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Stand up. 
 

Please sit at a table next to 
someone you don’t know. 

 
6+ people per table.
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Introduce yourself to the 
person next to you, and share 

one thing they probably 
wouldn’t guess about you…





The Olin Story

What Matters?
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THE OLIN STORY
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1990s: Calls for change; 
The F.W. Olin Foundation responds 

$500,000,000 to start a 
new college.

Desired outcomes:

Prepare engineering 
innovators; and
Drive change in 
engineering education.
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Pair discussion: You’re 
starting a college from 

scratch… 
 

You have $500,000,000. 
 

What’s on your to-do list?
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1999
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Leadership and 8 faculty recruited from top schools 
(MIT, Berkeley, Vanderbilt, etc.).

Benchmark visits to >50 schools, companies, etc.

2000
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The team agrees on a vision.

2000
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Hands-on design, every 
year

Authentic capstone

Work independently, as 
team member, and as 

team leader

International experience

Communicate effectively

Articulate a vision and 
bring it to fruition

Student flexibility

2000



Invention was more challenging.

2001
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2001
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2001
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The idea: Big ideas should drive curriculum design.

2001
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The realities: There is only one blank slate;
Bottom-up, driven by topic X concerns.

2001
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Seriously behind schedule.

2001
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Meanwhile…1999



1999



Seriously behind schedule.



2000



2001



2001



Students can do things 
they shouldn’t be able to do.

2001



“Now I know I can.”

2001



  
  

“Once Upon a College” 

  
or 
  

The Olin College Curriculum 

  

(A Play in Five Acts) 

  
by The  

Curricular Decision  

Making Board 
  

2002



Engineering an Educational 
Renaissance

2002



2002



2002



2002
Late buildings 

Late and over-stuffed curriculum
Arguments galore
Lots of disasters
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Today
Highly rated nationally

Gordon Prize for Educational Innovation
Applicants in top 1% nationally

Graduates going to top companies and PhD programs
Multiple successful startups

 Visits by 150+ of institutions yearly
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Princeton Review:
Hardest Working Students. 
Happiest Students.



Pair discussion: 
 

How could so much success 
follow from so much failure? 

 
What made the difference? 





debrief
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WHAT MATTERS?
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Of course, curriculum is a 
part…
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What Olin doesn’t do…

50% fewer “math / physics” and major-specific 
engineering science courses
Very few traditional examinations.



What Olin does do…



Our students do what engineers do…
from day one.











students fail and reflect.



“We had been so weight conscious in the design of this model that we 
overlooked its structural rigidity. As the model relied on our Teflon 
bushings being completely parallel to each other, the smallest amount 
of flex caused complete friction lock in the major axis.” 



students do engineering that starts with 
people.







students develop and practice  
entrepreneurial skills and mindset. 





the student experience is highly
collaborative and interdisciplinary.







our students are
co-creators.



Name:           Graduation Year:    

Adviser:        

Before you fill out this worksheet, please read the Engineering Program Handbook 
(http://star.olin.edu/Forms.cfm). You may want to have the current Course Catalog and your record of 
courses taken close at hand. 

Part A: Declaration of Concentration 
Please specify your intended Concentration.  If you are following a defined concentration, please write it in the box below.  If 
you are pursuing a self-designed concentration and would like a name for it to appear on your diploma, this is also the place 
to specify it for Engineering Program Group approval. 

 
�
Part B: Story Behind the Course Plan�
If you are proposing a defined concentration, explain (a) why this is the concentration you chose and (b) why you chose the 
courses listed on the other side of the form to fulfill your requirements.  
 
If you are proposing a self-defined concentration, explain (a) how you arrived at this plan and (b) how your plan (i.e. the 
courses listed on the other side) incorporates breadth, depth, coherence and rigor.  See the Engineering Program Handbook 
for more information.  
 
You may attach additional papers or documentation if necessary. 

�
�
Signature�of�student:�          Date:     
 
 
Part C: Credit Requirements Met? 

Signature�of�adviser:�          Date:     
 
Part D: Breadth, Depth, Coherence and Rigor Met? (two relevant faculty members) 

Signature:�              Name:                            Date:     

Signature:�              Name:                            Date:     
 
For Office Use Only: 

 
Approved:        by EPG  Date:     

  





our students make an impact at Olin
…and outside the institution.







But if we only discuss 
curriculum, we’re missing 

the point…
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Espoused
Values



Underlying
Assumptions

Artifacts
Edgar Schein’s Culture Model
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Incentive Systems
Student Preparation
Job Market

Content
Curriculum
Pedagogy



Values and 
implicit 
assumptions 
about students, 
faculty, and 
education

Incentive Systems
Student Preparation
Job Market

Content
Curriculum
Pedagogy
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“We weren’t sure you 
were serious about 
us doing what we 
wanted to do, but 
then realized you 
were, and it was very 
cool.”

Trust



Courage
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Openness
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Connection
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Connection



Joy
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These are emotional variables.  
 

But as underlying 
assumptions, they are 

consistent with a culture that…
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supports 
intrinsic 
motivation
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develops  
growth 
mindset
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fosters
creativity
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encourages 
entrepreneurial 
thinking and 
action
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promotes 
metacognition 
and reflection
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But too often today…
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Trust?
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Openness?
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Joy?
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"The Student cannot be trusted to pursue his own 
scientific and professional learning.”

"Ability to pass examinations is the best criterion 
… for judging professional promise.”

"Presentation equals learning: What is presented 
in a lecture is what a student learns.”

"Creative scientists develop from passive 
learners.”

"Students are best regarded as manipulable 
objects, not as persons.”



   - Carl Rogers, Freedom to Learn
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There is a growing concern that the 
engineering education system is failing to 
keep pace [with societal needs]… The 
structure and content has changed relatively 
little over the past 20 years.

(The Royal Academy of Engineering, 2007)
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We need to change…



If we are going to get there, we need to work 
both below AND above the waterline.


Underlying 
assumptions

Curriculum
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Pair, then table, discussion: 
 
What questions do you have? 
What comments do you have? 
What is the culture of your 
institution? 
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Table discussion: 
 
“Don’t tell me you had a 
wonderful meeting…Tell me 
what you’re going to do on 
Monday that’s different.” 
 
       -Peter Drucker
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Thank you!


