The College
that
Students Helped Plan

Building a college from scratch is among an
educator’s most cherished dreams. Few ever get
the chance, and those who do often find the
morning-after reality rarely matches their earlier
visions. The State University of New York’s new
and experimental College at Old Westbury is an
example of a college that is just being built, and
its planning has aroused interest nationwide.
Three questions dominate Old Westbury: 1) Can
a truly experimental college flourish within a
giant state university system? 2) What stamp of
character will be imprinted on Old Westbury by
a president—Harris Wofford—who is not a sea-
soned educator, but is a lawyer, a political ac-

From Out of the Smoke
By Ralph Keyes

A press agent’s dream, the State University
of New York’s new College at Old Westbury is
set in 570 acres of aristocratic splendor on the
former Nassau estate of an eccentric horse
breeder. Its image is one of excitement, exuber-
ance, experimentation. President Harris Wof-
ford, ex-JFK advisor and onetime Peace Corps
dynamo, has brought together a team of Peace
Corps-like staffers, turned-on intellects and
groovy students. Such phrases as “ending the
lockstep march,” “creative tension,” and “asking
the larger questions” prance smartly in and out
the estate gates. Passionate talk of this being the
“most ambitious laboratory in the world for in-
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tivist (arrested with Dick Gregory at Chicago),
and a JFK New Frontiersman? 3) Is genuine stu-
dent participation in institutional planning prac-
tical and viable?

Old Westbury, now in its first year with
eighty-five students, was shaped by Wofford and
a small staff, several outside academics—and
some twenty-five students from such campuses as
Goddard, San Francisco State and Antioch. W hat
really happened depends on whether you were
Ralph Keyes (one of the student planners), or
Jacqueline Grennan (one of the consultants), or
Wofford. Their reports, and those of other plan-
ners, follow.

novation in higher education” is frequent and
sincere. This, in other words, is to be a college
truly innovative, presuming it can duck the suf-
focating hug of SUNY’s massive mother bureau-
cracy.

I had the luck to spend three months as a
student planner midst the luxury of Old West-
bury during its gestation period, and I have re-
newed contact regularly since. This relationship
has been a stimulating educational confronta-
tion, yet it has left me with nagging doubts to
temper commitment and affection. Today these
doubts have turned into hard questions as to
whether Old Westbury, despite its image and
proclamations, really intends to “innovate”—or
even whether it really understands what innova-
tion entails.

Ralph Keyes, assistant to the publisher of Newsday, was
a student planner at Old Westbury.
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The best way to get a grip on how Old West-
bury was shaped is to look in on the planning
debates, pitched battles fought out over the sem-
inar table and in smoky back offices starting in
early 1967 by eight college administrators, a
shifting population of student planners and myr-
iad outside consultants. At the head of the table
sits Harris Wofford, his educational outlook
deeply influenced by years at the University of
Chicago during its period of most aggressive
commitment to the liberal arts. Even more than
his alma mater, Wofford looks upon the pre-
scribed curriculum of Great Books at St. John’s
College as an educational ideal. The Common
Seminar, Socratic Dialogue and the Search for
Truth are processes Old Westbury’s president has
found exciting and hopes will characterize any
institution he leads. At the same time, Wofford’s
experience abroad—on a fellowship in India, in
an Israeli kibbutz, with the Peace Corps in Ethi-
opia—and such elements as his training as a
lawyer, his civil rights work and early leadership
of the Student World Federalists have tempered
any temptation to sculpt Old Westbury in ivory.
If too academic for activists, he is too active for
academics, and those interested in creative ten-
sion should find the mixture pleasing.

Backing Wofford are other adult planners,
graduates of Chicago and St. John’s, who share
his approach with varying degrees of fervor. But
it is the president’s voice that echoes Hutchins
most clearly, asking: “Isn’t it true, or likely to
be true, that there are some things which every
person needs to learn in order to be free, things
as essential to our minds and souls as water and
salt, bread and wine are to our bodies?”

“No!” is the cry from student planners across
the table. Reading Huxley, Hesse and A. S.
Neill they visibly cringe at the mention of Great
Books. Raised permissively and educated pro-
gressively, they argue passionately for a do-your-
thing style of education. Wofford reads their po-
sition with reasonable accuracy as: (1) words
have run dry, at least most words used by those
over 30 will not work with those under 30; (2)
college should be a place where everyone, ex-
cept perhaps the president, is encouraged to do
his thing; (3) the curriculum should be a con-
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stantly changing smorgasbord, with students and
teachers both the cooks and customers; (4) part-
nership means not token integration of students
in the government of the college, but real stu-
dent power, and (5) through it all, the college
should be a loving community where dialogue is
both honest and gentle.

If the intellectual positions were reasonably
clear in this heated confrontation, the utter con-
fusion of power distribution caused frustration,
followed by resentment. The original mandate
promised to “admit students to full partnership
in the academic world.” But the Old Westbury
president exerted charismatic leadership, a gen-
tle despotism much like that of Lincoln, who
once smiled down at a cabinet united against
him, saying, “Eight nays and one aye, the ayes
have it.” Staunch in his opposition to govern-
ment by committee, Wofford led when leader-
ship was called for, and when decisions needed
to be made, it was usually he who made them
(this not always being apparent at the time).
“Full partnership” essentially meant all had
equal status in attempting to influence the leader.
The seminar-style planning process, indeed, was
sometimes referred to as “educating the Presi-
dent.”

Out of the smoke (coincidentally, Old West-
bury’s administration building burned to the
ground in the spring of 1968) arose a plan that
attempted to blend St. John’s with the Peace
Corps, Oxford with Antioch, Chicago with God-
dard. At the core was a common humanities
seminar in which “the larger questions” would
be discussed by small groups using common
sources; social science workshops and indepen-
dent study would take the remaining two-thirds
of students’ time. In a dilution of the classical
ideal, films and works of art would be deemed
as appropriate as books for source materials; be-
sides Plato, Homer and Shakespeare, the sug-
gested common humanities readings would in-
clude Camus, Hesse and Malcolm X. Modern
skills in the social sciences, teaching and modern
languages would be studied in workshops. Stu-
dents presumably would get to do at least one-
third of their own things in the time allotted for
independent study, including the opportunity to
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organize their own group-educational programs.

The staple of the Old Westbury cuisine
would be small-group seminars in which So-
cratic Dialogue would follow questions wherever
they lead; even the workshops would start with a
common social science seminar. Lectures would
be limited, generally to visiting speakers. And
grades and examinations would be done away
with, at least in the usual sense, to be replaced
by a mixture of written evaluations, oral exams,
consultation, evaluated papers and occasional
comprehensive objective examinations. Credits
proved impossible to elude, given the university
system of which Old Westbury is part, but tradi-
tional departments would be verboten (at least
until the faculty arrived in large numbers).

In the Oxford-Cambridge tradition, a feder-
alist structure was planned to allow several con-
stituent colleges to try diverse approaches as Old
Westbury grows—to an estimated 5,000 stu-
dents by 1970. The first college, which opened

i

R

/

M i //[%
i

last fall, focused on urban problems, an idea
Wofford at first resisted but then enthusiastically
endorsed as a “new way to approach liberal stud-
ies.” As part of the urban orientation and ac-
tivist bent of this first curriculum, students will
work on field assignments for their second se-
mester (and probably at least two other semes-
ters in later years). Initial assignments will be
concentrated in New York community-action

and teaching programs.

This is, of course, a decided improvement
over most university feeding troughs. But when
you get down to it, there is very little really new
or experimental about the planned pedagogy at
Old Westbury. The basic seminar-forum format
is St. John’s all the way. Though the common-
ness of the program is emphasized at every turn,
seminars are nevertheless assured they can take
off in their own directions. Independent study is
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promised, but the catalog tells students that the
social science workshops will point out “appro-
priate areas” for such study; this part of the cur-
riculum, moreover, is the part in which students
will be able to write “a major undergraduate
thesis” and in which teaching technology can be
studied. Thus, “independent study” proves to
be a miscellaneous section of the curriculum in
which items not categorized elsewhere find a
home.

Even Old Westbury’s field program, for all
its improvements over sterile academia, has
faults. Planning time, staff and resources de-
voted to the off-campus program are overshad-
owed by those granted the academic section. The
college’s sole student dean was for too many
months also director of field studies, a burden
too great for any one man. And the catalog pro-
claims cryptically that the study of history is in-
tended as “one of the best correctives to the
short-range perspectives produced by an inten-
sive field experience.”

In short, no matter how vigorously its hands
may finger the modern world, Old Westbury was
profoundly obsolete at inception. Students and
their sympathizers simply won’t buy its senti-
mental commitment to Great Books, Thoughts
of the Ages, Socratic Dialogue, The Western
Tradition, and Common Everything. They might
have 10 or 20 years ago, and in another decade
or two they might again, but not now. Old
Westbury’s philosopher-kings, I sense, are at-

tempting to recreate experiences they found to
be exciting in their own college days. In a forty-
ish staff, this means they are still reacting to the
atomized elective system, still looking to Hutch-
ins for direction, still reading the 1945 Harvard
General Education Report, still reveling in post-
World War II better-world idealism, still ideal-
izing the kibbutzim that were. To say that the
common seminar approach “may be a major
form for education in the future,” as Wofford
does, is to try to have it both ways—to recreate
Chicago and call it a trail-breaking departure.

It just won’t wash. General education, hon-
ors programs, the Great Books, common pro-
grams, may have been a legitimate and necessary
Anglophilic response to the excessive speciali-
zation and vocationalism of the Germanic uni-
versity system prevailing in this country after the
turn of the century. But we are now in a differ-
ent stage. They may not always be able to define
it clearly, but students are profoundly aware of
this anachronism. When they talk of “doing
their thing,” they are simply trying to implement
an axiom of modern educational psychology—
that learners assimilate best what they discover
themselves. These students have been raised on
New Math, New Physics, history by sources and
politics by experience. The excitement and self-
respect engendered by participatory learning
won’t succumb easily to Great Books lists.

Hip students today (and Old Westbury’s stu-
dents are hip) almost instinctively grimace when

Is there nothing that everybody ought to
learn? The Keyes paper suggests that students
come to college now with minds so well trained
and rich that all they need is to be left alone so
that the seeds already planted will flower. I
don’t believe it. What is wanted, apparently, is
pluralism and creative anarchy. Keyes says,
“Whether this current is good or bad is not the
point.” Well, it's my point. No current should
be yielded to merely because it is strong.

Am 1 to take seriously the suggestion that
nothing matters except field work? How can
field work avoid resulting in a big, buzzing con-
fusion? The implication is that unless something
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is new it is not worth having. Many old things
are not worth having, but I find no argument to
prove that everything that happened yesterday
will be useless tomorrow. If this were so, every-
thing studied today would be useless tomorrow
or the day after. An institution in which every-
body “does his thing” appears to be the ideal.
Why is this so? Why should such an institution
be a community, to say nothing of a loving one?
Why should the members of such an institution
engage in dialogue? Is there an implication that
there is no truth about anything?
—Robert M. Hutchins
Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions
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promised a “common” course. Individuality is
the program, and dated talk of community con-
flicts with their alienated near-nihilism. Chris-
topher Jencks argued for them with this com-
ment in a 1966 paper: “What undergraduate
education needs today is not a return to the good
old days of ‘community’ and ‘shared objectives,’
but an advance toward pluralism and creative
anarchy.”

Whether this current is a good one is not the
point. It is there, runs deep and won’t succumb
easily to pleading. Even those who would coax
today’s learners back to the classics have no tac-
tical alternative to starting where students are.
Attempting to impose a predefined intellectual
goodness on their cocky selves only alienates
still further.

It is not so much that students are rejecting
deep intellectual experiences, but they don’t
want these alone; not that they don’t wish to
read, talk and write, but that they don’t wish to
deny other forms of communication; not even
that they don’t want to read Great Books, but
that they want to discover these for themselves.
The thought that there is some abstract body of
knowledge, some residue of learning, some clas-
sical ideas essential to an educated man is in
basic conflict with their increasing sense of the
subjective, the profoundly personal nature of all
perceived reality. The over-intellectuality and
verbality of a fierce quest of ideas in vacuo rubs

against their grain. Pre-college training today is
so rigorous, television so broadening and drugs
so mind-expanding that contemporary college
students are scornful of mind-body separation.
They’ve turned on, sampled sex, trained their
sensitivity, grooved with light shows and are not
about to be told that growth occurs best by slith-
ering an idea around a seminar table.

One realization Old Westbury must come to
is that programs intending to be “common” must
be prepared to deal with those who don’t wish
to join them—many, I predict. St. John’s clearly
prescribes and makes no bones about saying par-
ticipate or get out; Goddard requires virtually
nothing. Old Westbury strives for a little of
both, but it’s oil and water. Its libertarian soul
shuns frank compulsion, but enthusiastic talk of
“inviting rather than compelling,” or “making
the program so exciting all will want to join in”
begs the question. There is no substitute for pre-
scription if you mean business about a common
program. Promise of “full partnership,” “break-
ing the lockstep march,” and “each becoming
his own teacher” smacks of far more flexibility
and autonomy than Old Westbury’s highly de-
fined program intends to allow.

“I hope Old Westbury has one of the largest
Common Programs of any college in the coun-
try, plus one of the largest freedoms to chart
your own course,” says Wofford. This seeming
inconsistency can be attributed to a neo-Marx-

When Ralph Keyes speaks of the issue of
“full partnership,” he puts his finger on a sensi-
tive issue. How often in the early days did 1
hear people who should have known better bit-
terly accusing Harris Wofford of having a blue-
print for Old Westbury in his mind which await-
ed only the proper time for implementation, and
that all the discussions and time-consuming de-
bate served merely as window dressing. I have
never been troubled by the term “full partner-
ship.” I find it possible to consider myself a full
partner while at the same time recognizing that
I personally do not make all the decisions, and
that on occasion I am not consulted when deci-
sions are made. Despite this, I share in the de-
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cision-making process. Some believe that is a
game we all play. But I do not. The incredible
thing about Old Westbury is the unparalleled
opportunity—frightening to some—to exercise
one’s freedom. Few have seized this opportunity
to move the college towards a program embody-
ing their “truth.” But out of this somewhat cha-
otic environment, exciting ideas are somehow
being realized. I confess that after a year and a
half of total immersion in college planning, I am
still stunned by critics who are able to write off
what we are doing at Old Westbury as conven-
tional.
—Robert L. Goldberg
Director of Administration, Old Westbury

CHANGE/March-April 1969

This content downloaded from 137.139.88.14 on Tue, 06 Jun 2023 16:28:07 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



ian commitment to the dialectic, but carries
within it massive susceptibility to outraged cries
of hypocrisy. And, goodness knows, today’s stu-
dents are not sparing with that charge.

What is more disturbing is Old Westbury’s
basic resistance to individuality and distrust of
the learner as his own best guide. Talk of being
“alarmed at the anarchy of merely individual
exploration of psyches” reeks of intellectual pa-
ternalism. Justified or not in the abstract, the
attitude inevitably contaminates the open quest
for individual growth. And individual growth
must be the program for today’s higher educa-
tion, not because of any inherent validity, but
because it acknowledges and begins with the in-
evitable human subjectivity which over-intellec-
tuality attempts to deny. “It is less significant
what is taught than how it is taught,” argued one
student planner, an educational psychology stu-
dent, who vainly resisted Old Westbury’s tide.
She lost the debate.

Nonetheless, I think Old Westbury will be a
success. This is an uncomfortable conclusion,
but I feel it rather strongly. Asked to defend
the point, I am tempted to fumble about like
Sancho Panza when asked what he saw in Don
Quixote, then sing out, “I like him!” And Old
Westbury is an immensely likeable place. It just
has a good feel about it. For what Old West-
bury does offer, more than any other college I
know, is a rare collection of decent, flexible,
compassionate human beings. If their defined
academic program is questionable, their instincts
rarely are. Old Westbury ambles along with the
mixed blessing of executives hired more on the
basis of human qualities than proven bureau-
cratic ability. This approach has proved an un-
questioned asset in ensuring a humane, flexible
staff. Over-bureaucratization is hardly one of
Old Westbury’s failings.

Admission is a case in point. Administered
by a former Peace Corps official and recent An-
tioch graduate who entered the field cold, the
admissions process was generally regarded by
the staff as a jewel of the first year’s operation.
“List three questions you think should be asked
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of students applying to Old Westbury and answer
them,” was a typical query on the application
form. Nearby applicants were brought to the
campus, interviewed twice, given a tour of the
grounds and participated in seminars led by an
Old Westbury staffer, occasionally Wofford him-
self. Others were interviewed in the field. The
usual criteria of grades, board scores, etc.,
weighed far less heavily than staff impressions
of “brightness” and “being interesting.” An ex-
traordinary 90-plus percent of those accepted
chose to attend. Some rejectees felt so much a
part of the Old Westbury family that they re-
turned—after rejection—to visit their interview-
ers.

Ongoing gentle and not-so-gentle humor at
Old Westbury indicates something about the
place. One caustic faculty philosopher special-
ized in satire. His memo, entitled “Progressive
Education at Winterhole,” read:

Here, amid the murmuring pines, ten thou-
sand babies crawl around educating them-
selves at their own pace. Nurtured by a deep
commitment to the philosophical ideal of per-
sonal freedom, they are not subject to inhibi-
tions of rules or mores from an oppressive
society. Since there is no such thing as
teaching, Winterhole has no teachers at all.
Inner motivation is the only source of learn-
ing. Director A. S. Schlemiel fondly recalls
the story of Freddy, who at thirteen had not
yet decided to learn to contro! his sphincter
muscles. In fact, at this writing, Freddy is
twenty-one and has not yet made the inner
commitment. Proud, but soiled, Freddy crawls
through life (he has not yet decided to learn
to walk either), a truly free man.

This same professor’s later piece of scholar-
ship was a play, “A Day at Old Messberry,” star-
ring himself (Rory Redsink), V.P. Jerry Seagul
and President Harris Waffle. It opened:

SEAGUL: (Addressing assembled staff with
some agitation) | know there’s
no more money in the treasury,
Bob—but we’ll just have to find
it somewhere. How else are we
going to send our students and
faculty for a six-month camp-out

at the North Pole?

Jerry, | wish you wouldn’'t use
that terminology. What is “‘north”
supposed to mean? | sincerely
hope that every pole is both a
north pole and a south pole—
and an east pole and a west pole,
for that matter. After all, it's one
world, isn’t it?

For Chrissake, Harris, there are
no east or west poles. North and

WAFFLE:

REDSINK:
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south are defined magnetic . . .

(Interrupting) | suppose that your
so-called experts (heavy sarcasm)
have come up with that idea.
Well, Sarge and | could never
have invented, set up and staffed
the Peace Corps in thirty-nine
minutes and three seconds if we
had recognized such limitations.

What is good about Old Westbury, what is
central, is what comes from its activist-libertar-
ian soul rather than its up-tight intellectual ide-
ology. One of the best decisions Wofford made
was to insist on starting small, with 85 students,
and early—a year and a half after planning
started and two years before the master plan
deemed necessary. He himself counts that and
the involvement of student consultants as Old
Westbury’s two best initial moves.

It is fashionable to appear innovative, and

WAFFLE:

Old Westbury now is an integral part of SUNY’s
dynamic image. If for no other reason than that,
Old Westbury will not be permitted to fail. But
mainly it will succeed for a reason its leaders
would not accept as valid: namely, their instincts
are better than their words. It is precisely be-
cause I hold the view that articulated ideas are
less significant than the whole man, the whole
organism in context, that I have hope for Old
Westbury. Today’s students will not stand for
the program Wofford and company theorize.
They will revolt, and when they do, the way Old
Westbury responds will determine what kind of
institution it becomes. Call it softness or call it
decency: Old Westbury will end up allowing stu-
dents to do their thing.
Old Westbury will succeed despite itself.

P’ll Take Pennsylvania
By Harris Wofford

2

“You must choose,” Ralph
Keyes kept telling me, “between
being a college president who im-
poses his vision of education and
one who tries to help others carry

out their visions.” We must
choose, he said, between Chicago
and Antioch, Hutchins and

Dewey, Great Books and educa-
tion-in-action, a required curricu-
lum and freedom. And I kept re-
membering the response of a
Negro witness before a Congres-
sional committee when asked to
choose between the U.S.S.R. and
the state of Mississippi. He said,
“I’ll take Pennsylvania.”

St. John’s College has an all-
required curriculum of Great
Books, Goddard requires virtually
nothing, and according to Ralph
Keyes, “Old Westbury strives for
a little of both, but it’s oil and
water.” To the contrary, we are
striving for a lot of both and hope
that it will be bread and wine.

18

Ralph calls our program a
compromise; we call it dialectic,
or dialogue, or a common search.
Since that is both the end and the
means of our educational vision,
it should result in neither the au-
tocracy Ralph fears nor the anar-
chy he proposes.

Our initial program calls for
the largest proportion of common
seminars (one-third of the curric-
ulum) of almost any college other
than St. John’s. We are equally
committed to a very large free-
dom for students and faculty to
follow questions where they lead:
around the seminar table, in in-
dependent study (another one-
third of the curriculum) and be-
yond the campus gates in field
work and study.

The field component of the
curriculum, which sends students
out to live and work on inner-city
assignments for the full second
semester of their first year, and

encourages later longer-term as-
signments in the Peace Corps,
Vista or private agencies, must
look to Robert Hutchins more
like a new incarnation than a dash
of John Dewey. But it is neither
the learning-by-doing-your-thing
proposed by Ralph Keyes nor the
camouflaged Great Books college
that he suspects. In our green
woods we would like to build a
new Jerusalem. Hopefully, it will
be a new alternative; one that, like
Pennsylvania, is better than Mis-
sissippi.

After 17 months of planning,
with half our planning staff stu-
dents, and a few months of pilot
operations with 85 students, we
know the obstacles are large and
will not succumb easily to plead-
ing. The confrontation between
“hip students” and us “up-tight
neoclassicists” has made it clear
how difficult it will be to make the
tensions creative—to achieve the
dialectic that goes beyond con-
frontation. So far our seminars
have not been very good; too

Harris Wofford is president of the Col-
lege at Old Westbury, State University
of New York.
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often they have been bad. But
they are the only ones of their
kind I know where students, fac-
ulty and administrators are to-
gether searching for the truth
about liberal education today.

“Truth” is indeed the difficult
word that most goes against the
current that Ralph and many of
his generation are caught in, a
current that has long been flowing
out of the neo-nihilism of the mul-
tiversity. Isn’t everyone-doing-his-
own-thing the first principle of the
multiversity? If every professor,
every department, demands this
anarchy and calls it freedom, it is
no wonder that students are now
following suit. But one doubts
that their anarchy will be any
more creative than the old elective
system.

Ralph fears we settled for low
compromises; I hope we were led
by persuasion. For example, in
my statement on the college at the
time of my appointment I said
Old Westbury would be a “school
of the world,” and I assumed an
early emphasis on international
programs. We do have 21 stu-
dents spending their first year in
Israel, but we have chosen as the
main object for study and field
work in our first program Ameri-
can urban problems of race and
poverty, and the student planners
played the key role in making this
case.

Similarly, my proposal that we
develop law, medicine, theology
and teaching—the great profes-
sions—as a major undergraduate
curriculum was vigorously re-
sisted. Ralph Keyes himself be-
came half convinced that this
novel approach might be interest-
ing—if the subject matters of law,
medicine and theology were crime,
disease and heresy. We agreed
that these ancient professions
could also be ways of dealing di-
rectly with the ancient questions
of sex, politics and religion, and
we are starting live pockets of this
in our first program. But the op-
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position to the original proposal
caused a full reconsideration and
a very different first program.

The students also produced a
basic change in the central ingre-
dient some of us saw for the col-
lege: a common Great Books
seminar in which our main teach-
ers would be the authors of the
books as they argue with each
other, from Plato and Aristotle, to
Marx and Freud. We were per-
suaded to encourage each seminar
group, for at least half of the time,
to select texts beyond the com-
mon readings. And in response to
the justified attack that the cur-
rent Great Books lists are limited
to books of the Western world, we
resolved to begin adding to our
list great works of the East and of
other world views.

But power corrupts, Ralph
says, and he believes my power
stands in the way of a good dia-
logue, let alone full partnership.
It is true that while I have sub-
mitted myself to the persuasion of
the seminar table, I have not ab-
dicated responsibility for bringing
into being a new college, one of
whose principles will be the part-
nership of students, faculty and
administration. The emerging con-
stitution at Old Westbury will, I
hope, limit any president’s tenure
to something like the sabbatical
period of seven years and estab-
lish the president as being respon-
sible to faculty and students as

well as to trustees. But a good
constitution will be just as con-
cerned with empowering its mem-
bers, including the president. And
the way the college has begun will,
we hope, assure a powerful stu-
dent role as well as presidential or
faculty power.

Not long ago a new group of
students asked if I had ever ap-
pointed a faculty member or
taken an important course of ac-
tion contrary to the majority of
the planning staff. I said yes.
They asked if I would do it again.
I said yes. It seems to me they
should want a president who
would on occasion do this, who
would be able to take the com-
munity by surprise just as it set-
tled down. The other course—
nothing but committee rule, ma-
jority vote, the veto or blackball
principle that weighs down so
many fraternities and guilds—
seems to me particularly inappro-
priate for a college committed to
a continuing and open search. If
Alexander Meiklejohn is a good
model, it is not so much because
of his particular curriculum re-
forms at Ambherst or the Experi-
mental College at Wisconsin, but
because he was an administrator
who by his words and actions kept
asking students, faculty and trust-
ees the upsetting questions.

Students, faculty and adminis-
trators need to see that freedom
is more than the liberty of each
to do as he likes. Beyond that li-
cense there is another thing called
freedom, and a college should
above all be concerned about this
larger freedom that involves the
college’s need to hear and do
some things together. This free-
dom derives from common com-
mitments, common institutions,
common laws. The freedom of
education we are seeking requires
a college of strong common com-
mitments, a college where truth
is a common search.

It may be true that more and
more students have “turned on,
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sampled sex, trained their sensi-
tivity, grooved with light shows
and are not about to be told that
growth occurs best by slithering
an idea around a seminar table.”
But a college should be a place
where one hears what he doesn’t
expect to hear, even what he
doesn’t desire to hear—where he
hears what he needs to hear. Not
only should a college be attentive
to where students are; it should
challenge them to go where they
have never been.

Fortunately, the prophets of
“unconceptualized, nonverbal ex-
perience,” including Ralph Keyes,

are generally very verbal and full
of concepts; and they may be
ready for the experience of intel-
lectual dialectic. They suspect it
so intensely because they have
had so little of it, and what they
have had by that name was ped-
antry, perhaps indeed little more
than “slithering an idea around a
seminar table.” But since Ralph
got some of us to pay attention to
where he and his fellow students
are and to go some interesting
places where we had not been, we
will not rest content until they,
too, have been persuaded to go
where they have never been.

Beware the New Crusade
By Jacqueline Grennan

Before the Old Westbury plan-
ning process began, I had the
highest respect for Harris Wof-
ford’s insight in realizing the criti-
cal importance of having students
honestly involved in the planning
process for a new college at this
time. As the process continued,
my appreciation for his ability to
“take it” was even greater than
my initial respect for his sensitiv-
ity. Older authoritarian cultures
which believed that children were
to be seen and not heard (and
that students are children in the
world of higher education) were
never complicated by the fiction
or fact of a student voice in either
the deliberations or the decisions
of the responsible bodies.

What I think Old Westbury so
dramatically pointed up is that
students with little experience in
participating in decision-making,
and even less in living with the
consequences of decisions in which
they have participated, are under-
standably more purist in their
theoretical positions and dogmatic
in the presentation of their views.
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Over and over, it seemed to me
that many of the radical young
liberals in their cry for personal
integrity were much in danger of
establishing a new crusade to es-
tablish a world which reflected
their ideological position and could
move on to a new utopia, even a
new religion. Certainly this kind
of insight and even antagonism is
critical to us tried and often not-
so-true administrators who are
both rooted and rutted in the old
school of experience.

But two other truths remain
self-evident.  Although our ex-
perience admittedly limits our vi-
sion, at the same time it extends
and validates it. If we are to ad-
mit the need for the insight and
antagonism of the students, they,
too, must admit their need for the
range and concreteness of our ex-
perience. If this does not happen,
no kind of adult-peer relationship
has a chance of existing.

Perhaps even more important,
we must face squarely and com-
municate honestly the issue that
each of us bears a weight of au-

There are more worlds waiting for
them than they have yet dreamed
of—and a good college should en-
courage them to take these new
journeys.

Ralph Keyes predicts that Old
Westbury’s power elite will finally
end up allowing students to do
their own thing. My prediction is
that together, through our com-
mon seminar, through common
readings, through other common
experiences on and off campus,
we will discover the common
thing—the res publica—that will
make this college a republic of
learning.

thority in decision-making which
is in direct proportion to the
weight of responsibility we carry
in accepting the consequences of
the decision. In no sense can an
itinerant consultant, be he presi-
dent or student, assume the weight
of the consequences made at the
Old Westbury roundtable; they
will be borne by President Wof-
ford and his staff. We consultants
were to be bright provocateurs,
not political lobbyists. It was be-
cause I was aware of the similarity
between my role-and that of the
student planners that I was espe-
cially sensitive to what I perceived
as the essential difference in our
attitudes.

Those of us in higher educa-
tion today are obviously aware
that the students’ newly seized
role of political lobbyist has cast
the student activist strongly in
this posture, a posture very evi-
dent at Old Westbury. In fact, I
continue to find myself filtering
my perceptions and my judgments
of the student movement through
one very important statement
made by Ralph Keyes. He re-
minded us that students came to
Antioch with a high protest level

Jacqueline Grennan, president of Web-
ster College, served as consultant to
the planning staff at Old Westbury.
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and found very little to protest
against. “As a consequence,” he
said, “last year we almost hung
the barber.”

President Wofford and I con-
tinue to have our own interesting
and, I believe, vitalizing differ-
ences of opinion. While I lobby
for an intellectual community
which forces students to concep-
tualize from their experience, I do
not place the same value on an
acquaintance with the conceptual
patterns of some single set of read-
ings as he does. Therefore, I saw
my role as one both supportive
and antagonistic, but always as the
role of the provocateur.

In long walks on the Westbury
campus with Harris, I kept urging
that he discard the “full part-
nership” phrase in describing his
republic of learning. My conten-

tion was and is that it is danger-
ous to set up false expectancies.
I believe that students see full
partnership as a one-voice one-
vote kind of world.

President Wofford obviously
does not believe in that kind of
world. He clearly states that he
has not abdicated responsibility
for bringing into being a new col-
lege, one of the principles of which
will be a partnership of students,
faculty and administration. He
not only says he will at times keep
the power of positive decision and
veto in his own pocket after hear-
ing all the evidence, but he acts
this way. The fundamental ten-
sion, largely productive, which de-
veloped between him, some of his
faculty, and all of the students,
was caused by this difference in
perception of the meaning of “full

Court Gossip and Snipe Hunts

By Roger Landrum

Ralph Keyes’ highly entertain-
ing analysis is a snipe hunt. He
is so preoccupied with potshots at
Harris Wofford’s rhetorical flour-
ishes, and with the reactionary dy-
namics of the planning staff to
Wofford’s ideas and charisma,
that he addresses himself to the
peripheral, to the court gossip,
and not to the underlying critical
issues at stake at Old Westbury.

The first of these is departmen-
talism. Wofford envisages a fed-
eration of small colleges—each,
say, with 400 students, 40 faculty
and a provost—unified by an idea
of education. There would be no
departments, only a variety of
mature intellectuals and students
in search of a liberal education.
Extreme specialization, obscurity,
static knowledge and fragmented
community would be left behind.

CHANGE/March-April 1969

The triumph of this plan is by
no means certain. The political
skill and grounds for confidence
for achieving the visions for such
colleges are perhaps unavailable
in these times, as Ralph Keyes
prophesies. Most faculty and
many students have been relating
to departments all their lives. This
is part of their identity. They can
agree abstractly to divorce them-
selves from departments, but
when the going gets rough they
are likely, like tribal men, to re-
vert to more familiar ground
rules. An outstanding history
professor from Wayne State Uni-
versity, searching for an innova-
tive institution, refused a job at
OIld Westbury. His reasons: that a
non-departmental college couldn’t
work, and that he’d lose the
role in the professional guild

partnership.”

Ralph Keyes predicts that Old
Westbury will succeed despite it-
self because its instincts are better
than its words. Mr. Keyes, I be-
lieve, makes this prediction focus-
ing his attention on the instinct
toward the value of experience as
a learning mode. I tend to agree
with him on this value judgment.

However, I would make the
same prediction for success based
on my conviction that President
Wofford’s instincts concerning the
making of participatory govern-
ment are better than his choice of
“full partnership” to describe it.
I doubt that Ralph Keyes will ap-
preciate my use of his prediction
to support my second judgment.
But that is what makes round-
tables interesting, important and
productive.

which he had dedicated years to
cultivating.

The planning of a variety of
colleges around non-departmental
conceptions of education is a radi-
cal venture. There will be a rag-
ing struggle inside the faculty over
this, especially as the faculty size
expands, and it may break open
into civil war.

The second critical issue—and
radical departure—is faculty com-
position. Almost all undergradu-
ate colleges are staffed by aca-
demic professionals, men who
were in school from age 5 to 27
to get a Ph.D., who were shaped
by that environment in sharp con-
trast to the great mass of the
world’s people, and who stay in
school forevermore perpetuating
what they learned and how they
learned it.

The civil rights movement, and
subsequent variations of the free-
dom movement, have produced
Roger Landrum, president of The

Teachers, Inc., was a consultant to
the planning staff at Old Westbury.
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broadside attacks on the assump-
tions and styles of this overspe-
cialized academic man and his en-
vironment. Wofford, from the
world of direct action, wants in-
tellectuals, not academics, for the
faculty. Since I believe that most
college/university faculty are part
of a new landed aristocracy
—secure, divorced from the per-
ceptions, violence, and spiritual
life of the mass of mankind; either
immobile residents of suburbia or
non-stop jet set consultants—I
consider the range of Old West-
bury faculty and the conception
governing their choice a radical
innovation.

I know, further, that the aca-
demics at Old Westbury feel their
prerogatives deeply challenged.
There will be a fierce dialogue be-
tween the landed faculty, nour-
ished on the estates and suburbs
of Long Island, and the activist
faculty, moving to change our un-
derstanding of the world and its
colonial-era structures, and to re-
distribute wealth, prerogative and
power.

Wofford’s leadership is a third
critical issue. In the “mother bu-
reaucracy” of SUNY and in the
nationwide fraternity of educator-
presidents, Wofford is a lone fig-
ure. When Chancellor Gould
chose this civil rights lawyer and
politician to develop this college,
he put a radically unusual life-ex-
perience behind its formation.
Wofford’s major political commit-
ments have been broken by assas-
sinations: Gandhi, JFK, Martin
Luther King, Robert Kennedy.
His major interests in education
—Hutchins, Buchanan and Barr,
Meiklejohn, acts of civil disobe-
dience, worldwide exploration,
the Great Books—have been put
down by the system. None of this
is coincidence.

Wofford’s commitments have
been to men and ideas, challenging
the deepest habits and identity of
peoples, backed by an unshake-
able confidence in the use of con-
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frontation and power. Hardened
by his experience, Wofford has
developed the most subtle skills of
survival and of creating the ob-
jective conditions for fundamental
changes. I think he will use his
skills and his power openly to
keep Old Westbury from straying
into the fate of, for example,
Franconia  College. Whether
Wofford will connect with the
young is something else.

Besides the offspring of Ameri-
can affluence, with their particu-
lar identity crisis, Old Westbury
will include offspring of the black
American experience, economi-
cally disenfranchised America,
white  southerners, small-town
midwesterners, the Orient and Af-
rica, Europe and the Socialist na-
tions. These students will be in-
volved with each other, and, by
direct action and intellectual
search, with the profound events
of current history. Obviously this
strategy for fundamental learning
must overcome massive fear of
change, provincialism and person-
alized rationalizations. The key
question is whether Wofford is
spiritually relevant to the post-
1940 young.

The heart of the dispute be-
tween Keyes and Wofford, I be-
lieve, is that while Keyes is com-
mitted to improvisations of the
contemporary, Wofford is com-
mitted both to the contemporary
and to specific traditions and in-
tellectual  disciplines.  Perhaps
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there is a fissure of experience in
Freudian terms which absolutely
separates a Wofford from the
young, and for which Keyes is
spokesman. It is far more likely
that Wofford and the young rep-
resent dialectical poles of experi-
ence, and that the revolt against
the Wofford sense of form and ac-
tion will create the arts of politics,
argument, reasoning and inven-
tion. It could degenerate into a
civil war, alongside a departmen-
talist war, and a holding opera-
tion by the landed faculty.

Wofford’s sense of executive
power is to give leadership to
men with clear ideas, and to give
them the freedom to experiment
fully with them. This is not ma-
jority-vote power or consensus
power. It is the power of men
and ideas. In this way, the col-
lege is open space for clear ideas
and strong men. This is one con-
cept of partnership and the just
use of power. Everyone is free to
speak, to criticize, to influence.
But it is a fact that power is not
distributed, like pennies, equally
to all members of the college
community. It is a fact that the
young, inexperienced in the grasp
of power and ideas, will not dom-
inate the field of ideas alone, or
the accumulation of powers alone.
So, unlike Keyes, I do not think
that decency from the old and in-
dependence for the young will
prevail. The circumstances are far
too dynamic.

The political and educational
truths about which Keyes so cyn-
ically prophesies will be revealed
over a span of years, and, like a
Great Book drama, be clearly
grasped by few along the way.
The process will generate enor-
mous static, gossip and opposi-
tion. There is plenty of human
decency on the scene, but the art-
ful balancing and civilizing of the
powers unleashed by the experi-
mental forms and the people—in-
cluding students masquerading as
Good Guys and demanding all
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prerogatives or faculty masquer-

ading as an intellectual elite with

That art is not softness. It is
disciplined intelligence, soul, the

untouchable integrity—will deter- capacity to make decisions and

mine the success.

justly use powers accumulated on

The Battle of Full Partnership

By Larry Resnick

Although it is not quite ac-
curate historically, it is neverthe-
less true in a larger sense that for
Christmas 1966 I received (from
Someone Up There who probably
had ambivalent feelings about me)
seven student partners, 600 acres,
five zillion dollars, fortuitous cir-
cumstances, three themes a-clash-
ing, two years of planning and
Harris Wofford out on a limb of
a branch of the State University of
New York. For I had just accepted
a job as Old Westbury’s token
academician—the planning staff’s
only Ph.D. and its sole over-30
member with no connection with
the Peace Corps, St. John’s or
Chicago.

It was fun joining with the stu-
dents in the fight against Great
Books seminars and against the
rhetoric of “full partnership.” Qurs
was more a marriage of conve-
nience than of compatibility. For
my objection to the seminars (as
I saw them conducted) was that
they are fundamentally pseudo-
intellectual Rorschach tests done
as group therapy, whereas the stu-
dents objected because they be-
lieved the classics to be irrelevant

CHANGE/March-April 1969

and requirements of any kind to
be an offense to the human spirit.

Similarly, although we were one
in our opposition to the Wofford-
speak version of “full partner-
ship,” I objected because it pro-
mised much more than we should
(or did) deliver, and they objected
because it failed to deliver on what
they took to be an appropriate
promise. The grandiose fantasies
generated by this promise were
beautifully typified in the reaction
of one newly-arrived student plan-
ner who, when she heard there
would be a faculty meeting later in
the day, gasped audibly and said:
“I was never so shocked in all my
life! This is supposed to be a full
partnership — there can’t be any
faculty here unless we are all
faculty.”

Ralph Keyes’ comments miss.
His facts are skewed and his ex-
planations lack perspicuity. But
the primary reason that his de-
scription doesn’t match reality is
that the description is pat but Old
Westbury isn’t. Ralph has taken a
snapshot of a light show and is
passing it off as the real thing.

Part of the charm, fascination,

the basis of clear ideas. I’'m bet-
ting on Wofford’s sense of direc-
tion, and on the genuine inno-
vativeness of the college.

frustration and education of the
place is that it can’t be captured.
It’s off-balance and open; nothing
is sacred, not even the passion-
ately held educational views of its
president. This wonderful quality
is due less to the presence of the
students than to the senior mem-
bers of the planning staff, espe-
cially to Wofford, whose main de-
fect is that he has mystical private
meanings for words he uses in
public statements. I am not cer-
tain this is a defect. Maybe the
pressure we feel to make “full
partnership” a reality is a good
thing. Sometimes, not often, I am
tempted to try full partnership.

The journey from one’s own
prejudices to someone else’s and
not quite back again is taken fre-
quently at Old Westbury, but I
see little sign of it in the Keyes
comments. Nor is this a coinci-
dence. I find this is one trip which
few of our student partners have
learned to make. If Old Westbury
succeeds it will not be because
we allow each student to do his
thing it will be because we inter-
est the students in the processes
of discovery, confusion and redis-
covery which, however crudely,
we have tried to use in the plan-
ning of the college.

Larry Resnick is chairman of the in-
dependent study program at Old West-
bury.
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