history. The institutional type "captured" 45.1 percent of all enrollments in Afro-
American history; and 45.1 percent is 25 percent above the norm (36 percent) of the total
course enrollment share for comprehensive colleges.

On the other hand, as table 13 elaborates, doctoral degree-granting institutions were
the principal providers of information on non-Western culture and society, as illustrated by
course categories in Latin American studies, non-Western government and politics, economic
development, and non-Western art. These are academic specialist interests, and are most
easily realized in complex institutions that support a great range of academic specialties. Too,
academic expertise is more an objective of specialist interests than it is of demographic or

cultural interests, and the ideal of academic expertise is more firmly entrenched in doctoral
institutions than elsewhere.

While Liberal Arts colleges were not principal providers of information to an entire
generation, they were significant providers in such course categories as non-Western literature
in English, African history, non-Western art, classical literature, and (as illustrated above)
contemporary philosophy. It is precisely because they are less complex and offer a more
finite range of courses than other types of institutions that this phenomenon occurs. While
we have touched on this notion above in the context of general course-taking patterns, it bears
repetition in this more specific context: the finite range generally excludes occupationally-
oriented curricula, and focuses more on traditional humanities and social science fields in
which the five cultural literacies are to be found. Student course-taking in liberal arts
colleges will thus be overrepresented in a national measurement of enrollments in these fields.

It is not surprising to find that community colleges are not principal providers of
cultural information to a generation of college students, as most of the courses in our four
clusters are upper division offerings. The one exception (and it is a borderline case) is
"Hispanic American Studies," a by-product of the heavy concentration of Hispanic students in
community colleges. But even in the Introductory Western Culture and Society Cluster, the
only course category in which the community college dominates is "U.S. History: Surveys"
(34.5 percent of all completed courses). In the case of community colleges, no less than for

other types of colleges, these patterns reflect the missions, as well as the curricular capaciiies
of the institutions in question.

The Demography of Enrollments

The third set of observations concerns the characteristics of students who tend to
engage in formal study in one or more of these cultural literacy clusters. The stock variables
of "who" fall in two classes: demographic background (race, sex, SES) and educational
attainment (e.g., high school class rank, highest degree, college grade point average, etc.).
Since we are looking principally at people who eamed a bachelor’s degree, the explanatory
potential of the second set of variables is largely moot. And when women earn higher GPAs
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than men no matter what they study (Adelman 1991), it doesn’t make much sense to examine
grades in detail. The demographic variables have more potential.

With one exception, there is very little variation in coursetaking across these clusters
by gender. As table 7 demonstrates, among bachelors’ degree holders, a much higher
percentage of women (24 percent) than men (12.8 percent) took at least one course in
minority and women’s studies, but those percentages are still rather low. This gender-related
curricular choice is not found in any of the other clusters.

On the other hand, if we focus on individual course categories rather than clusters,
there are considerable variations by population sub-groups. Women comprised 80 percent of
the enrollment in women’s studies courses; Blacks comprised 60 percent of the enrollment in
Afro-American history, 65 percent in Afro-American literature, 80 percent in African
languages and 39 percent in African studies; Hispanics accounted for nearly 20 percent of the
enrollment in Latin Ainerican history. Ali these cases represent incredibly disproportionate
concentrations of these sub-groups in relation to their overall presence in the cohort. In these
cases, demography was curricular destiny.

The socioeconomic status of students who take courses in these clusters also departs
significantly from the distributions for the entire cohort. A higher percentage of students
taking courses in these clusters comes from the top 25 percent of the SES range than is the
case for everyone who entered college. This relationship holds across all racial sub-groups.
The one exception occurs in the Non-Western Cultvre and Society cluster, in which low SES
students were more likely to take courses in African and Latin American studies.

The relationship between SES and course-taking in these three "determinate" clusters
(minority and women’s studies, non-Western culture and society, and "advanced" Western
culture and society) is understandable. Most of the courses in these clusters are not introduc-
tory titles, hence have prerequisites and are taken more by those who have persisted to upper

division status; and people from higher SES brackets are more likely to persist and complete
bachelor’s degrees than others.?

Enrollments and Major

Undergraduate major is a natural determinant of participation in the various stocks of
cuitural literacy. Tables 7-10 illustrate this phenomenon. Again, demographic sub-group
interests, cultural interests, and specialist interests ail play a role in interpretation of the data.

Consider, for example, participation in the Minority and Women’s Studies cluster
(table 7), which is greatest for majors in Education, Humanities, Social Sciences, and Applied
Social Sciences (a category that includes Social Work, Criminal Justice, Home Economics,
Recreation, and Communications). Conventional wisdom concemning the majors of women
and blacks, that is, large demographic sub-groups, is borne out by the data: with minor

exceptions, students meeting those basic demographic characteristics major disproportionally
in those four areas:
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Demography of majors among BAs in the NLS-72

% of Majors who were: % of Students who majored in:

Women Black Women Black All

All 47.0% 56% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Education 72.4 7.4 254 21.8 16.0
Humanities 64.1 45 8.2 49 6.0
Social Sciences 41.1 7.2 15.2 22.5 17.7
Applied Social Sciences 58.1 7.0 11.6 11.7 9.6
All Other 36.6 4.3 39.6 39.1 50.7

As for the Non-Western Culture and Society cluster, we again have the specialist-
interest phenomenon. It is very hard to major in Geography, Anthropology, or Intemational
Relations, for example, and not encounter at least a portion of the non-Western stock of
cultural and social references. It is not surprising, then, that the highest participation in this
cluster is that of majors in the Social Sciences (see table 8).

Western Culture and Society as a Primary Store

In the "advanced" Western Culture and Society cluster, it is particularly noteworthy
that 88 percent of humanities majors took 13 or more credits (i.e., at least 4 courses) in the
fields covered by the cluster. On the one hand, given the fact that the cluster includes all
period, author, and topic courses in English and American literature, all history of philosophy
courses, and ali advanced European language and literature courses, 88 percent is not
surprising. On the other hand, there is no other case like it in any of the cultural literacy
clusters. The intense concentration of humanities majors here resembles course-taking
patterns among science majors. One would get a figure close to 88 percent (and table 6
provides a hint in this regard) if the question read, "What percentage of physical science

majors earned 13 or more credits in a cluster of courses beyond the basics in physics,
chemistry, and math?"

But to what extent was the entire cohort immersed in the stream of information,
references, etc., explicitly derived from Western culture? The answer depends on one’s
definition of "culture," hence the courses in which explicitly cultural information is likely to
be encountered, hence the media through which students will either reinforce or expand their
stock of schemata in the "supradialect." To repeat the opening paragraphs of this study, if
one limits the definition of "culture" to the life of the spirit, its expression in creative and
reflective works, and its diffusion through the humanities, then the percentage of total
undergraduate time spent studying Western culture was limited. If one expands the definition

to admit history and other social sciences, the time this generation spent in the waters of
Westemn culture doubles, to wit:
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Percentage of credits (time) studying
Western culture through:

Humanities*, History and

Humanities* Other Social Sciences
All Students 5.1% 10.1%
B.As 7.7 15.7
45+ Credits, but no B.A. 4.1 9.6
<45 Credits, no degree 30 8.9

*Exclusive of elementary and intermediate courses in European languages.

Two observations concerning the data in this table and the data that lie behind it are
worth making. First, for all four groups of students, more than half of the humanities credits
were accounted for by only four course categories: introduction to literature, art history, Bible
studies, and American literature; and more than two-thirds of history and social science
credits were earned in only three course categories: U.S. history surveys, world/Western Civ,
and U.S. government—all of which are in the Introductory Western Culture and Society
Cluster. So of the total time each group spent in higher education, the burden of conveying

cultural information from the "supradialect" lay on a handful of courses, most of which are
introductory.?

Second, the less time one spends in postsecondary education, the lower the proportion
of that time one spends studying explicitly cultural subjects, and the greater the burden on
history and other social sciences (compared to the humanities) for conveying information on
Western culture and society.

What kind of information is this? In terms of its primary materials, history is much
closer to anthropology than literary studies. History is empirical and messy and relies on the
evidence of everyday life: diaries, letters, parish registers, shipping records, newspapers,
graphic arts, paths and roads, drawings, machinery, songs, photographs, tape-recorded
memoirs and stories, motion pictures, and even college transcripts and data bases such as the
NLS-72. Few of these are reflective, creative works representing the life of the spirit and
designed to be pondered. Nonetheless, they are a critical part of the language of cultural
information. They are artifacts from which historians extract accounts, just as archaeologists
consider the products of both ordinary and extraordinary craftsmen as keys to understanding
daily life, social relations, religious values, and power in ancient civilizations. Ethnographers,
demographers, and geographers draw on many of these same artifacts to tell different kinds of
stories, but the relationship between artifact and story line is similar.

The most accessible artifacts are texts of some kind, and the most accessible texts for

U.S. faculty and students are written in English. It is inevitable under such circumstances
that Western cultural information will dominate the stories. Yet one out of five bachelor’s
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degree recipients—as well as over half of those who earned less than the bachelor’s de-
gree—in the NLS-72 had no postsecondary exposure to Western cultural and social informa-
tion at all, "introductory" or "advanced." The lowest participation rates occurred among
majors in Engineering, Agriculture, Allied Health, Nursing, and Engineering Technologies.
The participation rates were even lower for occupational associate’s degree recipients and
candidates in 2-year colleges. All these students are, at best, tourists in their own land.

Beyond these observations, there are no clear-cut patterns, either by demographic sub-
group or category of educational attainment. For example, among those who earned bache-
lor’s degrees, and in the course cluster for introductory Western culture and society (see table
9), minority students had more exposure than whites (68 percent of blacks and 65 percent of
Hispanics took more than 4 credits, versus 57 percent of whites). In the cluster of courses
beyond the basics, however, the differences among the racial groups were statistically
insignificant (see table 10).

Immersion in the streams of language that yield Hirsch’s primary. cultural literacy, the
"supradialect," was more frequent than immersion in the streams of secondary cultural
literacies. But there is no question that the waters ran neither wide nor deep through the
generation that is now "thirtysomething."

As a result, that generation may not consist of efficient participants in its own culture
and economy. Given its even more limited exposure to secondary cultural literacies, it
certainly seems unsuited to participate in the diversity of world culture and economy. If the
diffusion of knowledge best takes place when the water is deep, the arguments among
humanities faculty about canons and contents seem so often misdirected, as they focus on—at
best—a quarter of the students who pass through our institutions of higher education, the only

students who make—or are required to make—any effort at all to expand their language
space.
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VIII. Cultural Tourists or Residents?

Cultural literacy (singular or plural) is closely allied with the process by which we
learn to read, expand our language space, become more efficient producers and users of
knowledge, participate in world economic life, and enrich our individual lives in the bargain.
People who don’t read, don’t expand. People who read a little, don’t expand much. Text
still dominates our communication, whether we see it (in printed material or on computer
screens) or don’t (in the scripts written for television, radio, and motion pictures). Recall
what Wayne Booth said in his critique of Hirsch’s work: that children who are immersed in
their own culture learn much more than lists. Our first problem concerns immersion: how
mach study in the different streams of cultural information will produce true expansion of
knowledge? What kind of motivation and effort do we expect of college students in this
regard? Will they truly benefit if all they garner are fragments? One way to illustrate what’s
at issue here is all around us: the language landscape of the United States.

Immersion: "Foreign" Languages and American Culture

In the concept of the "supradialectical," raised at the outset of this study, is more than
a metaphor. The United States is a linguistically heterogeneous society, and always has been.
Recent immigration waves from the Pacific rim, Central America, Haiti, and Eastern Europe
have made it even more so. In the early 1980s, the San Diego Community College District
was delivering ESL instruction to a population speaking 40 different languages. In the early
1990s, the public schools of Fairfax County, Virginia, for example, report serving students
from households in which over 70 different languages are spoken. All of them are learning
English, the "supradiaiect,” without which their participation in national economic and
political life will be limited. But most will hold on to a portion of their linguistic heritage,
and some terms and phrases from their languages may, in time, enter common English usage.

Hirsch’s infamous list, in fact, contains terms from Spanish, French, and German that
have entered the supradialect this way (e.g., a la carte, blitzkreig, déja vu, mafiana, nouveau
riche, téte-a-téte); and no doubt other non-English terms will enter in the future. Hirsch’s list
could be translated into any of those—and other—languages, and large parts of it would elicit
similar schema from native speakers of those languages (consider, for example, terms on
Hirsch’s list such as "gene," "general anesthetic," "general strike," or "generating plant"). To
be sure, some schema would not be identical; and for people who have come to the United

States from very isolated language communities (e.g., the Hmong), the references themselves
would be inaccessible.

In light of the multi-lingual nature of our society, it sounds odd to call languages
"foreign." Yet in all the contemporary discussions of "multiculturalism" and "cultural
diversity," we hear little, if anything, about native language and language maintenance, let
alone do we see native speakers of English reaching out to immerse themselves in another
culture through second language acquisition. Yes, as Lambert reports, language enroliments
at both the secondary school and college level rose in the mid-1980s, but also that the drop in
enrollments from the first year of study to the second were staggeringly high in every

37
4%

J




language and in every type of institution save Russian and French in liberal arts colleges
(Lambert 1990).

Ideally, the learning of a second language involves immersing oneself in a speech
community that uses terms and phrases according to role, relationships, circumstance, and
situation (Hickey 1980). This is not a superficial undertaking. You can’t do it in a course or
two; you can’t do it in a unit of course that introduces and mixes in material from another
culture. People whose efforts are so slight will never be more than tourists. Immersion is
real "multicultural" education, yet is strangely shunned by putative "multiculturalists." It
involves establishing "cultural literacy" in another community, not by being able to identify
and define items on a list, but by knowing how and when to use those items in complex
situations. Immigrants to the United States do it all the time, and can tell us how hard it is,
how long it takes, and how much reading—in addition to speaking and listening—is involved.

The Playing Fields of Time

The members of the High School Class of 72 who went to college were not subject to
the same intensity of normative demands on their academic time as are contemporary college
students. "Study me!" cries one commission. "No, study me!" cries another report. Math,
computers, literature, history, ethnic studies, non-Western studies, foreign languages, environ-
ment—each of these has been advanced as indispensable or critical for surviving in the 21st
Century, just as many of them were advanced as essential for survival in the 20th Century.
Some are even advanced as elixirs of eternal survival. It’s hard to read these reports without
questioning how their recommendations could come to pass on the playing fields of college
time. Had students acted equally on the nostrums of all the national reports on higher

education in the 1980s and stopped at 120 credits, they would have wound up with a lot of
little pieces.

What’s the solution for the student—not for faculty who are trying to maintain or
increase enrollments in their departments? What guidance does the college experience of the
Class of ’72 as reflected in this study offer to academic advisers?

The solution comes in three steps. First, take Ishmael’s lesson from Moby Dick: you
can’t know everything, and studying a little bit of everything will not result in any knowledge
that is satisfying. The first step is to establish a mindset: immersion is better.”

Second, do some triage. Few entering college students know everything they really
want to study. But within a year of both formal general education and exposure to as much
cultural information as campuses have to offer, you can establish priorities. Set aside
interests that cannot be explored fully, and pledge that you will come back to them in
continuing education after college. If you finish your degree, whether associate’s or bache-
lor’s, the chances are better that you will, in fact, come back to school to pursue these
interests. The playing fields of time are long and green.
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Lastly, put a limited number of course clusters together through which you can
study—let us say—three areas (in addition to your major) in some depth. Look at Cheney’s
50 Hours, not necessarily to follow its prescriptions, but for what it suggests you can do.
Build a cluster in the cultural "supradialect." Build another in a cultural literacy that requires
study in a language other than English and the crossing of what anthropologist Clifford
Geertz described as an uneven terrain of "clefts and contours" (Geertz 1986). Build another

in. . . . With all the prerequisites, that will add up to 50 hours, but at least you will feel
some immersion. You will not be a tourist. -
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Notes

1. Light and Shadows on College Athletes (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of
Education, 1990), Women at Thirtysomething: Paradoxes of Aiiaiament (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Department of Education, 1991), and The Way We Are: the Community College as
American Thermometer (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, 1992). All are
available, at very modest charge, through the Superintendent of Documents, U.S. Government
Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 20402-3238. Phone: (202) 783-3238.

2. The third cohort, known as the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988
(NELS:88), was established when its members were in the eighth grade. Not all of them will

graduate from high school, and not all the graduates in this cohort will receive their high
school diplomas in 1992.

3. In the data analysis file created for this series of monographs, there are five
configurations of ccilege courses in science, technology, and engineering. The configuration
used for this table is confined to disciplinary courses in the biological and physical sciences,
clinical health science courses (e.g., Neuroanatomy, Clinical Biochemistry), and physiological
psychology. All these are courses most likely to include laboratory or field investigations.
The configuration does not include:

(a) The course category for General Science, a sample of the titles under which
include, "Aims and Achievement of Science," "Universe: Myth and Fact,"

"Ideas and Issues in Science," "Natural Science Survey," and "Science Funda-
mentals."

(b) Course categories covering "babified" versions of botany (titles dominated
by "Plants and Civilization") and chemistry.

(c) Biostatistics, history of science, biological anthropology, food science and
nutrition, environmental studies, animal and plant science courses taught in
schools of agriculture, and conservation and natural resources—all of which are
covered in other configurations of courses.

4. When one examines either the required courses for "upper secondary” or "academ-
ic" secondary school diplomas or the cousses designed to prepare students for national college
entrance examinations in other OECD countries, it is obvious that 100 percent of the students
who eventually earn the equivalent of bachelor’s degrees have taken more than minimal work
in foreign languages and basic science. To be sure, we don’t know what these students study

at the university level because no other country has a national transcript sample like the
NLS/PETS.

5. Whether one disagrees with the way Hirsch treated some of his sources (Scholes
1987; Sledd and Sledd 1988), whether one thinks a list of terms is useful only in playing
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trivial pursuit, or whether, as I believe, Hirsch underplayed the process of linguistic change in
his analysis, is beside the framework of this study.

6. The coding scheme for the revised NLS/PETS transcripts allows us to determine (a)
the percentage of students who take such courses, and (b) the percentage of total credits
generated by these courses. While varsity athietes are often allowed to accumulate ridiculous
numbers of what I call "sportscredits," most students take these courses for fractional or no
credit. The difference between the enrollment and credit figures is important in judging the
relative role of these courses in the undergraduate curriculum. Here, for example, are the
data for those in the NLS/PETS sample who earned bachelor’s degrees at any time between
1972 and 1984 (weighted N=732,511):

Percent Percent of

Enrolled all Credits
Karate, Judo, Self-Defense 3.7% 0.030%
Equestrian 0.9 0.009
Yoga 1.0 0.006
Scuba/Skin Diving 1.6 0.013
Fishing, Fly-Casting 04 0.003
Riflery, Pistol (non-military) 0.5 6.004

Compare these figures to those in the table of "The Empirical Core Curriculum of bachelor’s
Degree Recipients" at the beginning of Section VII of this monograph.

7. Both Cheney (1989) and Levine and Cureton (1992) first use samples of institu-
tions, then look at the curricular "requirements" of the institutions—as reported by a respon-
dent to a survey—and come up with a population estimate of institutions requiring X or Y.
Neither of these approaches ever tells us what percentage of U.S. undergraduates are
presumably affected by these requirements, and there is a good reason: you cannot obtain a
population estimate of students from a weighted sample of institutions. It’s apples and pears.
If 90 percent of undergraduate students in the U.S. attended the 19-campus California State
University System, and 10 percent attended the other 3,381 institutions in this country, there
is no way that an institutional sample will tell you what percentage of U.S. undergraduates
are affected by anything. This is common sense.
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8. Among course categories in which 250 or more students out of the 12,599 in the
NLS/PETS enrolled, the following showed relatively high degrees of non-completion:

College Algebra 17.9%
Botany: General, Introduction to 16.7
General Psychology 16.5
General Biology 15.8
Marketing 15.7
Freshman Composition (English) 15.7
Zoology: General, Introduction to 15.6
Introductory Sociology 15.4
Intro College-Level Math 15.4
Communications: Introduction, Fundamentals 15.2
Advanced Grammar and Composition 15.2
Pre-Calculus/Analytic Geometry 15.0
General/Integrated Science (Interdisc) 15.0
World/Western Civilization (History) 15.0
General Humanities (Interdisc) 14.9
French: Introductory, Intermediate 14.8
U.S. History Surveys 14.8
Basic Academic Skills 14.7
German: Advanced, Literature -14.6
Pre-Collegiate Math: General 14.6
General Chemistry 144
General Social Science 14.3
English Literature (all periods) 141
Inorganic Chemistry 13.9
Finite M