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           SenD#6090 
 

COMMITTEE ON UNDERGRADUATE STANDARDS AND POLICY 
STANFORD UNIVERSITY 

 
Date:  May 8, 2008 
 
To:    Eamonn Callan, Chair 

XL Faculty Senate 
 
From:  Hester Gelber, Chair  

Committee on Undergraduate Standards and Policies 
 
Subject: Report on Review of Area One Legislation 
 
 
On February 19, 1997, the Faculty Senate (SenD#4673) established the Area One 
requirement for all freshmen, realized through a yearlong sequence of courses: ÒIntroduction to 
the Humanities.Ó  At that time, the Faculty Senate charged that there should be a review of 
Area One in ten years for the purpose of curricular renewal.   This report documents the 
fulfillment of that charge. 
 
The question that framed the review of Area One: 
 
 ¥  Is it time for a major overhaul of the curriculum? 
 
Responding to the charge required keeping this much bigger issue in mind.  The charge itself 
only asks C-USP to see if Area One, one of a number of mandated undergraduate 
requirements (see chart), should be kept, and whether ÒIntroduction to the HumanitiesÓ should 
continue as the legislated mechanism for its implementation.   
 
Conclusions: 
 
 ¥  Area One, through ÒIntroduction to the Humanities,Ó is an important bridge for 
freshmen as they go from the expectations of high school to those of the university.  It provides 
a common intellectual experience and is foundational for a liberal education. 
 
 ¥  Pressures on the freshman year have increased with an increase both in general 
university requirements and in pre-requisites for further study in key departments.  Any 
requirement involves tradeoffs in resources and student time.   
 
 ¥  Conditions that would mandate significant changes in our undergraduate 
requirements of the sort that have brought such changes in the past have not yet risen to the 
point where a major overhaul of the curriculum is required, but the outline of such conditions 
are discernible. 
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 ¥  As the university goes through the WASC re-accreditation process, a number of 
important studies are underway relevant to the question of how best to prepare our students to 
be engaged, productive, and creative citizens and leaders for the world that awaits them.  The 
committee, chaired by Ramon Sald’var, that is now looking into the feasibility of expanding the 
undergraduate student body must also look at the impact of such expansion on education 
requirements.   When these investigations have been completed, it will be an important 
moment to address the university undergraduate requirements, including Area One. 
 
 ¥  The ÒIntroduction to the HumanitiesÓ Self-study has produced reforms, renewal, and a 
Faculty Senate mandate for three years of some experimentation within the goals of Area One.  
It is important to give the program a bit of time to see the results of these initiatives. 
 
 ¥  Our students and faculty are experiencing very rapid changes in how information is 
disseminated and exchanged just as challenges are all escalating related to climate change, 
energy production, food distribution, political leadership, and the need for international 
institutional response.  How our curriculum and requirements should address these changes 
and challenges is not yet clear, but getting clearer. 
 
 ¥  When the WASC report and the report about expanding the undergraduate student 
body are complete, it will probably be time again to convene a committee like the Committee 
on Undergraduate Education (which reported in 1994), to assess the undergraduate curriculum 
as a whole, Area One included. 
 
 ¥  Until that time, C-USP recommends keeping Area One as it is now constituted while 
the renewal efforts underway in the Introduction to the Humanities Program consolidate. 
 
The complete report from C-USP follows this memo. Documents referred to in the report as 
Appendices A-F (listed below) are available online from the Academic SecretaryÕs Office. 
 
A. Goals of Area One 
B. Introduction to the Humanities (IHUM) Self-Study 
C. Recommendation to reduce IHUM units and length of sections (SenD#5917) 
D. Recommendation for three-year IHUM experiment (SenD#6034) 
E. Department Chair Responses to C-USP Survey (Bioengineering, Statistics, 

Political Science, Chemistry, Chemical Engineering, and History) 
F. Approaches by Peer Institutions to the Freshman Year 
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          SenD#6090 
 

Stanford University 
Committee on Undergraduate Standards and Policy 

 
Evaluation of Area One 

 
 On February 19, 1997, the Culture, Ideas and Values Review Committee 
recommended to the Faculty Senate (SenD#4673) major changes in the first year 
course required of all freshmen (a requirement in place in one form or another at the 
university for about seventy years and currently known as Area One).  The committee 
Òunanimously concluded that, at Stanford, a year-long requirement to study questions, 
texts, ideas, values and cultures of humanity can work to foster a sense of common 
academic endeavor and to achieve important educational goals.Ó The changes then put 
in place constitute what we now call ÒIntroduction to HumanitiesÓ (IHUM) and replaced 
the ÒCulture, Ideas and ValuesÓ (CIV) sequence that preceded it. (SenD#4673, ÒReport 
of the Design Committee for the Program in Cultures, Ideas, and Values,Ó III. Proposed 
Legislation, is available from the Senate.)  The new legislation mandated that ÒEvery ten 
years, in conjunction with the regular cycle of reviews of the General Education 
Requirements conducted by CUS, the entire Area One Legislation shall be reviewed for 
the purpose of curricular renewal. The current report is the culmination of a year-long 
discussion within the Committee on Undergraduate Standards and Policy (C-USP, 
which replaces CUS) in fulfillment of the mandated ten-year review. 
 
 Last year, the new Director of the Introduction to Humanities Program, Russell 
Berman, undertook an intensive review of its courses and practices.  The ensuing report 
to C-USP served as the spring-board for the broader review that has taken place within 
C-USP this past year.  The committee has addressed the following questions:  Are the 
goals of Area One (Appendix A) still considered desirable within the university 
community?  Does the year-long sequence of courses known as ÒIntroduction to 
HumanitiesÓ reflect a current consensus about how best to fulfill the goals of Area One?  
As a significant component of the freshman year, how does ÒIntroduction to HumanitiesÓ 
contribute to the educational objectives of introducing all Stanford freshmen to the 
standards of analysis; methods of reading; and the world of ideas, values and cultures 
available through the study of texts, broadly considered.  Does ÒIntroduction to 
HumanitiesÓ provide a sense of common academic endeavor and achievement?   
 
 The committee determined last spring to answer these questions by looking at 
Area One through the lens of a general review of the Freshman year.  In fulfillment of 
that goal, this year Sharon Palmer, Director of Freshman and Sophomore Programs, 
has briefed the committee on Stanford Introductory Seminars; Greg Boardman, Vice 
Provost for Student Affairs, and John Pearson, Acting Director of Residential Education, 
have discussed Residential Education in the freshman dorms; Julie Lythcott-Haims, 
Dean of Freshmen and Transfer Students, has given the committee a report on the 
freshman experience; and Susan Stephens and Brad Osgood, the Senior Associate 
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Deans for Graduate and Undergraduate Education in Humanities and Sciences and in 
Engineering, have also given C-USP their assessments.  Andrea Lunsford, the Director 
of the Program in Writing and Rhetoric (PWR), provided C-USP with a very extensive 
program review in the spring of 2007, which served as the source of information about 
the role of PWR.  (C-USP will be bringing a further report on PWR to the Senate in the 
near future.) 
 

C-USP determined that if, after the year of review, a major revision of Area One 
and ÒIntroduction to HumanitiesÓ were necessary, C-USP should not undertake that task 
itself but rather would recommend to the Senate that a committee constituted for that 
purpose be convened, as had been the case in 1997.   

 
Introduction to Humanities Self-Study 

 
 The ÒIntroduction to HumanitiesÓ self study (Appendix B) was the starting point of 
our deliberations.  This exhaustive review of faculty and student enthusiasms and 
discontents concluded:  ÒMany students express high degrees of satisfaction with IHUM 
for reasons ranging from the academic substance to the all-freshman experience.  
Other students convey critical views.  Data show comparable numbers of proponents 
and detractors.Ó  (See p. 17 of the appended report for the results.)  Close analysis of 
the sources of student discontent led the Governance Board of IHUM to propose a 
series of reforms: 
 

¥ Broader faculty recruitment in order to offer an expanded range of courses to 
meet student interests, especially in scientific fields. 

¥ Reduction of the length of twice-weekly section meetings while maintaining 
parity across courses.  

¥ Redefinition of IHUM courses as 4-unit courses (from 5 units).   
¥ Strengthening the collaboration of faculty and fellows in the teaching teams. 
¥ Enhanced monitoring of courses and course evaluations by the Governance 

Board. 
¥ Greater attention to the pedagogical challenge of providing a common 

experience in order to maintain the unified and comprehensive character of 
Stanford undergraduate education. 

 
Reduction of the length of sections (SenD#5917, Appendix C), redefinition of 

courses as four-unit courses, and enhanced monitoring of courses and course 
evaluations by the Governance Board have been enacted.  Preparatory to meeting the 
goals of broader faculty recruitment and an expanded range of courses, among other 
objectives, C-USP recommended and the Senate granted (SenD#6034, Appendix D) to 
IHUM a three-year period of experimentation, starting in 2008-09.  While staying within 
the objectives of Area One, the Governance Board of IHUM could certify courses that 
deviated from the previously mandated format of one fall interdisciplinary course 
focused on three to five texts followed by a winter and spring sequence structured 
around a disciplinary focus. These reforms aim at improving the current instantiation of 
Area One through IHUM without changing the fundamental structure of the requirement.  
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Area One Through Time 

 
In previous decades, the university has responded to new academic interests 

and a changing student body to enact changes in Area One.  ÒWestern CulturesÓ gave 
way to ÒCulture, Ideas and Values,Ó which opened up the requirement to a broader 
world horizon but continued a structure organized around a common core of texts.  The 
reforms of 1997 moved away from a common core of texts as the organizing principle to 
a more methodological and analytical focus.  Thus ÒIntroduction to Humanities,Ó our 
current Area One sequence, provides students with sets of tools for approaching difficult 
ÒtextsÓ understood broadly to include art, music and film, as well as works of literature, 
philosophy, and history.  The interdisciplinary fall quarter and the more discipline-based 
winter and spring courses introduce students to university level standards and methods 
of reading, analysis and writing integral to a liberal education.  

 
Change in the past has come in response to widening academic interests as 

more women and minorities entered both the faculty and student bodies, and as our 
perspective on our position within a changing global context has shifted.  Are there 
similarly powerful changes taking place within the demographics, the experiences and 
the outlook of our faculty and student bodies today that should provoke restructuring or 
abolishing Area One at this time?  That is the question that this report seeks to answer. 
 

Assessment of Faculty Views  
 

 To assess faculty interest in the question of whether the goals of Area One are 
still broadly shared, C-USP polled all of the chairs of university departments in the 
schools granting undergraduate degrees (40 polled).  In addition, C-USP asked IHUM to 
send out the same questionnaire to faculty teaching in the program, and looked to the 
results of the IHUM self study for a range of faculty views.   In our survey, we asked the 
following questions:   

 
¥  Do the objectives of Area One (listed) remain a priority? 
¥  Does the IHUM requirement prepare students in significant ways for more 

advanced university-level work? 
¥  Is Area One in need of a major reconstitution of the kind that took place in 1997 

with the change from CIV to IHUM? 
¥  Would students be better served if we eliminated Area One and let them use 

the 12 units of class credit at their own discretion? 
 
In response to our poll of departmental chairs, we received only six responses, from the 
chairs of Bioengineering, Statistics, Political Science, Chemistry, Chemical Engineering, 
and History (Appendix E). The very small number of responses to the committee 
request is in itself telling.  Of those who responded, no clear agenda emerged.  The 
responses were generally brief, and they ranged widely: 
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¥  Bioengineering expressed a slight preference for allowing students to use the 
12 units to freely explore. 

¥  Statistics had no opinion. 
¥  Political Science expressed strong support for keeping Structured Liberal 

Education (SLE). 
¥  Chemistry noted that IHUM is Ònot a priority for the Stanford Chemistry 

DepartmentÓ and perhaps should be eliminated. 
¥  Chemical Engineering supports the development of stronger writing skills early 

in their college studies but might support some reduction in the 12 unit 
mandate. 

¥  History presented the one impassioned and lengthy answer in favor of three-
quarter sequences, a return to some set of core texts, and re-instating the 15- 
unit requirement recently reduced to 12. 

 
C-USP received no responses from the IHUM faculty to our survey, but in the 

IHUM self-study, the faculty who teach in the program are quoted at length.  As one 
might expect from faculty invested in creating the various IHUM courses, what they 
have to say is revealing.  They show considerable insight into the various challenges 
IHUM poses to them as teachers who are trying to engage a captive audience of 
students untutored in how to listen to lectures, take notes, read effectively, engage in 
intellectually rigorous discussions with their peers, and write papers that analyze rather 
than report.  Philippe Buc from the History Department put it very succinctly:  ÒTeaching 
Frosh is extremely important; it is also a tremendous responsibility.  We need something 
like IHUM, but it had better be designed extremely well.Ó   

 
 What emerges from the faculty involved in IHUM is a sense of deep engagement, 
a clear sense of the difficulties of the task of teaching such courses, and a humbling 
sense of the importance and responsibility involved.  The rest of the institution does not 
seem particularly engaged one way or another.  There is certainly no groundswell for 
change of the kind encountered in the 1990s.  However, the ongoing challenge of 
creating and sustaining an educational introduction to the ways of the university for 
incoming students emerges as needing the sort of attention the IHUM Governance 
Board is devoting to it.  The latitude recently granted to IHUM to engage in some 
experimentation seems, ten years into this particular version of Area One, an important 
way to try out some new possibilities. 
 
 The members of C-USP are cognizant that putting these experiments and other 
responses to the results of the IHUM self-study into action will take some time.  The 
current evaluation constitutes a snapshot of a moving target rather than of a posed 
subject.  It will be important to see what comes of these innovations. 
 

Area One in the Context of the Freshman Year 
 

  It would be impossible to give a prototypical profile for sophomore through senior 
years at Stanford, but that is not true of the freshman year.  Besides IHUM, a 
prototypical freshman takes a mixture of calculus, chemistry, physics, a course in PWR, 
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language courses, and tries to enroll in a Freshman Seminar.  The prerequisites for 
Engineering, Earth Systems, Biology and Pre-med are usually at play in these choices, 
along with requirements like PWR, IHUM and certification in a foreign language.  The 
Freshman Seminars serve as a welcome respite from requirements.  The course load 
must be factored in with the need to adjust to being away from home and to engage 
actively with a dorm community, making for a very structured and predictable first year.  
  

Area One and IHUM are thus only one component of the freshman year.  
Moreover, IHUM now occupies a different curricular landscape from the one that existed 
in 1997 when it was put in place.  Since then, there has been a proliferation of Stanford 
Introductory Seminars, which provide the opportunity for freshmen to take small classes 
from regular faculty in subjects previously only open to advanced students.  The 
Program in Writing and Rhetoric (PWR) is now mandatory for all students, has 
increased to two quarters, and includes an oral presentation component.  Students must 
demonstrate greater proficiency in a foreign language.  And they have many more 
opportunities for doing research and for going abroad to study, for either of which they 
may begin to plan in their freshman year.   

 
Where does Area One fit within this new complex of opportunities and 

requirements?  The kinds of questions that may arise:  would it be better for all 
freshmen to take a required freshman seminar than to participate in IHUM? With the 
new PWR requirement, is IHUM necessary or could PWR suffice?  Does IHUM raise an 
obstacle for students engaged in requirement-heavy majors, making it more difficult for 
them to go abroad now that the Bing Overseas Studies Program has increased 
opportunities for such study with its September seminars and an increased number of 
Centers?  

 
In other words, what opportunity costs does Area One impose in the changing 

curricular environment?   And do those costs continue to be offset by sufficient value 
from the IHUM experience?  At this point, there is some sense that such costs are real, 
but not yet such that the value of IHUM is no longer commensurate.  There should be 
continued monitoring of these trade-offs, however, in future evaluations of Stanford 
requirements. 

 
 Part of the mandate of Area One is to create a common freshman experience 
that introduces new students to what it means to be at a university like Stanford and 
gives them a common experience that helps define what a Stanford education entails as 
distinct from education at other institutions.  In a particularly rich contribution to 
committee deliberations, Julie Lythcott-Haims, the Dean of Freshmen and Transfer 
Students, appeared before C-USP and shared the fruits of a confidential survey 
conducted among fall-quarter sophomores in the classes of Õ05, Õ06 and Õ10.  While the 
survey is not specific to Area One and IHUM, the numbers of students expressing 
satisfaction with their personal and intellectual growth has been improving and 
dissatisfaction with the same measure has been declining.  They believe in increasingly 
greater numbers that they have learned to use a variety of sources to support their 
arguments; have expanded their knowledge of the world and its people; understand 
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themselvesÑ their abilities, interests and personality better; understand and get along 
with different kinds of people; have developed leadership skills, confidence and self 
esteem; and have at least slightly improved their presentation skills. Overall satisfaction 
is also up.   
 

Such expressions of satisfaction are not directly attributable to Area One, clearly, 
but Area One is in the mix of experiences that shape the freshman year and presumably 
contribute in some measure to the sense of intellectual growth.  Dean Lythcott-Haims 
expressed strong support for IHUM as an experience that helped give meaning and 
coherence to freshman education and contributed to their sense of identity as Stanford 
students.   

 
Comparison with Peer Institutions 

 
 The committee also reviewed and discussed how key peer institutions approach 
the educational task of introducing incoming freshmen to university level work  
(Appendix F).  C-USP looked at Brown, Columbia, Harvard, Princeton, and the 
University of Chicago.  Chicago and Columbia pioneered requiring all students to take a 
core curriculum to ensure a liberal education with courses that date back almost a 
century.  Their programs have remained largely the same (for instance, ColumbiaÕs 
course ÒContemporary CivilizationÓ traces back to 1919, and ÒLiterature HumanitiesÓ 
was put in place in 1937).  These enduring requirements provide ÒsignatureÓ identities to 
education at their respective institutions and are a testament to the continued 
importance of such educational enculturation.  Brown University accomplishes the same 
goal quite differently.  Students at Brown encounter a system of 54 ÒFirst-Year 
SeminarsÓ limited to 20 students and located in the various departments. Princeton has 
identified key educational components and requires courses in all of them.  So every 
student has to take ÒEpistemology and Cognition,Ó ÒEthical Thought and Moral Values,Ó 
ÒHistorical Analysis, ÒLiterature and the Arts,Ó ÒSocial AnalysisÓ and a foreign language.  
In addition, A.B. students must take ÒQuantitative ReasoningÓ and two courses of 
ÒScience and TechnologyÓ with a laboratory.  Harvard has recently revamped its 
requirements to look more or less like those at Princeton.  
 

Stanford currently embraces a system that is a mix of many of these other 
approaches:  Introductory Seminars (75-80% of all Stanford students take at least one 
course from the Freshman Seminars, Sophomore Seminars and Dialogues, or 
Sophomore Collge); IHUMÑ which functions in the place of core courses elsewhere; a 
system of breadth requirements; and the education for citizenship courses.  If Stanford 
were to shift in the direction of a more restrictive core or to a system of required 
freshman seminars for all, costs of staffing and recruiting faculty to teach them would 
need to be addressed.   

 
Perspectives of the Deans of Undergraduate Education 

 
The Deans who deal with undergraduate education in the two largest degree-

granting schools, Engineering and Humanities and Sciences, Brad Osgood and Susan 
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Stephens, each provided considerable insight.  Osgood has served on the IHUM 
Advisory Board and is very familiar with the program.  He spoke to the larger issue of 
whether we should initiate a major change at this time.  He believes there is no need for 
a task force that would be charged with making major changes.  He is favorably inclined 
toward the current direction in IHUM.  The experimentation and reflective self-study the 
program has undertaken seems right and the program leadership is working well. He 
stressed that Engineering students need classes in the humanities to learn to write and 
communicate effectively.   

 
Susan Stephens has taught in five iterations of what is now IHUM and has 

served as Acting Director of the program so is very knowledgeable about its details.  
Her remarks targeted the internal structure of IHUM. She raised the point that the 
intellectual rationale for the program is there but it is Òlumpy.Ó  The compromises in the 
Òone plus twoÓ course arrangement might not realize the aim of introducing students 
effectively to disciplines, and the first quarter might not be sufficiently demanding in 
asking students to focus on only three to five texts.  Second, students do not know 
History and that is a problem.  There should be more history sequences. She did not 
believe we necessarily needed more hermeneutics (Òthere are only so many ways to 
decode a textÓ).  Finally, Stephens raised concerns about the relationship between the 
faculty and the teaching fellows.  The status of teaching fellow is anomalous and not 
necessarily conducive to good morale.  There is also considerable variation in the skills 
the teaching fellows bring to teaching.   The reforms currently underway within the 
program under the guidance of Russell Berman should address the bulk of these 
concerns.  

 
Stepping Back 

 
As its final concluding act, the members of C-USP stepped back from the 

specifics of our charge broadly to address university goals of educating informed 
citizens.   We asked what skills should they learn?  What emerging challenges await 
them for which they need training?  Through the sum of our General Education 
requirements, students should understand patterns of thought and methods of analysis 
that characterize study in disciplines and across disciplines.  They should engage in 
robust discussions in which divergent conclusions emerge, and alternatively they should 
engage in consensus building around problem solving.  They should understand the 
nature of evidence and how to evaluate it.   

 
In regard to these general goals, Area One and IHUM have an important role to 

play.  They do not and cannot achieve all of the goals we set before our students, but as 
an initiation into important kinds of analysis, problem solving, engagement with diverse 
views, reading well and writing cogently, and introduction to disciplines, IHUM serves 
alongside the breadth requirements, PWR, and Freshman Seminars as an important 
signature Stanford experience. 

 
In summing up the year of discussion, the committee reviewed the question of 

how knowledge is disseminated in course ÒpacketsÓ through which we try to realize such 
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goals.  We have loosened the straight-jacket of the course model with the many 
opportunities to work on research projects both with faculty and independently.  But the 
ÒcourseÓ remains the primary system of delivery.  The current IHUM set of courses still 
seems a cost-effective mode of introducing students to university culture and of 
providing them with the close interaction with texts, cultures, and values that a liberal 
education requires. 

 
Recommendations 

 
As we go forward, just as in the past, changes in the world and in our student 

body may well bring a need to change Area One radically.  Our faculty and students are 
experiencing profound changes in technology, information exchange, exposure to other 
cultures, and new challenges from the environment that did not face students in the 
same way in the past.  It will be important to monitor the effects of these changes to see 
if in the future they should prompt major changes in the Area One requirement not 
easily met through the development of new courses within the current IHUM 
construction. 

 
C-USP does not at this time recommend convening a committee to restructure 

Area One.   
 
The important self-study and resulting changes the Director of IHUM and the 

IHUM Advisory Board have implemented require time to take effect.  The opportunity for 
IHUM to initiate experiments with the form may give us insight into some of the 
questions about three-quarter sequences, more history based courses, and perhaps 
more dorm-based courses as we move forward.  

 
Furthermore, the major studies underway with regard to the accreditation 

process and to the question of whether to enlarge the student body will each provide 
important information at a much more global level about the directions our curriculum 
should take.  C-USP believes that any future restructuring or elimination of Area One 
should take place within a broader restructuring of the undergraduate curriculum as a 
whole, not on a piece-meal basis.   

 
At the point at which changes in our student body, faculty, world situation and the 

dissemination of  information coalesce again to make important changes in the 
curriculum necessary and obviously necessary, it will be time again to convene the 
equivalent of the Committee on Undergraduate Education (CUE) to recommend the 
necessary changes.   
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