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What are the Great Books? They are 
the classics of Western culture, the 
landmark works that represent the 
best and most influential thinking of 
our tradition. Homer. The Bible. Plato. Euclid. 
Augustine. Newton. Shakespeare. Kant. Wollstone-
craft. Einstein.3 These are voices in the Great Conversa-
tion—the conversation that Western civilization has been 
having with itself since it began. It’s a conversation that 
asks fundamental questions about human life. What 
do we really know? What is the life most worth living? 
What is the nature of freedom? And when you study 
and discuss the Great Books, you’re not simply a specta-
tor. You’re participating in that conversation. 7 So why 
study the Great Books? To learn how to think. When you 
read the Great Books, you’re reading works that speak to  
every age, that are essential to understanding the issues 
we face today. What makes them essential and relevant 
is that they show us how the greatest minds of Western  
civilization confronted problems and questions. By learn-
ing not just what the greatest minds thought, but how 
they thought, you develop the ability to think, analyze  
problems, and act intelligently. 8 Of course, the Great 
Books are difficult. After all, it’s in these books that great 
minds are wrestling with fundamental problems. They’re 
not watered down or meant to be absorbed like textbooks. 

Understanding these works requires careful attention, but 
what better way to learn to think than by studying the best 
models of thinking? By working through these books, 
you learn that knowledge is a work in progress. You fol-
low a problem as it’s being worked out, seeing how others 
have addressed problems, how they 
made mistakes, how they argued 
with those who came before. In the 
process, you’ll learn to think through 
problems yourself, and you’ll disci-
pline your intellect and develop your 
powers of judgment. 7 And after 
four years at Shimer, where you’ll be 
immersed in reading and discussing 
such important books, you’ll be able 
to think more analytically and more 
creatively. You’ll have the habits 
and techniques you’ll need for fur-
ther specialized study and for continuing your education 
throughout your life.4 8 A Great Books education also 
prepares you to participate in a democratic society. After 
all, the political tradition of the West is grounded on the 
idea of an informed citizenry. At Shimer, students learn 
how to talk to each other and how to respect one another. 
They engage in a real dialogue, which is critical to the 
health of our society. 
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learn how to think
                                not what to think

Noah Kippley-Ogman | Little canada, MN

“Shimer is a school that’s about ideas. 
We learn about the ideas that have 
been rejected and the ideas that have 
been embraced, and how to tell the 
difference. So we learn a lot of stuff, 
but the intent of Shimer is not to fill 
us with stuff. It’s to build people who 
can think creatively and who can 
work with ideas.”

3. You’ll find a complete reading list in the back. For more information 
about Shimer’s curriculum, visit shimer.edu 4. “Intellectual virtues are 
habits resulting from the training of the intellectual powers. A disci-
plined intellect is an intellect capable of operating well in all fields. 
An education that cultivates the intellectual virtues, therefore, is the 
most useful education.”—Robert Maynard Hutchins

two three

“It is with books as with men: a 
very small number play a great part, 
the rest are lost in the multitude.” 
—Voltaire

As one of only a handful of Great 
Books colleges in the country, Shimer 
offers a rare intellectual environment.



four five

People choose Shimer because they’re 
looking for something more, something 
they haven’t found in traditional envi-
ronments. As a Great Books school, Shimer is out of 
step with the educational approach you’ll find at other col-
leges. But we’re even out of step with other Great Books 
schools. We don’t limit our curriculum to the Western can-
on or stop with the nineteenth century. We define Great 

Books more broadly than that. Here, 
you’ll read the Western canon—after 
all, it grounds and informs our whole 
intellectual discourse—but you’ll 
also read living authors, minorities,  
women, and some of  the Great Books 
of non-Western cultures, too. It’s an 
approach that ensures you get a clas-
sical education with a contemporary 
perspective. 7 Not only do we read 
across the history of human knowl-
edge, we also read across disciplines. 
Education, after all, should help you 
see how ideas interrelate. Our core 

curriculum does just that.5 You’ll take 16 core courses that 
cover the humanities, the natural sciences, the social  
sciences, and what we call Integrative Studies. In these 
courses, you’ll develop habits of careful reading, thoughtful 

discussion, and clear analytic writing 
as you deepen your knowledge of 
art, music, literature, science, phi-
losophy, theology. In your last full 
year, you’ll synthesize what you’ve 
learned as you trace connections 
among the cultural, economic,  
political, scientific, philosophi-
cal, and religious achievements of 
Western civilization. 8  Our core 
curriculum instills deep values of intellectual inquiry and  
creates a common background which all Shimer students 
share. At the same time, we recognize that learning is 
very personal, very internal. And that it is a process. You’ll 
learn a lot of stuff, but what’s more important is how you 
practice the spirit of inquiry. This isn’t knowledge that 
can simply be reduced to multiple choice. We want to 
see you work out your own ideas. That’s why our classes  
require so much discussion and writing.6 7 We also offer 
tutorials and electives where you can explore your interests 
in detail, working closely with one or two other students 
and a professor, studying exactly what you want to study. 
That gives you incredible freedom to learn what you want  
to learn. The combination of structure and flexibility 
makes us the ideal place for generalists, but independent 
generalists who want to pursue their own interests.

matt macdevitt | Marquette, MI

Shimer students are serious about 
intellectual work. They like to use 

their heads, and they take their 
education seriously. In fact, if a 

professor is sick, we’ll have class 
anyway. In high school, I felt like I 

was missing something just showing 
up to class and repeating what the 
teacher told me so I could get the 

grade. People here don’t learn 
things because of grades.

“The ability of writers to 
imagine what is not the self, 
to familiarize the strange and 
mystify the familiar, is the test of 
their power.”—Toni Morrison 

Shimer has been named one 
of the “Best Buys in College 
Education” by Barrons. 

Shimer College is one of the 
top 50 colleges in All-American 

Colleges: Top Schools for 

Conservatives, Old-Fashioned 

Liberals and People of Faith
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5. “We don’t see truth as unitary. We’re trying to bring humanities  
and sciences together and see truth from many different perspec-
tives.” —Harold Stone, Professor of History and Humanities  6. All 
students take two comprehensive exams: one tests their analytical, 
logical, and rhetorical skills; the other tests their mastery of the 
questions and principles of their area of concentration. 

Shawnna Johnson | Grosse Isle, MI

Because of Shimer, I’ve become  
more sophisticated in the  
way I communicate. I’ve learned  
to read, write, think, listen, and 
speak at a higher level than I  
did before.
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the maximum  class size 
                                 at shimer  is twelve



1.

everyone has a view. everyone has a voice.
At Shimer, dialogue is at the center of everything we do, and dialogue thrives on openness and respect. We respect  each other’s views. We respect the ideas we’re discussing. And we respect the fact that we’re all learners here — 
whether we’re students or faculty. That creates a unique kind of college environment. (1. Nick Schmitt | Portland,  Oregon  2. David Lukens, Professor of Natural Sciences | Fort Collins, Colorado  3. Byron Keys | Detroit, Michigan   
4. Nicolette Stossur-Bassett | Glen Ellyn, Illinois  5. Shawnna Johnson | Grosse Isle, Michigan) 

2.

3.

4.

5.

Nick: “Students  
learn to challenge  
each other instead of 
being challenged by 
the professor. We’re 
breaking down each 
others’ ideas but  
never breaking down 
each other.”

David: “Discussions 
can reach a point 
where I see that a 
certain question will 
clarify the issue. Before 
I can say anything, a 
student will ask that 
very question, and the 
discussion goes on 
with clarity. It’s their 
question, not mine. 
That’s what happens in 
the classroom.”

Byron: “In a Shimer 
class, everyone’s 
opinion is important. 
I’ve never heard any 
position rejected just 
because it wasn’t a 
consensus view.”  

Nicolette: “We all read 
the same thing, but 
everyone gravitates to 
something different in 
the text, and that’s fine 
as long as you form 
a view that you can 
back up and argue it 
logically.”

Shawnna: “We keep 
our minds open, 
we listen more, and 
we examine our 
own biases more 
critically. It has to be 
a comfortable and 
respectful environment 
because otherwise our 
dialogue wouldn’t 
work.”

seven



There are no lectures here. Classes follow the Socratic method — professors ask questions that challenge you 
to articulate and support your ideas. That makes the  Shimer classroom a dynamic place where the books 
and the conversation are always open. 

 

it’s about Learning and a passion for it.

Stuart: “Everyone around 
the table takes the role 
of Socrates, testing 
others’ assumptions. Of 
course, we’re also all in 
the position of Socrates’ 
dialogue partners, who 
discover they know less 
than they thought and are 
impelled to think harder 
about themselves and the 
world around them.”

Daniel: “Having a real 
discussion makes class 
more interesting and 
personal than a lecture 
ever could. You come 
to understand things 
far more deeply than 
by reading or listening 
alone. You see things 
from perspectives you 
hadn’t thought of.”

Thomas: “Dialogue opens 
up the possibility for 
manifold interpretations  
of a text and the creative 
exchange of ideas.”

Iftekhar: “People at 
Shimer have an innate 
desire to challenge  
what they’re given. 
That’s why they’re  
here. They want to  
take what they’re being 
told and look into it 
more deeply.”

Vitoria: “The 
Socratic method 
allows me to gain 
insight into theories 
by stepping outside 
of the common 
belief system and 
questioning what I 
believe and why I 
believe it.”

Stuart: “What we do 
as teachers is help 
students see that their 
task is to read the text 
and share what they 
read. It’s deliberately 
asking, ‘What do you 
get out of this?’”

Iftekhar: “You sit at 
this octagonal table 
and watch the world 
unfold. Then, all that’s 
left is consideration.”

(1. Jeannot Arsenault | Quebec, Canada  2. Oni FulbrightWoods | Nashville, Tennessee  3. Stuart Patterson, Assistant  Professor of Humanities |  Anaheim, California  4. Thomas Olszewski | Kraków, Poland  5. Daniel Holman |  
Buffalo Grove, Illinois  6. Jessica Diamond | Chicago Heights, Illinois  7. Vitoria FulbrightWoods | Kansas City,  Missouri  8. Iftekhar Kabir | Dhaka, Bangladesh)

1.

2.

3.
4.

5.

6.

8. 7.



the life-long benefits of the life of the mind.
At first glance, a Shimer education may appear too intellectual, too removed from the day-to-day issues students  will face in their working lives. But the process of reading Great Books at Shimer produces habits  
of mind and qualities of character that apply far beyond the classroom. (1. Jeannot Arsenault | Quebec, Canada  2. Nicolette Stossur-Bassett | Glen Elynn, Illinois  3. Jessica Diamond | Chicago Heights, Illinois  4. Michael Torre 
| Bronx, New York  5. Stuart Patterson, Assistant Professor of Humanities | Anaheim, California  6. Andrea Berry   | Carthage,  Michigan

ten

1.

2.

3.

4. 5.

6.

Nicolette: “Wherever 
I go, I know that 
Shimer will give me a 
good foundation.”

Andrea: “When I came 
to Shimer, I learned to 
teach myself anything.”

Stuart: “Our students 
are better prepared 
and feel like they 
have a more rounded 
education than many 
students who may 
have majored in a 
particular subject.”

Stuart: “A generalist 
education is like 
climbing a mountain. 
You have to be 
surefooted in your 
thinking. You need 
patience and courage. 
But you have a better 
sense of where you fit 
within the landscape. 
You don’t have to 
wonder where you are 
or what your horizons 
are hiding.” 

Nicolette: “What 
we’re learning here is 
very valuable. We’re 
talking about the very 
definitions of words 
that most people take 
for granted, so there’s 
a lot less depth to their 
understanding of their 
world.”

Andrea: “It’s a true 
education. It fosters 
in you the practice 
of actively seeking 
knowledge from the 
world. I’ve learned how 
to deal with the world 
and how to approach 
unknowns.”
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Open discussion. Genuine intellec-
tual inquiry. These thrive only in an  
atmosphere of respect and equality. 
And these are the values you’ll find at Shimer. Everything 
we do—everything—is based on the ideals of democra-
cy and equal opportunity: whether it’s hiring a new fac-
ulty member, setting the budget, or deciding academic 
policies, students, faculty, and staff work together. This 
makes Shimer an institution where everyone can be  
invested in every way, at every level. This democratic spirit  
applies to extra-curricular activities as well. You won’t 
find exclusive groups such as fraternities or sororities 
here. Instead, all our activities, whatever they might 
be—community lunches, softball games, bowling, 
theater productions—are open to everyone. 7 While 
we’re a tightly knit group, we’re also the place for people 
eager to see the world. Saint Augustine once wrote,  

“The world is a book,  
and those who do not 
travel read only one page.” 
As a school of readers, 
we take that sentiment 
to heart. Our Shimer-in-
Oxford Program provides 

you with the opportunity to study in Oxford, England, 
one of the great intellectual capitals of the world.7

Our relationship with the Illinois  
Institute of Technology means you get 
an unconventional college experience 
without sacrificing the amenities and 
facilities of a more conventional, and 
much larger, school. Shimer’s location on the IIT 
campus gives you easy access to a performing arts center, an 
incredible fitness center, and a wide variety of other extra- 
curricular opportunities—Shimer students even host their 
own shows on IIT’s on-campus radio station.8 8 This unique 
partnership between a school focused on timeless ideas and 
a school focused on cutting-edge technology provides more 
than practical benefits. It gets at the heart of what it means 
to be an educated citizen in today’s 
world. What are the philosophi-
cal and sociological implications of 
technology? How does technology 
affect what it means to be a person? What role does it play in 
shaping wisdom? These are important and pressing issues, 
and as a Shimer student, you can take IIT classes (just as IIT 
students can take Shimer classes) that allow you to discover 
entirely new ways to understand human experience.

Shimer students can take advantage of IIT’s 
150 student organizations and extensive 
housing options.
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7. You can read about current Shimer students’ experiences at Oxford 
online at shimer.edu/academicprograms/oxfordjournal.cfm  8. For a 
complete list of resources available to Shimer students on campus 
and in Chicago, go to http://shimer.edu/aboutshimercollege/ 
studentlife.cfm.

While in Oxford, shimer 
students take tutorials  

with respected academics 
from the area. tutorials 

are based on students’ areas 
of interest, ranging from 

post-modern philosophy to 
alchemy to the history of 

banking to voice.
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new Experiences,

                                  new questions.

The ability you have at Shimer to cross-
register with IIT expands your educational 
options to include pre-professional 
programs and courses that will prepare 
you for medical school, business school, 
and graduate programs in technology.    

One of Shimer’s long-running traditions is “Orange 
Horse,” our occassional variety show, where students 
showcase their talents in a blend of karaoke, American 

Idol, and old-fashioned vaudeville.
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The questions asked in 
the Great Conversation 
aren’t purely philosoph-
ical. They’re also prag-
matic. How do we bring our 
learning to bear on our basic needs? 
How do we meet those basic needs 
in a way that’s fulfilling? What is our 
relationship to work? How can we 
work better, smarter? Work, after all, is 
a fundamental component of human 
life. It’s how we spend most of our 
waking hours. 7 Consider the typical 
college education: you get accepted, 

choose a career path, and then spend your time special-
izing in a narrow field. All before you’re twenty years old. 
Obviously, Shimer isn’t a place where you’re going to 
spend four years specializing for a career. It’s a place where 
you’ll spend four years working through the greatest writ-
ings by the greatest minds, four years formulating ideas 
about the most difficult texts our culture has produced. 
What will you be ready for at the end of those four years? 
Anything. This doesn’t mean you’ll necessarily use what 
you’ve read in Aristotle or Aquinas in your eventual career. 
But by reading Aristotle and Aquinas, by having to clarify 
your arguments about all of these books, you’ll have the  

versatile skills and the confidence to handle extraordinary 
intellectual challenges. And that makes a Shimer educa-
tion the best possible preparation for whatever you ulti-
mately decide to do.9 8 Our graduates prove the power 
and the practical value of a Shimer education—over and 
over again. It’s no surprise that we’re a national leader as 
a college whose graduates go on to earn Ph.D.’s.10 Our 
graduates excel in every field. They take to law school  
easily because the Socratic method, which law schools 
use, is already second nature to them. They thrive on 
Wall Street and as entrepreneurs because they know 
how to process dense information and how to focus on  
details while keeping the big picture 
in mind. They’re amazingly effective 
educators because they see learning 
in a fundamentally different light 
than most teachers. 7 Our relation-
ship with IIT complements this 
preparation by providing access to 
pre-med, business, architecture, sci-
ence, and technology courses.  All of 
this means Shimer offers the perfect 
balance—a place that values learning 
for its own sake and where the skills 
you develop translate directly to any 
knowledge-based profession. 

Kai Scantlin
  

Ph.D. Candidate, Clinical Psychology 

Chicago school of  
Professional Psychology

“My shimer education has prepared  
me for any academic or professional 

challenge life can offer. You’re  
required to study an incredibly  

broad range of topics, and the  
resulting breadth of knowledge  

allows you to approach any new  
situation with confidence.”
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9. To help you decide, we offer placement and career counseling 
services, including a career and information center, an online 
Shimer-dedicated position search engine, and individualized career 
counseling by staff and alumni. 10. Shimer College ranks among the 
top colleges and universities in the percentage of graduates who 
earn Ph.D.s.

peter Hanig
  

Founder and President

Hanig’s footwear

“Shimer’s methodology has helped 
me throughout my business career. 
I ask many questions and examine 
my assumptions before making a 
decision. I try to listen to the people 
around me and use their knowledge 
and perspectives. And I ask myself ‘is 
there another way of approaching  
a problem?’”
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be ready for a world

                                          without handbooks

Shimer graduates work in nearly every 
sector of society—from education to 
consulting, marketing to philanthropy, law 
to religious organizations.

“I tore myself away from the safe  
comfort of certainties through my  
love for truth and truth rewarded me.” 
—Simone de Beauvoir
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