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The University requirements for graduation transcend the boundaries of specialization
and provide all students with a common language and common skills.
This is the opening sentence of Princeton University's statement of its general education
requirements, the standard term for universities' efforts to give their students a rich dose of the major
subjects of human inquiry. Clearly, the university is affirming its commitment to tradition.
Princeton's statement continues in the same vein: "It is as important for a student . . . to engage
in disciplined reflection on human conduct, character, and ways of life or to develop critical skills
through the study of the history, aesthetics, and theory of literature and the arts as it is for a student. . .
to understand the rigors of quantitative reasoning and to develop a basic knowledge of the capabilities
and limitations of scientific inquiry and technological development."1
It sounds good. An applicant skimming the Princeton course catalog would have gotten the
impression that the university's undergraduate program was designed to give her the very best and
broadest of courses. Who would doubt that the university that prepared novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald,
Secretary of State George P. Schultz, and Senator Bill Bradley meant what it said?
Sadly, one would be wise to question Princeton—and probably every other institution of higher
education—when it comes to statements about educational goals and outcomes. K-12 education is
watched as carefully as a third grader crossing the street, but higher education's claims go largely
unexamined. In most instances where independent assessments of college learning might serve the
public, particularly when applicants are trying to find the right school, institutions of higher learning resist
being measured by quantitative results. Until that changes, let the reader beware.
When Barry Latzer, senior consultant for the Washington-based American Council of Trustees and
Alumni,2 inspected the actual core requirements at Princeton, he discovered a gap between the words and
the reality. The university did have composition and foreign language requirements that took those two
subjects seriously, but when Latzer looked at other areas the university's own statement said were vital,
such as literature, government and history, mathematics, sciences, and economics, he was disappointed.
Princeton had no required literature course that did not focus on exotica or just a single author. It did
not require a comprehensive course in American history or government. It did not require a college-level
math course. Nor did it require a course in sciences such as astronomy, biology, chemistry, geology, or
physics. Economics? Forget about it.3
Princeton is not unique. A course called "Ghosts, Demons and Monsters" apparently satisfies
Dartmouth's humanities requirements, while Duke students can meet that requirement by taking "Campus
Culture and Drinking." Students who pass "Reasoning about Luck" meet Cornell's math requirement.
If an applicant was unwilling to slog through the fine print, she would think that Princeton
undergraduates had to take a mathematics course under its Quantitative Reasoning requirement and a
natural or physical science course under its Science and Technology requirement. But Latzer concluded
that Princeton did not actually have a serious mathematics requirement because, he said, "The
Quantitative Reasoning requirement may be satisfied by such courses as Math Alive (focuses on the
mathematical concepts behind important modern applications, such as bar codes, CD-players, and
population models); The Universe (astronomy for the non-science major; no prerequisites past high school
algebra and geometry); and Computers and Computing (introduction to computers and computer science;
emphasis is on understanding how computers really work)."
And as far as the science requirement went, he said, "The Science and Technology requirement may
be satisfied by Freshman Seminars such as Sound, Music and Physics, or by courses in Anthropology or
in the multidisciplinary program in Environmental Studies."4
In the white heat of competition for places in the freshman class at selective colleges and universities
like Princeton, the nature and quality of the education being offered is often obscured. Few independent

organizations attempt to look past the course catalog and website mission statements to see what is
actually being taught. Those groups that do measure the weight of an undergraduate education do it
quietly, and often decline to disclose their findings without the permission of the universities that would
prefer to keep their failings to themselves.
Colleges often say they care about how much they are teaching students, but there is little evidence
that they are as concerned about that as they say they are. A 1997 study by the National Center for
Postsecondary Improvement at Stanford University found that few institutions of higher education linked
what they knew about how much their students were learning to relevant data on what they were trying to
teach and who was doing the teaching.5 That same report by the center said assessment of student
academic progress had "only a marginal influence" on college decision makers.6 Perhaps the most
damning fact is that there are so little data about student learning compiled at all by higher education. Pat
Callan, President of the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, makes this point in
summarizing MEASURING UP 2000, the Center's study of higher education quality in each of the fifty
states: "... the national center could say next to nothing about the knowledge and skills of those who had
completed at least some education beyond high school."7
Mark D. Soskin, associate professor of economics at the University of Central Florida, said, "It is
convenient all around for students, faculty, taxpayers, legislators, alums, and donors to pretend that high
quality and relevant learning is going on." He said
Establishing standards or even publishing measured learning would reveal that the emperor, if
not naked, has a much skimpier wardrobe than commonly presumed. Once such performance
numbers are revealed, colleges would be faced with untenable choices such as the following: (1)
either make colleges less sociable and fun or else be willing to flunk out many more and become
less attractive to students interested in what a party school has to offer, or (2) force faculty to teach
more classes (especially undergrads), not cancel as many classes or shuffle students off into
teaching assistant discussion sections, hold more office hours and do more advising, spend more
time learning to teach effectively (like developing lesson plans), cut back on status-based research in
the non-sciences, channel resources into the classroom and instructional support, and change the
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incentives that over-reward non-educational activities.

While researchers and policymakers produce mountains of data under the new federal No Child Left
Behind Act showing where K-12 public schools are meeting and not meeting their teaching obligations,
higher education is largely ignored. What investigations that are conducted are often written by university
professors who, sincere or not, have a conflict of interest when writing about their own institutions. They
tend to accept the general notion that universities are superior academic institutions because so many high
school seniors want to enroll in them, whether they have data to confirm the quality of their work or not.
Quick to judge others, colleges are loath to question the value of their own efforts. A good example of
self-regard involves Advanced Placement (AP) courses, through which high school students can earn
college credit. Former college philosophy professor William Casement argues that AP courses are a poor
substitute for the college introductory courses without questioning the quality of those undergraduate
offerings.9 Casement says many selective colleges have made it more difficult for students who took AP
courses and tests in high school to gain college credit for their work. This trend has accelerated in college
academic departments as the number of college freshmen who arrive annually with AP tests on their
records has reached the one million mark and continues to climb.
"Selective colleges are increasingly wary of the program, and tightening further on the award of credit,"
Casement says. The AP exam is scored on a point system, 5 points being the equivalent of an A in a
comparable college introductory course and a 3, the equivalent of a college C-plus, the lowest score that
will earn college credit. One way colleges have tightened credit, Casement says,
is to reject not only scores of 3 but also of 4, leaving only scores of 5 as credit worthy. In 2002,
Harvard announced that a minimum score of 5 would be required for college credit for any of the AP
exams. This move came after a study in two departments found that students who used AP credit to
skip introductory courses fared significantly worse at the next level than students who took those
courses. In 2003, the University of Pennsylvania also reached the level of accepting no score less

than a 5 for credit. . . .
Policies like these are not simple administrative fiats, but a collection of decisions by individual
departments. The matter usually lies within departmental control, and at various other schools—
William and Mary, Carnegie Mellon, Washington University (St. Louis), and Carleton, to name a few
as examples— several departments now require a score of 5, although other departments do not.

Casement goes beyond the numbers on tightening credit to get at the attitudes fueling the change:
AP is talked about in the meetings of the Ivy League deans, where the growth and quality of the
program are a significant concern. One veteran of these meetings summarizes the groups
misgivings: "I think that we are unanimous in wanting to see AP as a means of placing students in
appropriate college courses but not as a substitute for the full experience of a residential college. . . .
[E]ven when our faculty are willing to allow students with AP to place out of introductory courses,
they rarely believe that the AP experience is equivalent to those courses."

Casement says that colleges have lost confidence in the ability of high school AP teachers to teach
their subject matter as well as the instructors whose introductory courses the AP students want to skip. He
says that because high school teachers do not have as many academic credentials as the college
instructors, because high school AP students are often two or three years younger than college freshmen,
and because average AP scores have not dropped as much as he would expect given the increase in the
number of AP examinations, the AP program cannot be providing as demanding and useful an academic
experience as introductory college courses. His conversations with college officials, such as the unnamed
university veteran quoted above, lead him to conclude that these are the reasons that colleges are
withholding or restricting credit.
And therein lies the curious double standard that college educators such as Casement accept when
judging higher education. Like the Princeton statement about its core curriculum, the college view of AP is
based on a wealth of information about Advanced Placement, willingly provided by the College Board, but
almost no information about the college introductory courses to which the AP courses are being
unfavorably compared.
Casement suggests that the College Board has not kept its AP exams at a college level. The College
Board says it has, and offers as proof the fact that it gives AP tests to samples of college freshmen every
five years or so and compares their introductory course grades to their AP scores. Casement complains
that the five-year gaps are too large, since AP test taking is growing so fast, but he uses the College Board
data anyway, without any apparent embarrassment, to buttress his points.
The questions that Casement does not consider are these: How many colleges give a nationally
standardized exam to students who have completed their introductory courses to see how much they have
learned compared to what they might have learned in an AP course? How can we be certain that the
professors who organize those introductory courses and write the exams are not just teaching and
assessing a few peculiar issues that interest them and ignoring the high-minded endorsements of a
common body of knowledge found on the university website?
Casement told me he does not know of any colleges that give an AP-like test to confirm that their
introductory courses are fulfilling their promises. I contacted ten colleges and universities around the
country and could find no evidence of such an exam being given anywhere.
Officials at several of the colleges that are restricting credit for AP told me they have no research that
would show if their introductory courses are better or worse than AP. Furthermore, few of them have any
research that shows how well a student who has been given credit for AP does in the next level course,
when compared to students who took the college's introductory course rather than skipping it with AP
credit.
Casement cites one such unpublished study by two departments at Harvard that led the university to
decide that only grades of 5 on AP tests could be used for credit in any department.10 This was because
students in three courses who got credit for scores of less than 5 did not do as well in follow-up courses as
students who had taken the college's introductory courses.
That was one small study. Another selective college has done another small, unpublished
study that reaches the opposite conclusion, at least for its courses.11 At Claremont McKenna

College in Claremont, California, students who skipped introductory calculus by getting a grade of
4 or 5 in AP calculus AB or BC had an average grade of 11 out of 12 points in its follow-up calculus
course. This was better than the average grade of 9.51 for all students in that follow-up course.
The same thing happened in Spanish. Students who skipped the equivalent course at Claremont
McKenna by scoring 4 or 5 in AP Spanish had an average grade of 11.29 in the college's follow-up
course, which was higher than the average grade of 10.68 for all students in that course.
Many colleges cloak the quality of their courses in respectful adjectives without much data to
support their claims, and Casement provides cover for them by overlooking several possible
explanations for their tightening of AP credit that have nothing to do with any decline in the quality
of AP courses. College department heads, for instance, might be downplaying AP because they
are unfamiliar with the AP program's strengths, since few of them have ever spent any time
recently in an AP class. Or they might want to show themselves academically tougher than rival
colleges also recruiting high-scoring freshmen. Or they might be concerned that too much AP
credit would force them to cut back on their introductory courses, which provide jobs for their
graduate students. There is not much research to back up these conclusions, but neither is there
much to support Casement's argument about a decline in the quality of AP.
When challenged about the quality of teaching in colleges during an interview, Casement
accepted their traditional position. They are respected institutions with long histories, college
officials say, and that should be enough for everyone when compared to an organization like the
College Board, which is trying to protect its franchise. Casement has been critical of colleges'
overspecialization, but in this case he ignores colleges' own tendency to distort facts in their own
marketing campaigns: "I would trust whatever assessments the colleges make, whether they have
formal data or not, more than I would trust what the present College Board has to say about its
data."12
The National Research Council, in a 2002 report, endorsed the same double standard.13 The
report, "Learning and Understanding," attacked the College Board for producing AP courses and
tests that it said were too broad and shallow. But it overlooked the fact that the College Board was
bringing to the high schools AP courses and tests that were virtually identical to the introductory
college courses that the committee members, many of them college professors, chose not to
criticize.
Similar assumptions about the quality of university core courses are exposed in the full
American Council of Trustees and Alumni2 report, "The Hollow Core: Failure of the General
Education Curriculum."14 It graded fifty colleges and universities on how many of the seven
subjects the council considered essential to a liberal arts education—writing, literature, foreign
language, U.S. government or history, math, natural or physical science, and economics—actually
were required. Schools that had at least six of the seven subjects required got an A. Four or five
out of seven earned a B, three a C, two a D, and one or none an F.
Twenty-four of the fifty institutions got Ds and Fs, and only one, Baylor, an A. Princeton
received a D, but only two Ivy League colleges, Columbia and Dartmouth, did any better, scraping
by with gentleman Cs. Two schools, Brown and Vassar, never even tried to have core courses—
they say for very good reasons—and got zeroes. Ten schools also earned Fs by requiring only one
out of seven subjects: the University of California—Berkeley, Colgate, Cornell, Iowa State— Ames,
Mount Holyoke, Nebraska, Northwestern, Penn State, Smith, and Wisconsin—Madison.
Baylor earned its A with requirements for six of the seven subjects. Wallace Daniel, dean of its
College of Arts and Sciences, said the school "is opposed to narrow specialization, to breaking the
world into separate parts and viewing them as isolated."15 Those specialized courses are what
most university professors want to teach, which is one reason why so few colleges require many
general courses. Baylor, however, promotes a retro image—no coed dorms, for instance—which
may attract a student body more interested in the classic academic subjects.
The council's report describes some of the unusual courses that help obscure the weakness of
the core requirements at many colleges. An undergraduate can meet the math requirement at the
University of Illinois, for instance, with a course called "Principles and Techniques in Music
Education," or the composition requirement at Nebraska with a course in "Instructional Television,"

or the math requirement at Cornell with the course "Reasoning about Luck," which "uses high
school algebra." And the list of courses that meet humanities or social science requirements
includes "History of Comic Book Art" (Indiana), "Love and Money" (Bryn Mawr), "Ghosts, Demons
and Monsters" (Dartmouth), and "Campus Culture and Drinking" (Duke).
The report says a serious liberal arts education is necessary because graduates need
analytical, writing, and quantitative skills to pursue their careers, even though 62 percent of the
schools surveyed require no college math and 30 percent do not require a serious writing course. It
says being an educated citizen requires a serious American history or government course,
although only 14 percent of the sample require one. Having a rich life, Latzer said, requires an
appreciation of great literature, but only 12 percent of the colleges studied "required a survey of
significant works by numerous authors of acknowledged stature."
To be sure, many students arrive in college having taken AP or International Baccalaureate
classes that would meet the council's requirements if they got good scores on the tests. But they
often get no credit for them since these colleges, which often share Casement's distrust of AP
courses, do not give AP credit for those courses or do not require them at all.
No one will be surprised to learn that many colleges reject the American Council's criteria. Meg
Lauerman, spokeswoman for Nebraska, said she thought her school's entrance requirements
ensured that students got much of what they needed in liberal arts in high school, including "a
menu of courses which contribute to the concept of a liberal education."16 Brown spokesman Mark
Nickels said that his university's distaste for the whole notion of core courses helped make it very
popular with very bright students. "By any reasonable measure, Brown's curriculum has been a
brilliant success: alumni satisfaction, graduating seniors' admission to graduate and professional
schools, student honors and achievements, consistent top-20 national placement in various
independent quality ratings, size and quality of admission pools," he said.17
Most defenses of higher education use the same criteria—they have respected professors and
brilliant students and do well in the rankings, even if there are not any systematic surveys of what
they are actually teaching. Princeton alumnus Bradford R. Findell, who teaches mathematics at the
University of Georgia, said the Princeton course "Math Alive" that Latzer demeaned ought to be
accepted as worthy because it was designed by Ingrid Daubechies, a member of the National
Academy of Sciences. And what matters in such a course, he said, is not the description in the
catalog but "what happens inside the class, in the interactions among the teacher, the students,
and the subject matter."18
College instructors often defend each other's courses. David McNeill, a lecturer in philosophy at
the University of Essex, protested Latzer's characterization of the Cornell math course, "Reasoning
about Luck," and made his case with a quote from Cornell chemist Benjamin Widom about the
book of the same name, by Cornell mathematician Vinay Ambegaokar, on which the course is
based: "'Reasoning about Luck'" is a beautifully written, highly original treatment of probability in
the physical sciences—notable for its clarity, its wit, and its insights. It succeeds admirably in
teaching the subject to any attentive reader, even one with no mathematics beyond high-school
algebra, and yet can be read with pleasure and profit by professional physicists as well."19
McNeill is attempting to make a virtue out of the course being accessible to students who have
no more preparation than high school algebra, even though such students would almost never be
admitted to the Princeton freshman class. That indicates Latzer may be right in suggesting that
"Reasoning about Luck" is a bit of academic fluff without a solid core.
There is one part of Latzer's critique that can be judged without a subjective argument over the
character of a specific course. Latzer says that colleges should require economics because "it is
hard to see how someone can compete successfully if he or she does not understand such
fundamentals as the law of supply and demand or how the costs and benefits of diverse courses of
action can be evaluated and compared. Whether one is introducing a product, creating a new
business, or managing a national economy, understanding economics is no longer optional—it is
essential." So he looked at the course lists of each of the fifty colleges to see how many required a
general course in macro- or micro-economics, taught by faculty in the economics or business
department. He did not find a single one.

There is some tentative movement toward measurement of what is taught in college courses.
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE, pronounced "nessie"), based at Indiana
University, is used by more than 850 colleges and universities. It surveys undergraduates to
determine the quality of their learning process. How many papers did they write? How often did
they see a professor outside of class?
But most colleges participating in NSSE have refused to release the results of those surveys,
preferring to use them for their internal decisions on which courses need to be improved or
dropped. And even those colleges that have released their NSSE data have made it hard to locate
the relevant numbers on their websites. In their current form, the NSSE surveys are not very useful
in determining the worth of specific courses, since the questionnaires ask general questions rather
than the differences between, for instance, the European history and Asian history courses.
An even newer attempt to assess college quality, the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), is
also focused on general skills, not specific courses.20 The CLA researchers picked three
dimensions of college learning—critical thinking, analytic reasoning, and written communication—
to be assessed with an open-ended examination rather than a multiple choice test. From the
Graduate Record Examination they borrowed a forty-five-minute essay in which test takers support
or criticize a given position on an issue, and a thirty-minute essay critiquing someone else's
argument. They adopted critical thinking tests developed in the 1980s by the state of New Jersey.
And Stephen Klein, a senior researcher at the Rand Corporation in Santa Monica, California,
created two ninety-minute performance task questions inspired by his work in the early 1980s
enhancing the California Bar Examination.
For the initial trials, fourteen unidentified colleges of various sizes supplied 1,365 student test
takers, lured with payments of $20 to $25 an hour to take the tests online. In a series of reports
available on the Council for Aid to Education Web site, the CLA researchers say the tests worked.
College seniors had significantly better CLA scores than freshmen with comparable SAT scores,
suggesting that something that improved with college teaching had been measured. Some
colleges with similar SAT averages had significantly different CLA averages, suggesting that the
results had something to do with the nature of education at each school.
But it will be many years before these systems are developed to where they can measure the
worth of specific courses, and even longer before the colleges involved are willing to let the results
be made public. Until that time, colleges will continue to insist that what they do has to be good
because their professors have fine reputations and their graduates go on to successful careers.
In many cases they will be telling the truth. But in some cases they will not, with no one but the
undergraduates in the courses aware of what is wrong. And the applicant trying to discern the truth
by reading a Princeton catalog will, as always, have no reliable way to determine if the rhetoric
matches the results. Unfortunately, "Caveat Lector" is likely to remain good advice for years to
come.
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