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Thank you for providing us with materials relating to the General Education Committee. They helped us gain a much better understanding of the work of your committee

At our last meeting on September 13, the Department of Philosophy and Religion voted to make the recommendations we are now sending your. committee and I, as Secretary Pro Tem of that meeting, was asked to send them to you.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE GENERAL EDUCATION COMMITTEE

FROM THE DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGION

I. THE TOTAL GENERAL EDUCATION PROGRAM SHOULD CONSIST OF AT   

      LEAST 40 HOURS.

II.
AT‑LEAST 30 HOURS‑SHOULD BE ALLOTTED FOR DISTRIBUTION OVER THE SUBJECT AREAS OF LIBERAL STUDIES AS FOLLOWS:

Natural Science...


6

Social Science..



6

History.....................

3

Philosophy/Religion ...

3

Literature ................

3

Mathematics ................

3

Fine Arts/Aesthetics .......

3

Cultural Studies .............
3

III
 COURSES IN THE LIBERAL STUDIES CORE SHOULD BE CLEARLY  

       DESIGNATED AS "LIBERAL STUDIES COURSES."

IV.   THE SECOND PART OF THE GENERAL EDUCATION PROGRAM SHOULD COVER ESSENTIAL SKILLS SUCH AS COMPOSITION, CRITICAL THINKING AND ORAL COMMUNICATION.

V.
THE DEPARTMENT(S) WITHIN EACH AREA SHOULD DETERMINE WHICH COURSES WILL SATISFY THE DISTRIBUTION REQUIREMENT IN THAT AREA.

VI.   FACULTY SHOULD TEACH FROM THEIR STRENGTHS.

VII.
INTERDISCIPLINARY COURSES SHOULD COMPRISE ONLY A SMALL PORTION OF THE LIBERAL STUDIES COURSES WITHIN THE GENERAL EDUCATION PROGRAM.

VIII.
THERE SHOULD BE A SMALL NUMBER OF COURSES THAT WILL SATISFY THE DISTRIBUTION REQUIREMENT WITHIN EACH OF THE ABOVE AREAS OF LIBERAL STUDIES

The basis for determining how many credit hours should be required and what courses should constitute these credit hours must be a good answer to the question, "What is the best education that James Madison University can provide for our students?" This should drive the determination of the number of hours required; an arbitrarily selected number should not drive the curriculum.

JUSTIFICATION FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

The Department of Philosophy and Religion recommends the adoption of a General Education program consisting of two parts.

The first part, the Liberal Studies core, should consist of no fewer than 30 credit hours in those subject areas that historically have comprised the canon of liberal education. The second part, the Essential Skills core, could range from 8‑12 credit hours. The entire General Education Program should contain at least 40 credit hours.

Recommendation #1: The Total General Education Program should consist of at least 40 hours.

We note that Dr. Oberst's charge to the GENED Committee asked that the total number of hours in the General Education program be set between 30 and 40. We recommend that the number be set no lower than 40. 40 credit hours is one‑third of the total hours required for graduation and is within the parameters set by the charge to the General Education Committee. The reduction in total hours required for graduation does not necessitate a corresponding reduction of hours in the General Education Program.

According to our calculation, there are 54 majors offered at this university. Most major programs require around 36 hours in the major. There are only a handful of majors with an unusually high requirement: Music has a 73‑82 hours major requirement; the BFA in art, 85 hours; Nursing, 62; ISAT, 63; and Music Education, 70. The majors in Music, Music Education, and the BFA in Art will by the very nature of their programs already have met some of the liberal studies requirements. Nursing, ISAT, and possibly, Music Education, should perhaps be considered professional programs. Many other universities require a year beyond the baccalaureate to complete professional programs. The important point is that the curricular program of General Education should not be driven by the unusually high credit hour requirement of four or five majors.
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The primary function of James Madison University is undergraduate education. We strongly urge that the Liberal Studies core of undergraduate education and the Essential Skills core not be weakened by tailoring them to accommodate professional programs. In fact, a 40 hour General Education program such as we are recommending would seem especially useful for the students in professional programs since these students are most likely to be involved in the business enterprise. This enterprise, having become increasingly international, has a special need for the sort of understandings developed by the Liberal Studies core, as well as the essential skills of clear writing, verbal communication, critical thinking, computer literacy, and health/wellness skills.

Recommendation #2: At least 30 hours should be allotted for distribution over the subject areas of liberal studies.

Liberal studies are studies designed to liberate or free one's mind from prejudice, from the sway of unreasoned public sentiment, from geographical and temporal provincialism, and from the narrowness of knowing only one discipline.

 Considered positively, the Liberal  Studies core will help students acquire the knowledge and the intellectual and affective abilities that enable them to perceive, think, and act in a more informed and reflective manner. These studies encourage students to develop respect for the complex intellectual traditions found in the arts, mathematics, natural sciences, social sciences, and ‑humanities. Since there is commonality in all cultures in the methods and subject matter of natural science and mathematics, these studies provide a natural basis for cooperation and communication on a global scale. Studies in the arts, humanities, and social sciences aid in the appreciation of various cultures. Courses in the Cultural Studies area are specifically designed to increase understanding of diverse peoples and customs.  These courses might also lend themselves to an interdisciplinary approach.

Liberal education is more than knowing facts or being able to define a set of terms or explain a set of‑concepts. The student needs  time to move around in a subject, to appreciate its nuances, to discover what is important and what is trivial, to know not only the METHODS OF the discipline, but to develop some of the HABITS OF THINKING IN THE DISCIPLINE. The adequate formation of these habits requires DISCIPLINE‑SPECIFIC courses, over a reasonable period of time (at least a semester) ; therefore, at least 30 hours should be allotted for "Liberal Studies Courses" in the SPECIFIC disciplines outlined in recommendation # 2.
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Recommendation # 3: Courses in the Liberal Studies core should be clearly designated as "Liberal Studies Courses."

Many students attend this university because, in addition to everything else it offers, it has a strong liberal arts component. There is much anecdotal evidence for this, including comments made by applicants to the Honors Program in their essays on the topic, "Why I Chose James Madison University."

The phrase "Liberal Studies" should be retained in a prominent place in descriptions of the General Education program, either in reference to the liberal studies core or the courses which comprise it, because this phrase draws attention to one of the real strengths of the university and to one of the strongest selling points for prospective students.

Recommendation # 4: The second part of the General Education program should cover essential skills such as composition, critical thinking, and oral communication.

It is evident that essential skills such as these underlie and promote excellence in many disciplines. These are skills that every person needs to be a successful and responsible citizen. Courses in the Essential Skills area could range in credit from 1 to 3 hours and involve faculty and departments across the university who have special expertise in these areas. Students entering the university with high proficiency in a given skill should be exempt by examination from the course covering that skill.

Recommendation #5: The department(s) within each area should determine which courses will satisfy the distribution requirement in that area

The fundamental justification for this recommendation is that faculty are rightly considered experts in their own field. From this it follows that faculty educated in the disciplines contained in each of the distribution requirements of the Liberal Education Core should determine the courses that will satisfy the requirement for that discipline/area. Courses developed by faculty outside the traditional disciplines of each distribution requirement should have to pass the scrutiny of faculty within those traditional disciplines before those courses are permitted to count towards satisfying the distribution requirement. The same applies to the Essential Skills core.
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Recommendation # 6: Faculty should teach from their strengths.

Most often the strengths of the faculty fall within the academic disciplines in which they earned graduate degrees. Teaching from one's discipline or from a closely related area provides a background of knowledge which, although it may not appear in a lecture, is there for the professor to draw upon when students press or question some point. The student quickly perceives whether there is a richness of knowledge and love for the subject underlying the classroom lecture. There is a depth to this kind of education, irrespective of the subject, which students rightly value; faculty, therefore, should teach from their strengths.

Since liberal education is not merely the transmission of facts, but also includes habits of thinking, it is a cardinal principle that Liberal Studies courses should be taught only by those who have themselves received a liberal education.

Recommendation # 7: Interdisciplinary courses should comprise only a small portion of the Liberal Studies Courses within the General Education Program.

While interdisciplinary studies are important and have a legitimate place in the General Education program, the first responsibility of the Liberal Studies core is to provide the student with an understanding of different disciplines. Fine Art, History, Literature, Mathematics, Philosophy, Religion, and the natural and social‑sciences should each be understood and appreciated in its own right because having a good understanding of each discipline is the best basis for understanding their interconnections.

The most valuable and lasting integration of knowledge for the student is not prepackaged. The valuable integration is the one the STUDENT makes from studying DIVERSE subjects. This CREATIVE integration is truly liberating because it reveals some of the deeper capacities of the human mind. It also forms the only reliable basis for life‑long and liberating learning because such discovery is naturally joyous, and what delights us remains with US. Thus, while an interdisciplinary course or two, if well conceived and conducted, may be useful in showing the possibility of creative integration, the thoughtful professor will realize that too much pre-integration stifles the student's own creative integration; therefore, interdisciplinary courses should comprise only a small portion of the liberal studies courses within the General Education program. In most cases, existing courses in the discipline (perhaps with minor modifications) should satisfy Liberal Studies core requirements.
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Recommendation # 8: There should be a small number of courses that will satisfy the distribution requirement within each of the above areas of liberal studies. (Natural Science, Social Science, History, Philosophy, Religion, Literature, Mathematics, Cultural Studies, and Fine Arts/Aesthetics).

In the 1993‑94 catalog, courses that were not appropriate in content or method and too many courses were listed under the general area of Philosophy/Religion. The same was true in other areas. Courses listed under each discipline/area should have an adequate rationale for being there, as determined primarily by those who are experts in the area. (See argument for Recommendation # 5 above.)

Courses that would satisfy the Liberal Studies requirement should not be highly specialized or narrowly focused. These restrictions should keep the number of Liberal Studies courses relatively small.

