Revising the curriculum, again? Better luck this time.
A friend wrote to say that her department was about to revise its curriculum.  I couldn’t resist making these comments, in the hope of provoking some fresh thinking about this ever recurring, but not often productive activity. 
So you’re going to revise the curriculum again? I  hope you won’t mind if I sound cynical, but have watched a lot of curriculum changes over the years and come away convinced of two things—first, none that I have seen ever made a demonstrable difference in student learning. Second,that the discussions are almost exclusively focused on only one of three questions that need all to be clarified  and then integrated in practice.  (Maybe the absence of questions two and three explains why question one  is so rarely productive.)

The question that regularly preempts the others is "What content shall we teach?" (and its subsidiaries " " What shall we require?" , "In what sequence?" etc.  ) The second question is  "What are the really important questions that our department well situated to explore?" That is what I was trying to explore in my essay “We Must Call the Classics before a Court of Shipwrecked Men.” (The essay  was published in Classical World, volume 104 (2011) and is available in the “Writings” section of this site. . I believe students are hungry for an opportunity to explore big questions, and classical texts invite such exploration and illumine it.
The third question is  what cognitive and personal by-products emerge from a true classical education and how to integrate those into our teaching. By 'by-products' I mean things like  cogency of written and oral expression, problem solving, analytical reasoning, critical thinking, clarity about values, teamwork... etc.  This is tricky ground, but the national discussion of higher education is moving onto that ground ('has moved', actually) and employers (and graduate programs, too) are looking for these 'soft skills" and wondering whether  undergraduate programs really develop them. Administrators are feeling the heat from employers, accreditors, governing boards, state legislators, to show that such cognitive and personal capacities are really being developed in undergraduate education.

That seems to me an opening for the humanities, not least the Classics.  We have  reason to believe (see "Do Majors Matter?" in the “Writings” section of this web site) that Foreign Languages make an exceptional contribution to the development of critical thinking. I don't have comparable data for Classics but you and I know that a lot of cognitive growth  is taking place  in good Classics programs.

I don't believe these 'by-products' are the core of a classical education, but I believe they do happen and could happen even more extensively and deeply if we were explicit and intentional about developing them.  If that's right ,then why not document them, demonstrate to outsiders that they really do emerge, big time, in a classical education.  Why shouldn't classics get out ahead on this, and  be the first to demonstrate (not just claim) the full range of benefits of such an education? 
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