Redesigning the General-Education Curriculum

merican educational practice
has come in for a lot of criti-
cism recently. At the college
level, there has been a grow-
ing awareness of the need to
re-examine general curricu-

w4 [um requirements. Surveys
of hlgh school and college students re-
veal ignorance of basic knowledge, espe-
cially in comparison with the students in
other industrialized countries. Thereisa
widespread impression that American
students lack essential knowledge and
understanding.

The general-education programs of
American colleges and universities have
contributed to this problem. Inits report,
50 Hours: A Core Curriculum for College
Students, the National Endowment for
the Humanities says that “entering stu-
dents often find few requirementsin place
and a plethora of offerings. There are
hundreds of courses to choose from, a
multitude of ways to combine them to
earnabachelor’sdegree, and aminimum
of direction.” !

BY GARY LAND

Many peopleboth
Insideandoutside
academiaare
calling for a
requiredcore
curriculum.

This report is only the most recent to
indict the dominant “distribution” ap-
proach to general education, a system in
which students can choose almost limit-
less combinations of courses to complete
the required number of credits in areas

such as science, humanities, and social
science.

There are a number of reasons, both
practical and philosophical, why Ameri-
can colleges and universities developed
what critics see as anincoherentapproach
to general education. Because of the ex-
plosion of knowledge, professors have
focused onincreasingly 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. Asaresult, the variety of such
courses almostinevitably has grownover
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 could be accomplished
through any course with a historical ori-
entation.

Recently, someacademics havetaken
the more radical view that there is no
such thing as essential 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.’

Nonetheless, many people both in-
side and outside academia are calling
for a required core curriculum. Robert
Roemer states that “the faculty at a col-
lege or university have a responsibility to
direct the studies of undergraduates and
todeclare which courses of study serve to
make a person educated.”’ Describing
distribution requirements as a “con-job,”
Jason DeParle and Liza Mundy argue
that “the cure is the core—the core cur-
riculum, thatis—a few carefully designed
courses that all students must take and that
ground them in the world’s great books,
events, and ideas.”

In 1990 Carl A. Raschke of the Uni-
versity of Denver helped organize the
American Association for the Advance-
ment of a Core Curriculum. He states
that “commitment to a core curriculum
meansacommitmenttointerdisciplinary
thinking, to making sense out of arapidly
changing and fragmented culture. [talso
represents a commitment to under-
graduate education.”s

A Strong Case

These critics make a strong case, espe-
cially when their concerns are integrated
into a Christian outlook. Distribution
requirements that result largely from
academic turf wars are educationally in-
defensible. The argument that thereis 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 for varied thinking skills.
However, they undervalue the need for
specificknowledgein ordertoadequately
use these skills. 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

Establishing a core cur-
riculum in the general
education programs at
onr colleqes will (1) better
cnable Seventh-day Ad-
ventist students to cope
with contemporary socicty,
(2) offer them the basic
elements of o common
cultuve, (3) help them see
bevond theiv special
interests, and (4) qround
them in o coberent vision

of truth.
|

boundaries of cultures and nations.

Establishing a core curriculumin the
general-education programs at our col-
leges will (1) better enable 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. Atatime when many Adventist
parents are questioning the educational
quality and economic costs of denomina-
tionalschools, a core curriculum provides
a way of incorporating our mission in a
highly visible way.

What Is a Core Curriculum?

William ]. Bennett succinctly explains
whatismeantby a core curriculum: “aset
of fundamental courses, ordered, purpo-

sive, coherent.”* Fundamentally, in de-
signing a core curriculum, we are ad-
dressing the question of our educational
mission or purpose and attempting 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 question: What is
required to be an educated Christian in
the 21st century? To answer this ques-
tion, we need to educate ourselves re-
garding thenature of a college education.
General-education committees, in my
view, need tostudy some essential works
before they embark on redesigning a
general education program. They also
need to design a plan to ensure that this
study continues onan ongoing basis. Such
study should include reading and dis-
cussion of, for example, John Cardinal
Newman~—Idea of a University, Jacques
Barzun—The American University, Arthur
Holmes—The Idea of a Christian College,
Ernest Boyer—College, Ellen G. White—
Education, and a sampling of the recent
reports and articles that debate general
education.

Second, after this initial study, the
committee can develop anoutline of the
school’s general-education program, in-
cluding its overall philosophy, the total
credits, general areas to be studied, and
distribution of credits among those ar-
eas. At this point the committee should
discuss its philosophy with the faculty
within each area. Committee and faculty
should together identify the essential
knowledge and skills to be taught, to-
gether with the most effective course
structures through which to teach them.

Finally, drawing upon these discus-
sions, the committee should design the
specific curriculum of the general-edu-
cation program. If it has effectively
communicated with the larger faculty in
developing its 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, thereshould beagreement
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 read-
ings suggested above.

Once their core cur-
ricula are in place, Sev-
enth-dayAdventist
schoolsshould formalize
and publish agreements
regarding the equiva-
lencies of their general-
education courses. This
will enable students to
more easily transfer from
one institution to an-
other.

Aims of a Restructured

Core Curriculum

In a Seventh-day Ad-

ventist college, a rede-

signed general-educa-

tion program should aim

atcertain characteristics.

First, general education

should provide students

with a structured basic

knowledge of the social,

cultural, physical, natu-

ral, and spiritual reality within which we
live. Students should gain communica-
tion skills in their mother tongue and a
foreignlanguage, as well as the computa-
tional skills necessary for contemporary
life.

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

Third, all students should go through
the same core curricula, 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
substitute a more advanced “major”
course for certain general-education
courses.

Fourth, coursesin the social sciences,
humanities, and religion should include
significant readings in those works that
have both shaped our social and cultural
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world and our understanding of that
world. Similarly, courses in the natural
and physical sciences should include
laboratory experiences.

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

These general purposes may be
achieved in a variety of ways, but the
individual courses must comprise a
structured, integrated whole. If we use
courses defined by disciplines, such as
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world history orintroduction to psychol-
ogy, the syllabi must attempt to relate
each course to the other courses in the
program.

Another alternative is to emphasize
interdisciplinary courses that examine
broad themes, such as the impact of tech-
nology or the development of Western
culture. If we choose this approach, in
addition to relating the courses to the
overall 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 in-
tellectually exciting, they require exten-
sive planning time and an ongoing com-
mitment, including the training of new
teachers, in order for them to be success-
ful.

Inshort, the general-education com-
mittee must actively and continuously

oversee and discuss with the teachers the
courses included in the core curriculum.
This will reinforce the fact that these
courses exist primarily for college or uni-
versity goals rather than departmental
purposes.

An Example
Attherisk of being presumptuous, let me
illustrate what a structured basic knowl-
edgeinthearea of religion might mean in
a core curriculum where courses are de-
fined by discipline. In this
case, the religion curricu-
fum’s mission would be to
produce students who (1)
know elementary principles
of biblicalinterpretation, (2)
are acquainted with the
general outline of the OId
and New Testaments, (3)
understand the major ele-
ments of Christian theology,
(4) have both an intellectual
and experiential under-
standing of Christianity,and
(5) are acquainted with the
major philosophers who
have shaped the Christian
tradition. These goals could
beachieved througha series
of four courses:
¢ Introduction to the
Old Testament,
e Introduction to the
New Testament,
¢ Introduction to Sys-
tematic Theology (which
would include significant reading from
such religious thinkers as Augustine,
Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, and Wesley, as
well as Adventist writers), and
* A course in Christian spirituality
that introduces the student to such clas-
sics of devotional literature as the works
of Thomas A. Kempis, Bunyan, Pascal,
Kierkegaard, and Ellen White.
Assystematicapproachsuchas this—
identifying specificknowledge and skills
as well as particular courses that collec-
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 learning. 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
inseparate courses, each
of which would build
upon and complement
the others. Interdiscipli-
nary courses would ac-
complish thesamegoals,
each using a different
means.
Not every student
would respond identi-
cally to this curriculum,
for students are not
automotons. However,
administrators could be
sure that (1) every stu-
dent had been exposed
totheinformation, ideas,
and skills that our insti-
tutions regard as basic,
and (2) thateach student
had achieved a certain
level of competence. We
would then graduate in-
dividuals with cosmo-
politan rather than pa-
rochial interests. They
would be broadly educated yet compe-
tent specialists, thoroughly grounded in
the Christian tradition yet enabled to un-
derstand and deal with a rapidly chang-
ing contemporary world.

Compromise and Commitment

Achieving this goal will not be easy, but
it can be done’ It will require vision—
and probably a visionary. At the same
time it will necessitate some degree of
compromise, for campus politics—for
good or ill—play a significant role in the
development of general-education pro-
grams. Furthermore, it will require a
continuing commitment, for neither the
vision nor the specific program can re-
main static. It must continually moder-
ate the interrelationship of the past,
present, and future.

The general-education programalso
must be related to the larger college or
university culture, according to Jerry G.
Gaff. We must create a college culture
marked by a coherent set of values that
support the purposes of general educa-
tion* 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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General-education
committeeseedto
studysomeessential
worksbeforethey
embarkon redesigning
a general-education
program.

conduct of administrators, faculty, and
students. This, too, will require continu-
ing self-examination and creative think-
ing.

Seventh-day Adventist colleges and
universities have the starting 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 coherent vision for each institu-

tion. This will enable us to
speak clearly to our con-
stituencies and to better
educate our students. The
reordering of our curricu-
lumis 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
goout’ ¥
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