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TO: Executive Committee of Faculty Council

FROM: General Education Network

DATE: November 7, 2005

RE: Working Documents on Liberal Education

In response to interest in the conversations of the General Education Network, we are enclosing a draft of the initial document produced by the Network and a tentative list of future considerations.  The Network evolved from a group of faculty who attended a Bridge Week workshop and then met throughout the summer of 2005 to discuss how we might define general education.  

What we found as we discussed the significance of general education is that we were identifying what the Association of American Colleges and Universities calls a “Liberal Education”:  

A philosophy of education that empowers individuals, liberates the mind from ignorance, and cultivates social responsibility. Characterized by challenging encounters with important issues, and more a way of studying than specific content, liberal education can occur at all types of colleges and universities. "General Education" (cf. below) and an expectation of in-depth study in at least one field normally comprise liberal education.

We would like to share the results of our conversations.  We hope that the ideas in this document will facilitate further discussion across the campus about the goals of liberal education and the role of general education at Widener University.

Based on this document, faculty in the Network will now begin to discuss the role of general education at Widener University.  AAC&U defines general education as:

The part of a liberal education curriculum shared by all students. It provides broad exposure to multiple disciplines and forms the basis for developing important intellectual and civic capacities.1
The Network now intends to take up such topics as those enumerated in the second document.  As in the past, we extend an open invitation to all faculty to join us in discussing these topics.

General Education Network
Working Document on Liberal Education

Purpose of the Working Document:

· To define liberal education within general education
· To articulate core values of liberal education

· To determine how those core values translate through general education into intentional practice 

Liberal Education at Widener University
Widener University’s mission is to create a learning environment that connects curricula to social issues through civic engagement.  The institution’s framework of liberal education is characterized by a commitment to the study of the arts and sciences integrated with the development of expertise in the professions.  Liberal education contributes to competent graduates who will enhance society through citizenship, leadership, and collaboration with the local and global community.  Widener’s conception of liberal education reflects the changing nature and purpose of the academy while also providing a solid foundation for productive individuals invested in the lifelong learning necessary to flourish in the modern and ever-changing world.  The university’s general education requirement provides an opportunity for students to engage in learning that contributes to educated graduates and fulfills the university’s mission.  This mission endorses the concept of liberal education as put forth by the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU):


Liberal education for the new century looks beyond the campus to the issues of society and the workplace.  It is diverse and inclusive in every way.  It seeks out varied perspectives, crosses disciplinary lines, pursues wisdom from multiple cultures, and employs a range of teaching strategies.  It occurs in all types of institutions.  It is powerful for all students, those studying traditional arts and sciences disciplines and those in professional programs.
 

Goals of Liberal Education:  

Ways of Being:
Growing and flourishing of the intellectual qualities of a liberally educated person

Ways of Knowing:
Awareness and synthesis of different cognitive strategies of knowing, questioning, and understanding
Ways of Doing:
Development and strengthening of the practical skills needed to be fully engaged in lifelong learning

Plan for Liberal Education:  

I.
Ways of Being  (qualities of a liberally educated person) 
A liberally educated person:
Quality One:
Possesses knowledge beyond the boundaries of a chosen field or discipline

Although students learn in-depth knowledge within a chosen field or discipline, meaningful learning requires academic studies in other fields to broaden and deepen their intellectual vision.  

Quality Two:
Sustains a desire to pursue learning after leaving the university’s environment

Intellectual pursuits within the confines of the undergraduate educational experience do not sufficiently prepare students for their future endeavors unless students additionally develop the desire and motivation to pursue further their intellectual, personal, and professional growth.  

Quality Three:
Cultivates an awareness of his/her place within the larger community

Given today’s increasingly global and interconnected environment, students desiring to excel personally and professionally must appreciate their roles and responsibilities within the wider community—whether local, national, or global.

II.
Ways of Knowing (strategies of a liberally educated person)

A liberally educated person

Strategy One:
Understands the world around him/her from multiple perspectives

While students gain a depth of knowledge in a particular field by choosing a major, a broader understanding of varying modes of inquiry is necessary to form the foundation of a well-rounded thinker.  Students learn about the natural and physical world and its limits by observing and experimenting with phenomena. They learn about society and social behaviors by investigating human interactions and they study the human condition by analyzing cultural, creative, and historical developments.   

Strategy Two:
Has a consciousness of the wider human condition


Students learn of about different cultures, contexts, and environments, and ways people are shaped by their beliefs and experiences over time. In order for students to fully engage with other communities, students need to have an awareness of how people live and work in other places; how they think about and understand those experiences is vital to civic engagement and collaboration.

Strategy Three:
Knows how to know

Students need to understand how they acquire, synthesize, evaluate, and question knowledge.  By becoming intentional learners, conscious of their own learning habits and thought processes, students gain a greater awareness of how knowledge is constructed, integrated, and revised over a lifetime of learning.  

III.
Ways of Doing (skills of a liberally educated person)
A liberally educated person

Skill One:
Uses written and oral communication effectively


The ability to communicate efficiently and effectively fosters the sharing of information gained from any theoretical or applied endeavor; such skills top the list of those needed for professional success today.  Although typically acquired in composition and literature classes, these skills can be taught in communication-intensive courses in any discipline, and accentuated and deepened by the study of foreign languages.
Skill Two:
Manifests quantitative competency


In a technologically driven society, students need to assess quantitatively the complex relationship of factors and variables.  This quantitative literacy can be gained through sciences and mathematics, as well as the social sciences, logic, and other fields using similar approaches.

Skill Three:
      Accesses and evaluates information from a range of sources


Today’s information age provides relatively easy and quick access to all levels of information across a universe of subjects.  With this technology, however, comes the onus on students to critically judge that information, rather than accepting its validity and applicability for any given field.

Skill Four:
      Thinks critically 


Complementing quantitative and information literacies is the ability to plan models for proposing hypotheses, testing these hypotheses, and judging their outcomes.  Through research activity, students can acquire skills of critical thinking allowing them to assess a given situation in any setting.

Skill Five:
      Possesses depth, rigor, and discipline of thinking and learning


Overall, students must hone the discipline and perseverance needed for the in-depth and rigorous work requisite for all intellectual activities—whether theoretical or applied.  Furthermore, these same skills allow the students to pursue professional success in their careers and indeed their own lives.

Tentative List of Topics for Future Meetings of the General Education Network

· What contribution can a general education requirement make toward the liberal education of students?

· What contributions toward a liberal education are fundamentally the responsibility of general education?  What contributions are shared with academic disciplines?  What aspects of a liberal education are fundamentally the responsibility of academic disciplines?

· What variety can exist within general education according to students’ majors?  Are there core contributions that should be universal for all general education requirements?

· What are we accomplishing with the present general education requirements?

How do we know this?

· What changes might be proposed to the schools and colleges with regard to general education requirements?

� http://www.aacu-edu.org/advocacy/what_is_liberal_education.cfm





� http://www.greaterexpectations.org





