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merican ec'lucational practice
has come in for a krt of criti-
cism recently. At the college
level, there has been a grow-
ing awareness of the need tcr
re-examine g,eneral curr icu-
lum recluirements. Surveys

of high school and college students re-
veal ignorance of basic knowledge, espe-
cially in comparison with the students in
other industrialized countries. There is a
widespread impression that American
students lack essential knowledge and
understanding.

The general-education programs of
American colleges and universities have
contributed to this problem. In its report,
50 Hours: A Core Curriculum for College
Students, the National Endowment for
the Humanities says that "entering stu-
dents often find few requirements in place
and a plethora of offerings. There are
hundreds of courses to choose from, a
multitude of ways to combine them to
earn a bachelor's degree, and a minimum
of direction." 1

, | i !

t'i't S'f. t:f t

;rg ft;;"; i
? 4 t r 1 7 3 1 i r " - r - F  , i '
i  { . 4 f  4 r  , .  { r  N  ' : .

t .  s d _ * . . . " . . 1 1 {  " 4  r ? i' u { f ' ;  . " r - f { t u t : . ' \ !

This report is only the most recent to
indict the dominant "distribution" ap-
proach to general education, a system in
which sfudents can choose almost limit-
less combinations of courses to comolete
the reouired number of credits in areas

such as science, humanit ies, and social
science.

There are a number of reasons, both
practical and philosophical, why Ameri-
can colleges and universities developed
whatcritics sceas an incoherent approach
to general education. Because of the ex-
plosion of knowledge, professors have
focused on increasingly specialized areas
of study. This makes it difficult for them
to identify the broad areas of knowledge
essential to balanced education. Fur-
thermore, departments-for budgetary
reasons-have wanted to be included in
the potentially rich coffers of general
education. Asa result, the varietyof such
courses almost inevitably has €trown over
time.

Philosophical support for the "dis-

tribution" system originally arose out of
the "modes of inquiry" model. Unlike
the traditional approach, which stressed
the learning of facts, this view empha-
sized the various ways that the disci-
plines formulated and addressed prob-
lems. It was not so significant for the
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student to know the causes of the Ameri-
can Civil War, for example, as to learn
how to think historically, something that
presumably  cou ld  be  accompl ished
through any course with a historical ori-
entation.

Recently, some academics have taken
the more radical view that there is no
such th ing  as  essent ia l  knowledge.
Catharine R. Stimpson, for instance, ar-
gues that both our pluralistic society and
the relativity of truth make it not only
impossible but also undesirable to im-
pose a predetermined curriculum upon
students. Relativism, she says, will nur-
ture a more democratic university.l

Nonetheless, many people both in-
side and outside academia are calling
for a required core curriculum. Robert
Ii.oemer states that "the facuity at a col-
lege or university have a responsibility kl
direct the studies of underp;raduates and
to declare which courses of study serve to
make a person educated." '  Describing
distribution requirements as a "con-job,"

Jason DeParle ancl Liza Mundy argue
that "the cure is the core-the corc cur-
riculum, that is-a few carefully designed
courses thnt nl l  studerts rnusl fnkc and that
ground them in the world's great books,
events, and ideas."r

In 1990 Carl A. Raschke of the Uni
versity of Denver helped organize the
American Association for the Aclvancc-
ment of a Core Curriculum. He statcs
that "commitment to a core curriculum
means a commitment to interdisciplinary
thinking, to making senseoutof a rapidly
changing and fragmented culture. l t  also
represents  a  commi tment  to  under -
graduate education."5

A Strong Case
These critics make a strong case, espe-
cially when their concerns are integrated
into a Christian outlook. Distribution
requirements that result largeiy from
academic turf wars are educationally in-
defensible. The argument that there is no
essential knowledge flies in the face of
the Christian view that the Bible offers
the starting point for true education.
"Modes of inquiry" advocates justifiably
pointto theneed forvaried thinking skilis.
However, they undervalue the need for
specific knowledge in order to adequately
use these skiils. The student who knows
how to think historically, for example,
would nevertheless have considerable
trouble understanding the recent debate

over a Harvard student's displaying of a
Confederate flag without knowing the
background and results of the American
Civil War. Recognition of the pluralism
of American society, rather than calling
for further fragmentation, points to the
importance of common binding elements
in the educational process. This unity is
also essential to a church that crosses the

Iistsblisltift{I ft ctNl't t:tts"-

rirulust iru tl.t{ ttcn{r&l

educntiort praqr&?ns {tt

aril' collsGCs tl.,ill { } ) l;cttr:t,

cnnbfu Scvcnt/t-dn), Ad-

pt:lttist sttt.drnts t0 cTpt:

w ith c fl ?t tt: tu pot'ttl'tr sa t i cty,

(2) qt'lbr thrm rhc bnsic

cl.cmcuts o.f n cntnntotr

culhtrc, (.i) ttclp tl:rcnt st:r:

{tryond tfuir sltt'cinl

intr? ' rsts,  nnd {4) f l l '$ l tud

fht:ttt in a robt'rt:ttt pisio?l

0l ' t ' r ' t t t [ t .

boundaries of cultures and nations.
Establ ishing a core curr iculum in the

general-education programs at our col-
leges wil l  (1) better cnable Seventh-day
Adventist students to cope with contem-
porary society, (2) offer them the basic
elements of a common culture, (3) help
them see beyond their special interests,
and (4) ground them in a coherent vision
of truth. At a t imewhen manyAdventist
parents are questioning the educational
quality and economic costs of denomina-
tional schools, a core curriculum provides
a way of incorporating our mission in a
highly visible u'ay.

What ls a Core Gurriculum?
William J. Bennett succinctly explains
what is meant by a core curriculum: "a set
of fundamental courses, ordered, purpo-

sive, coherent."n Fundamentally, in de-
signing a core curriculum, we are ad-
dressing the question of our educational
mission or purpose and attempiing to
translate it into a specific set of courses.
Such a task is not easy, but the following
four-step procedure shows how it might
be accomplished.

First, as Christian educators we need
to ask ourselves this cluestion: What is
required to be an educated Christian in
the 21 st century? To answer this ques-
tion, we need to educate ourselves re-
garding the nature ofa col lege education.
Ceneral-education comn-ri t tees. in mv
v iew,  need tos tudvsomeess t ,n t ia l  work .s
before they embark on redesigning a
general education program. They also
need to design a plan to ensurc that this
study continues on an ongoingbasis. Such
study should include reading and dis-
cussion of, for examplc, John Carcl inal
Newman-Ir/L'n ttf a Unizrrsify, Jacques
Barzun Tht, Anrcricnn Unirrt'rsi h7, Arthur
Holmes-T/rr: Idcn Ltf n Christinn Collegc,
Ernest Boyer Collt:gt', Ellen G. White
Educatiott ,  and a sampling of the. recent
rcports :rnd articles that debatc- general
education.

Second, after this ini t ial  study, the
committee can clcvelopanoutl ine of the
school 's g,enera l- t 'duc,rt iotr program, i  n-
cluding i ts overal l  phikrsophy, the krtal
credits, gcneral areas to be stuclied, ancl
distr ibution of credits among those ar-
eas. At this point the committee should
discuss i ts phi losophy with thc faculty
within c.ach area. Committee and faculty
should together ide.nt i fy the cssential
knowleclge ancl ski l ls to bc taught, to-
gether with the most effective course
structures through which to teach them.

Final ly, drawing upon these discus-
sions, the committee should design the
specific curriculum of the ge.ne.rai-edu-
cation program. If it has c.ffectively
communicated with the larger faculty in
developing i ts program, the general-
education committee should have little
trouble gaining acceptance for its pro-
posed curriculum.

Individualizing General Education
The procedure described above suggests
that general-education programs must
be developed individually within each
Seventh-day Adventist college or uni-
versity, for the faculty will not support a
program that they do not "own." Be-
cause each institution has differing eco-
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nomic resources, student populations,
and faculty characteristics, the specifics
of the general-education program will
differ from place to place.

However, there should be agreement
among Adventist schools regarding the
philosophy and basic elements of gen-
eral education. Such universal under-
standing could be fostered through semi-
nars sponsored by the Board of Higher
Education. The seminars might focus
upon study and discussion of the reac-l-

world and our understanding of that
world. Similarly, courses in the natural
and physical sciences should include
iaboratory experiences.

Finally, the entire program should
be grounded in a self-conscious Chris-
tian worid view.

These general purposes may be
achieved in a variety of ways, but the
individual courses must comprise a
structured, integrated whole. I f  we use
courses defined by discipl ines, such as

oversee and discuss n'ith thc ie..rchers the
courses included in the crrre curriculum.
This will reinforce the. fact that these
courses exist primari lv for col iege or uni-
versity goals rather than departmental

PurPoses.

An Example
At the risk of being presumptuous,let me
illustrate what a structured basic knowl-
eclge in tl.re area of religion might mean in
a core curr iculum where courses arc de-

inp;s suggested above.
Once their core cur-

r icula are in place, Sev-
e n t h - d a y A d v e n t i s t
schools should formalize
and publish agreements
regarding the. ecluiva-
lencies of their general-
education courses. This
will enable students tir
more easily transfer from
one ins t i tu t ion  to  an-
other.

Aims of a Restructured
Core Curriculum
In a Sevc.nth-day Ac1-
ventist col lege, a rede-
s igned genera l -educa-
t ion program should aim
at certain characterist ics.
First,  general education
should provide students
with a structured basic
knowledgc of the social,
cultural,  physical,  natu-

finecl bv cliscipline. In this
case, the rcl igion curr icu-
hrm's mission would be kr
pmcluce students who ( l)

krrou, elementary principles
of bibl ical interpretat ion, (2)

are  acqua in ted  w i th  the
general outline of the C)ld
and Ncw Testaments, (3)

understand the major ele-
ments of Christian theokrgy,
(4) have'both an intcl lectual
and e .xper ien t ia l  u r - rder -
stand ing of Christianity, arrd
(5) are accluainted with the.
rna jo r  ph i losophers  who
h..rve sh:rped the Christran
tracl i t ion. These goals could
h t ' . r t  h i t ' ved  t l t rou$h, r  s t ' r ies
of four courses:

o Introduction b thc
Olcl Testamcnt,

o Introduction to the
New Testamcnt,

o Introduction kr Sys-
temat ic  Theo logy  (wh ich

ral,  and spir i tualreal i ty within which we
l i v e  .  S t u d e n t s  s h o u l d  g . l i u  (  ( ) m m u n i c . r -

t ion ski l ls in their mothcr tongue and a
foreign language, as well  as the computa-
t ional ski l ls necessi lry for contemporary
life.

Second, general-education courses
should be as academical ly demanding as
major courses at a similar level.

Third, all str.rdents should go through
the same core curr icula, with the only
exceptions being (a) that honors students
take more advanced versions of the same
courses, and (b) students who have dem-
onstrated a high competence level might
substi tute a more advanced "major"

:ffi;t"", 
a. certain general-education

Fourth, courses in the social sciences,
humanities, and religion sirould include
significant readings in those r,r'orks that
have both shaped our social and culturai

1 2  D E C E M B E R  I 9 9 I / J A N U A R Y  I 9 9 2

world history or introduction to psychol-
ogy, the syl labi must att€.mpt to relatc
cach course to the. other courses in tht-
proSram.

Another alternative is to emphasize
interdiscipl inarv courses that examine-
broad themes, such as the impact of tech-
nology or the devek)pment of Weste-rn
culture. I f  we choose this approach, in
addition to relating the courses to the'
overal l  program we must also ensure
that they are truly interdisciplinary and
not just composed of unrelated sections
taken from different disciplines. While
interdisciplinary courses seem more ln-
tellectually exciting, they require exten-
s ive  p lann ing  t ime and dn  ( ) l tgo ing  com-
mitment, including the training of new
teachers, in order for them to be success-
ful.

In short, the general-education com-
mittee must actively and continuously

would include signif icant reading from
such rel igious thinkers as Augustine,
Acluinas, Luthcr, Calvin, and Wesley, as
wcll  as Adventist writers), ancl

.  A course in Christ ian spir i tual i tv
that introduct 'r  the student to -such cl.r i-
sics of devotional l i terature as the works
of Thomas A. Kempis, Bunyan, Pascal,
Kierkegaard, ancl El len White.

A systematic approach such as this-
identifying specific knowledge and skills
as well  as part icular courses that col lec-
tively achieve those goals-should be
taken to each part of the general-educa-
tion curriculum. This will help the school
to achieve the overall purpose of struc-
tured basic iearning. Furthermore, the
content and readings of courses can be
coordinated through the oversight of the
general-education committee. This will
reinforce learning and ensure interdisci-
plinary connections. Darwinism, for ex-



ample, could be exam-
ined historically, scien-
tifically, and religiously
in separate courses, each
of which would bui ld
upon and complement
the others. Interdiscipli-
nary courses would ac-
complish the same goals,
each using a different
means.

Not every student
would respond identi-
cal ly to this curr iculum,
f o r  s t u d e n t s  a r e  n o t
automotons. However,
administrators could bc
sure that ('l ) every stu-
dent had been exposed
to the information, iclcas,
and ski l ls that our inst i-
tutions regarcl as basic,
and (2) thateach stuclcnt
hacl achievec'l a certain
level of competence. We
would thcn graduatc in-
dividuals with cosmo-
poli tan rather than pa-
rochial interests. They
would be broadly educatcd yet compe-
tcnt special ists, thoroughly grounde.d in
the Christ ian tradit ion yet enablecl to un-
derstand and deal with a rapidly chang-
ing contemporary worlcl .

Gompromise and Commitment
Achieving this goal wi l l  not be casy, but
i t  c . l r  be  r jone.  l t  w i l l  r t ' ou i r t '  v is ion
and probab ly  , r  v is i t r r ra ry .  A t  th ( '  sn ln r ,
time it will neccssitate some. clegree oi
compromise, for campus pol i t ics-for
good or ill-play a significant role in the
clevelopment of ge.neral-education pro-
grams. Furthermore, it will recluirc- a
continuing commitment, for neithc-r the
vision nor the specific program can re-
main stat ic. I t  must continual ly moder-
ate the interrelat ionship of the past,
present, and futurc.

The general-education program also
must be related kr the larger colleg;e or
university culture, according to Jerry C.
Caff. We must create a collese culture
markcd by a coherent set ol vl lues that
support the purposes of general educa-
tionl For Seventh-day Adventist institu-
tions, this means that the goals of general
education will be reflected in chapels and
assemblies, worship services, school-
sponsored entertainment, and the daily
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conduct of administrators, faculty, and
students. This, too, wi l l  require continu-
ing self-examination anc.l creative think-
ing.

Seventl.r-clay Adventist colleges and
universit ies have the start ing point for
implementing these values. But we must
also develop both the vision and the will
to work out their implications for cam-
pus life in general and general education
in particular. A core curriculum that
clearly embodies these values and their
educational application will thereby re-
flect a coirerent vision for each institu,

tion. This wiil enable us to
speak clearly to our con-
stituencies and to better
educate our students. The
reordering of our curricu-
lum is a task of vital impor-
tance, for-to paraphrase
Michael Novak-if we do
not do this, the light of the
Adventist college may well
go outl  ct
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