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Memorandum

To:
Scott Van Bramer, Chair, Faculty Council Academic Affairs Committee
From:
Janine Utell, Chair, A & S Assessment and General Education Committee
Date:
18 November 2011
Re:
University Goals and Objectives/Distribution Requirements
The Arts and Sciences at Widener University have a long tradition of supporting the general education of our students.  Courses taken by undergraduates in the liberal arts as part of general education provide an expansive foundation for learning in other areas of the curriculum.  Through a variety of disciplinary lenses, the Arts and Sciences lay extensive intellectual and dispositional groundwork that can strengthen and be integrated into a holistic undergraduate experience.

For a person to be considered college educated, s/he needs to spend some time grappling with what it means to be human.  This fundamental question is at the core of classes in the Humanities, where students work on understanding and applying a wide range of intellectual perspectives and methodologies in order to grapple with that question, as well as lay a foundation for critical habits of thought.  More specifically, in Humanities classes students evaluate and critique philosophical, historical, and aesthetic arguments, evidence, and artifacts.  The 12 credits of Humanities courses that are part of the distribution requirements help students meet this objective by offering courses that “foster a sense of historical consciousness, aesthetic appreciation, and philosophical judgment”; these courses demand “rigorous interpretation and openness to multiple perspectives,” necessary to the work of evaluating and critiquing (35; all parenthetical citations refer to the Widener University Undergraduate Catalog).  As part of their study of the Humanities, students write extensively and think critically about the arguments, evidence and artifacts that they are evaluating and critiquing.  Courses in the Humanities provide a foundation for effective communication and critical thinking, as well as the lenses through which one might understand the human condition both past and present.

For a person to be college educated, s/he also needs to spend some time learning about how humans interact.  This is the fundamental question that is at the core of classes in the Social Sciences, where students work on understanding and applying a wide range of intellectual perspectives and methodologies in order to explore how humans interact, as well as lay a theoretical foundation for application and analysis. More specifically, in Social Science classes students come to understand and apply social science theories and research methods to questions of human behavior, mental processes, communication, social and cultural structures and institutions.  The 12 credits of Social Science courses that are part of the distribution requirements help students meet this objective by offering courses that “develop an appreciation for both the quantitative and qualitative methods for assessing human behaviors and interactions” and provide the chance to ask “research questions…grounded in theoretical assumptions” (36).  As part of their study of the Social Sciences, students write extensively and think critically so that they can apply social science theories and research methods to basic questions of human behavior, mental processes, communication, social and cultural structures and institutions.  To apply these social science theories and research methods, students must also learn to use quantitative methods effectively.  Courses in the Social Sciences provide a foundation for effective communication, critical thinking, and quantitative reasoning, as well as the lenses through which one might understand human behavior and interaction.

For a person to be college educated, s/he also needs to understand the natural and physical world.  This is the fundamental question that is at the core of classes in Science, where students work on understanding and applying a wide range of intellectual perspectives and methodologies in order to comprehend the world around them.  More specifically, in Science courses students explain the workings of the natural and physical world using theories and models that can be tested by experiments and observations.  The 12 credits of Science courses that are part of the distribution requirements help students meet this objective by providing the opportunity to “learn how scientists acquire, synthesize, evaluate, and question knowledge”.  Additionally, “students develop an understanding of how scientific knowledge is constructed and learn quantitative and qualitative skills necessary to develop models, propose and test hypotheses, and evaluate experimental results” (36).  As part of their study of Science, students write extensively and think critically so that they can explain the workings of the natural and physical world.  To apply the theories and models that can be tested by experiments and observations, students must also learn to use quantitative methods effectively.  Courses in the Sciences provide a foundation for understanding the wider world, using evidence, observation, and analysis, as well as the lenses through which one might understand natural and physical phenomena.

Through the distribution requirements, undergraduates receive a foundation that they can use in their majors to master the first three general education goals:
1.  A liberally educated graduate communicates effectively.
2.  A liberally educated graduate thinks critically.
3.  A liberally educated graduate uses quantitative methods effectively.

Additionally, they have the opportunity to study in each of the three basic areas of knowledge that are a critical component of becoming a liberally educated person, so that they can meet goal four and each of its objectives, gaining a range of lenses, dispositions, and methodologies for understanding the world:
4.  A liberally educated graduate demonstrates understanding of and applies a wide range of intellectual perspectives and methodologies.
a)    Evaluates the workings of the natural and physical world using theories and models that can be tested by experiments and observations.
b)    Evaluates social science theories and research methods related to questions of human behavior, mental processes, communication, social and cultural structures and institutions.
c)    Evaluates philosophical, historical and aesthetic arguments, evidence, and artifacts.
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