
Deconstructing Approaches to General Education



Welcome and overview of the GE planning process and today’s activities
November 2007 visions of what GE can be

February 2008 what could we be doing better and what can we learn from other 
schools

March 2008 what are the dimensions of a 21st century education – what do we 
need to include

April 2008 proposals for approaches to GE on our campus (describing student 
learning outcomes and approaches for achieving them   but not 
specifying courses)

Fall 2008 examine and consolidate the proposed GE approaches

December 2008 select the approach that is best for us

Spring 2009 complete the selected approach with suggestions for new courses to 
be developed and existing courses to meet requirements

March 2009 Final proposal presented to the Senate for its 
consideration

Summer and fall 2009 curriculum development as needed for inclusion in Fall 2010 
scheduling

Fall 2010 New GE curriculum begins



GE Listserv Discussion Groups



Posters

1. Comments from the November 29 GE Forum
2. Approaches to GE at New Jersey institutions
3. What do we mean by “Core”? How some 

institutions define core.
4. Approaches to the 1st Year
5. Approaches to upper level and capstones
6. Examples of experiential and community-based 

programs



A common purpose that ties 
courses together such as 
citizenship or leadership

56%

A little bit of everything so 
students come out well-
rounded

44%

A core of courses that every 
student takes

44%

A set of foundation courses 31%

A common theme that ties 
courses together

27%

A variety to  help select a 
major

20%

Pre-forum Survey Responses
“What do you think the purpose of general education should be? 

Check as many as apply?”



Demonstrate ability to think critically 87%

Effectively express themselves in 
written and oral form

82 %

Demonstrate the ability to integrate 
knowledge and ideas in a coherent 
and meaningful manner

82%

Locate and use information 78%

Work effectively with others 60%

Other (33%) Quantitative, technological, 2nd

language, civic engagement, global, 
scientific method, historical, 
knowledge of disciplines

Pre-Forum Survey Responses
“Please check the learning outcomes you think are relevant to GE. Upon 
completion of a General Education program a student should be able to …”



Summary of Comments from the November 29 Forum

Integration/Interdisciplinary/Clusters/Learning Communities: create more relevant freshman 
seminars, upper level clusters or tiered courses 

Fewer credits: a more focused GE 

Learning Outcomes: Less emphasis on courses and more emphasis on outcomes. Identify core 
competencies. What is needed to become a global citizen and life long learner? 

Desiderata: flexibility, freedom, variety, diversity of courses, choice, options, rigor 

Common Themes: civic engagement, technology, critical thinking, intensive writing, global, 
international 

Flexibility: Build in lots of flexibility so that students can study second or third areas in depth; 
more depth, less breadth 

Experiential/In-Service Learning: Internships as GE? University education is about exploration. 
Let’s do it differently 

Civic/global leadership: GE must broaden students’ views to national, regional and global 
awareness 

Transfer conundrum: upper level, tiered courses 

Languages: important/global initiative/study abroad 



Current Goals of General Education at William Paterson
The goals of individual courses in General Education and the program as a whole include the 

intentions to:

Åenhance fundamental skills;
Åfoster effective written and oral communication;
Åfoster critical and creative thinking
Åfoster student engagement in the learning process through experimental and 
experiential pedagogy
Åfoster an understanding of interdisciplinary learning modes and an awareness of 
commonalities across disciplines;
Ådevelop the individual for meaningful and satisfying participation and productive 
citizenship in an increasingly global economy and technological world
Ådevelop a commitment to diversity, equity and multiculturalism;
Åencourage the development of humanistic values through an understanding of their 
history, current problems and applications;
Åintroduce fundamental concepts and methods of a variety of disciplines to non-
majors;
Åencourage an appreciation of arts and literature
Åencourage an understanding of the physical and natural world and our complex 
society;
Ådevelop the capacity for lifelong learning and healthful living.



William Paterson Student Comments About GE

General education gave me a better 
understanding of the world around me.  At first 

I didn’t feel that it was as important.  But it 
gave me the base for my education.  It made 
me think in ways that I didn’t think before.  It 

prepared my thinking process and shaped it to 
better understand what is to come in future 

classes.



General education has been distracting and 
pointless.  Many of the courses have gone in 
so many different directions that it has been 
hard to group each area.  What is the point 
of learning about something that will most 
likely have no future impact on one’s life.  
Although, some classes have been 
informative and interesting, as a whole I 
have left many of them disappointed and 
confused.  

William Paterson Student Comments About GE



I believe general education classes are 
unnecessary in college.  In my opinion they 
serve no purpose when studying the field of 
your choice.  If the class goes hand in hand 
with your major then it should be a 
requirement, otherwise you shouldn’t have to 
take it.

Most of the gen. ed classes were 
taken in grammar school, as well as High 
School.  What’s the need of taking them again 
if they have nothing to do with the career you 

are trying to pursue.

William Paterson Student Comments About GE



General education courses have been a pain.  It’s a hassle and a 
waste of my money to retake classes that I have already taken 
and that have nothing to do with my major.  

For example, I feel it is a waste of my time and money 
to be required to take a science class as a communication major.  
It has no relation to the field I wish to work in and therefore is a 
waste of my time.

General elective classes should be tailored to a 
person’s major and be related only to that.  They would be less 
of a burden that way.  

I feel they only make you take them because it makes 
your time in college longer, and the school then makes more 

money from you.

William Paterson Student Comments About GE



GE is a nuisance. It forces students to 
take courses they don’t want to take 

instead of focusing on their major 
which they came to WPU to get.  

Students figure out which GE courses 
are easiest and take those. GE should 
be more geared to specific colleges

Student comment at the November 29 forum



1. Select a reporter to take notes and report back to all. These notes will 
be collected during the break and photocopied  so that each table has all 
of the lists.

2. Assignment
Considering our current goals and the common critiques of GE, identify 
things we do well and not so well.

Develop two lists

a) outline of things we currently do well in GE (5 to 10 minutes)

b) a  detailed outline of a minimum of five things that we need 
to do better  in GE and why each is important for GE at William 
Paterson

3. Report back

Small Group Discussions



Approaches to General Education

Questions we need to consider



Common Approaches Used in GE  Programs

A.  Great Books
B.  Scholarly Disciplines
C.  Effective Citizenship

In reality, most programs combine 
elements of all 3

“Though the three 
models are presented 

… as distinct, the 
implementation of 

any particular general 
education program is 
likely to be an eclectic 
process with elements 

of the three models 
being selected in 

idiosyncratic ways by 
different faculty and 

departments”

Robert Newton



GE Programs are Institution Specific
Contemporary Tensions
ÅUnity vs. fragmentation (knowledge)
ÅBreadth vs depth (student learning)
ÅGeneral vs specialist (faculty competence)
ÅWestern culture vs cultural diversity 
(content)
ÅShould GE extend over 2 years or 4 years?

Overview of GE Programs 
“The 
decentralized 
character of 
American higher 
education has 
meant and will 
continue to 
mean that there 
will be almost as 
many different 
general 
education 
programs as 
there are 
colleges –each  
responding to its 
own 
idiosyncratic 
history, 
organizational 
cultures , and 
special mission.”

Source: Robert R. Newton, “Tensions and 
models in  general education planning”, 
Journal of General Education, vol. 49 (3), 
2000.



Core 
skills

Breadth by 
disciplines

Experiences
Extra-

curricular 
activities

Concentrations
Major/Minors

Breadth by 
choice or 
electives

Breadth by 
theme 
and/or 

perspective

Capstone

Common Building Blocks of General Education

Core 
Curriculum 

1st Year 
experiences

Sequencing

Depth in upper 
level courses



Questions about the Structure of GE

Core skills
ÅWhat are the core skills?
ÅWhat happens in the 1st year?
ÅHow are the skills integrated into the GE 
breadth courses?
ÅHow are the skills integrated into the 
concentrations?
ÅWhat are the expectations for these skills at 
the capstone level?
ÅHow do we assess the development of these 
skills throughout the undergraduate 
experience?



Core 
Curriculum

ÅAre there courses that all students must take regardless 
of major?
ÅWhat is the basis of the core? (skills, content, 
approaches to learning, interdisciplinary)
ÅShould there be a choice of courses within a core?
ÅShould each School have its own core? If so, how would 
this relate to the GE Core?

For example, if a course in moral reasoning is an 
essential component, does it take place inside or 
outside the major? 

Questions about the Structure of GE



Contemporary Trends in GE

ÅRenewed emphasis of the liberal arts and sciences subject matter
ÅAttention to fundamental skills (writing, speaking, critical thinking, etc.)
ÅHigher standards and a strengthened core
ÅInterdisciplinary study
ÅCommitment to the study of diversity in the US
ÅExpansion of global studies and incorporation of international themes
ÅInterest in moral and ethical dimensions of fields of study
ÅRecognition of 1st year as a critical transition
ÅAttention to upper level and especially the senior year
ÅHeightened interest in active, experiential, technological, collaborative 
methods
ÅNew approaches to assessment of learning outcomes
ÅAdministrative support for faculty collaboration

Source: Jerry Gaff, Excerpt from “General Education: the Changing Agenda”
American Association of Universities and Colleges, 1999.



How do we want 
to provide 

coherence?

Questions about the Structure of GE

Core Curriculum
ÅColumbia College
ÅFDU
ÅSeton Hall

Choose among 
structured or thematic 
sequences
ÅU. Chicago
ÅMiami of Ohio
ÅU. North CarolinaMission, goals, purpose

Seton Hall (servant leader)
Miami-Ohio (Miami plan for 
liberal education)
U. Delaware (Discovery Learning 
Experience)

Clusters
Portland
U. North Carolina
U. Chicago

My Choices/My GE



Questions about the Structure of GE

Focus on the First Year

Writing, writing, 
writing

ÅU. Chicago
ÅU. North Carolina
ÅWagner (reflective 
tutorials)

Themed Seminars
ÅUniversity of Chicago
ÅUniversity of Delaware
ÅPortland State 

Special Themes
ÅJourney of transformation 
(Seton Hall)
ÅStanford Introductory 
Seminars (students must 
apply)



Course and 
non-course 

approaches to 
community 

service 

UNC
ÅPublic Service Scholars
(students who log at least 300 
hours of public service)
ÅOne experiential course or 
program
Å“Community engaged 
university”

Wagner Plan
Å30 hours community service in 1st

year seminar
ÅSenior capstone can have community 
service orientation

Portland State
Community-based 
capstone

Seton Hall
ÅServant leadership
Å10 hours volunteer work 
during 1st semester
ÅDivision of Volunteer 
Efforts

Tulane
1 service learning course by end of 
4th semester
1 approved service 
program/course at upper level



Approaches to 
Writing as a Core 

Skill

Ramapo
4 writing intensive courses
ÅCollege English
ÅReadings in the Humanities
ÅAny 200/300 level writing 

intensive course
ÅInterdisciplinary or major course 

designated as writing intensive

Wagner
ÅReflective Tutorial 
focusing on writing and 
discussion for both
Freshman and Senior 
Clusters
ÅOne writing intensive 
Literature course

University of North Carolina
Å2 course sequence in written 
and oral communication
ÅWriting requirement of a 
least 10 pages for a course to 
be considered as GE (All GE 
courses meet specific criteria)

Stanford
ÅWriting/Rhetoric 1st yr
ÅW/R sophomore yr
ÅWriting in the major



Upper-level 
initiatives & 
capstones

ÅIntermediate Learning Communities 
(Wagner)
ÅSequenced clusters (UNC)
ÅGE Capstones (Cal State Long Beach)
ÅThematic Sequences (Miami –Ohio)
ÅCommunity-bases capstone (Portland 
State)
ÅCapstone Discovery (U. Delaware)
ÅBig Problems Clusters (U. Chicago)
ÅSequenced Core (FDU)
ÅExperiential Capstone (Wagner)



What forms the basis of the capstone?

Capstone 
clusters
ÅU. Chicago

“Big Problems”
Capstones 

within the major
ÅMiami of Ohio

Community-
based capstones
ÅPortland State
ÅWagner
ÅTulane

College-based 
capstones
ÅCotsakos 
College of 
Business

External to the 
major

ÅPortland State



Experiential
U. Delaware

Community
-Based

Portland

Service 
/volunteership

U. North 
Carolina

Leadership

Special 
Attributes & 
“Signatures”

Mission-
driven
Seton 
Hall

Common 
Core

Columbia

Global 
perspectives
U. Wyoming



Community-
based 

Capstone

Portland State

1st year cluster

Sophomore 
Inquiry

Clusters

Capstone



How can we improve on our shortcomings? What ideas from 
other programs might be applicable?

Each group will be asked to develop specific plans/outlines for 
how we might address one student critique and one faculty 
critique from our 1st discussion. 

For example, one common student complaint is that GE is 
unrelated to the major. What could we do to address that?

One common faculty complaint is how many of our students get 
through their GE courses and still can’t write or speak? What 
could we do to address that?

Small Group Discussion



Want to Read More?

American Association of Universities and Colleges 
(www.aacu.org) Find examples of various institutional 
approaches to GE, global education and related topics.

Robert R. Newton, “Tensions and models in  general education 
planning”, Journal of General Education, vol. 49 (3), 2000.
Available on the Central Michigan University GenEd page.
http://www.cmich.edu/gened/Reports.html

Portland State Report discussing the institution’s approaches to 
reinvigorating their general education program.
http://www.pdx.edu/media/u/n/unst_overview_model.pdf 

Thank you for your participation!

The GE Committee

http://www.aacu.org/
http://www.cmich.edu/gened/Reports.html
http://www.pdx.edu/media/u/n/unst_overview_model.pdf
http://www.pdx.edu/media/u/n/unst_overview_model.pdf

