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The Bennington Idea

Bennington College is a four-year undergraduate coeducational col-
lege. It makes available to students individually planned programs of
study leading to the Bachelor of Arts degree. Approximately 585 stu-
dents will be enrolled in 1972-73.

Bennington College students are encouraged to develop a program of
study which is based on their own capabilities and interests. The College
is, however, a liberal arts college and requires its students to avoid narrow
specialization in their course of study. The curriculum is flexible enough
to take into account the important differences among individuals and
broad enough to promote the student’s understanding of our culture.
Intellectual development is only one aspect of the educational process.
The College also gives significant weight to the emotional, ethical and
esthetic factors in personal growth.

It is the students themselves who are expected to assume primary re-
sponsibility for their own development. Instead of being told which di-
rection their studies must take, they are provided a wide range of options
and, with advice from faculty and appropriate administrative personnel,
they are able to make their choices themselves. Instead of being governed
by social rules which are dictated by others, Bennington students are asked
to live by rules which they themselves have had a primary role in fashion-
ing.

For the discipline of external authority, there is substituted the more
rigorous discipline of individual responsibility for choices made. The
College, therefore, hopes to prepare students to bear responsibility,

whether intellectual, esthetic or moral, by asking each to assume it in the
life of the College.

Practice is regarded as the testing ground and source of vitality of theory
rather than as its antithesis. For this reason, students in all areas are asked
to experiment, perform, do field work, compose, write, take part in re-
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search projects, and otherwise achieve some direct experience o'f the bo.dy
of learning they are attempting to master. It is this same principle which
lies behind the College requirement that all students devote part of each
year to off-campus employment or projects which involye them as par-
ticipating and working members of the general community.

The Bennington system owes its strength to a faculty which, while com-
posed of professional writers, musicians, researchers, etc., a}so finds chal-
lenge and fulfillment in teaching. The College is a community of schqlars,
scientists, and artists, each of whom teaches the discipline he actively
practices, and each of whom regards the learning experience as a form of
apprenticeship of student to teacher.

Learning at Bennington is seen as relevant and satisfying in itself,
rather than solely as a routine form of preparation for future vocatiopal
goals. When learning takes on the character of an immediat.ely enrichmg
experience, rather than mere preparation for life, it provides a richer
foundation for the future.

Because freedom in education can easily be misunderstood, it is im-
portant to say a word about what the College is nof. Bennington is not
some form of intellectual and social commune; nor is it a college solely for
writers and artists; nor is a Bennington student free to study or do any-
thing he wants. While student views on all issues are sought and re-
spected, the faculty and the administration are responsible for the quality
of the educational process and the general life of the College. Our goal
is a community where everyone devotes his energies primarily to the task
of constructing and utilizing a fruitful context for educational develop-
ment.






Then, the E.C.C., a faculty committee charged with maintaining the edu-
cational policies and standards of the College, may accept a failure or
false start resulting from exploration of a new area, particularly if students
have been urged to extend their studies into untried fields. But to gain
approval of their plans performance must convince the committee of
serious interest in the total liberal arts education, and their capacity for
sustained and independent advanced work in at least one area. While
creative abilities and technical skills in the arts and sciences are valued as
highly as intellectual capacities in the more academic fields of endeavor,
specialized talents of a high order are not in themselves considered suf-
ficient justification for continuing in the liberal arts program at Ben-
nington.

If, despite passing reports in all courses, students have not demon-
strated their capacity for advanced work and the required degree of com-
mitment, then their respective plans will not be approved and they may
be asked to withdraw. Occasionally a student may be granted further
time in the College if the committee anticipates improved capacity for
advanced work within another term or another year.

It is the ultimate responsibility of students to demonstrate the depth of
their own interests, the sense of commitment to their work, their realiza-
tion of the intellectual or artistic discipline demanded by that study.
Their instructors will be teaching subjects of intense interest to them, and
expect their students to respond accordingly, without prodding. Instruc-
tors are preparcd to discuss any difficulty a student may be having, but
they expect their students to take the initiative in seeking advice. Stu-
dents are also expected to go to their respective instructors to consult
about extra work they would like to undertake, or to discuss ideas which
grow out of their study but which they may have had no chance to express
in the classroom or studio.

Evaluation of the students’ programs at Bennington is not based on a
mechanical marking system, nor is it measured by competitive standing in
a group. Each of the disciplines studied has its own standards of achieve-
ment by which their work is measured. Descriptive comments are written
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by instructors and copies are given to students and their counselors. It is
the College’s expectation that the students will share and discuss these
comments with their parents.

Students who would like at some point to study abroad or at some other
institution for a time are expected to incorporate their intentions in their
Tentative Plan.

With the acceptance of their Tentative Plans, students are free to carry
out programs for advanced work. During the course of the last two years,
it is possible to modify plans as interests and needs change, or as new op-
portunities for consolidating interests become evident. During the latter
part of their third year, students prepare a Confirmation of Plan which
includes a statement of plans for senior work, specifying courses, tutorials,
and the exact nature of their senior project. This project is an inde-
pendent piece of work, usually a thesis or creative project, produced with
the guidance of appropriate members of the faculty. After the Confirma-
tion of Plan has been reviewed and approved by the faculty of the ap-
propriate Division or the Interdivisional Committee and by the Educa-
tional Counseling Committee, students are prepared to enter into the
final stage of their academic work at Bennington.

ROLE OF COUNSELING AND ADVISING

Each student at Bennington meets regularly or as the need arises with
a member of the faculty for counseling or advising, a relationship of es-
sential importance to the educational process. All new students are as-
signed a faculty counselor with whom they may meet weekly. The coun-
selor serves to communicate and interpret the objectives and expectations
of a liberal arts education as it is conceived of at Bennington and tries to
help the student make maximum use of the opportunities available to him
or her at the college. With the counselor, the student will discuss his pro-
gram planning and will review with the counselor the progress made in
that program. Other uses of counseling depend upon the student’s needs
and interests. Through counseling the student can get a better sense of
the expectations of the college, of his capacities and limitations in meeting
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them, of the study habits that need correction or development. Counsel-
ing may also be used to study educational material growing out of a course,
drilling on fundamental techniques, developing new study skills, con-
centrating on a specific project as agreed upon by the counselor. Nor-
mally the student has the same counselor for the entire year, but if for any
reason the counselor-student relationship is unsatisfactory, procedure is
available for reassigniment without embarrassment.

In the final year each senior has an individual tutorial in connection
with the senior project. The tutor also serves for whatever counseling
or advising are necessary in the final year.

NON-ACADEMIC ACTIVITIES

Many, though not all; cxtra-curricular activities at Bennington can be
seent as extensions of the students’ academic interests and activities. As
part of their work within the various divisions, students participate in
workshops that are open to all members of the community. Academic
Divisions, in consultation with students, arrange concerts by students and
faculty, and by invited artists; dance and drama performances; documen-
tary, foreign language, and other filins; and exhibitions in the Barn Gal-
lery and the Suzanne Lemberg Usdan Gallery of painting, sculpture, archi-
tectural design, and photographs, which are the work of Bennington stu-
dents and faculty members as well as of professional artists from outside
the College.

A Special Events Committee, composed of students and faculty, ar-
ranges a schedule of events to supplement and broaden divisional presenta-
tions. This committee also works with a student Recreational Policies
Committee to organize a program of recreational and social activities.
There is no program of compulsory physical education or athletics.

THE STUDENT SERVICES OFFICE

The Student Services Ollice is concerned with the students’ daily life
on campus. It is the non-academic office where students come for help
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and advice about how to solve or resolve non-academic problems. Finan-
cial aid for current students, housing, the Non-Resident Term and Post
Graduate offices are all administered by this office’s staff. Employment,
both on and off campus, recreation, social service, liaison with student
organizations are all concerns of $.8.0. It is an office which prefers not
to administrate but if argument, persuasion or arbitration fail, it will, for
instance, solve housing problems by administrative decision. S.S.0.
works closely with the Health and Food Services, the Dean of Studies
Office, Maintenance and Security. It maintains an emergency telephone
which, between the hours of 5 p.m. and 9 a.m., makes help available im-
mediately from a member of the S.5.0. staff.

THE NON-RESIDENT TERM

In addition to meeting formal academic expectations, all Bennington
students spend nine weeks each winter away from the College in non-
resident work activities. This program usually complements study with
a different kind of experience. During the resident terms at the College,
the student is living and working in a small, relatively homogeneous aca-
demic community. When students leave the College for their Non-Resi-
dent Term, most of them enter professional or business situations where
they encounter other values and challenges.

Students work for various institutions and enterprises — schools, gov-
ernment or social agencies, research laboratories, hospitals, museums,
theatres, offices, stores. First- and second-year students seldom have
cither defined vocational aims or highly developed skills. For these stu-
dents a non-resident job is designed to add to their self-confidence and
maturity, to broaden their views of the practical world and, where pos-
sible, to point to a prospective major interest or clarify or confirm one
already in view. Upperclassmen usually seek work which will contribute
directly to their major interest, but may elect to do independent study or
thesis research if they prefer.

The non-resident assignment is worked out on the basis of all the
practical factors involved. Among the opportunities available, the stu-
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