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Description- History of the GE Committee

------------------------------------------

Some comments on the "history" of the GE Committee, especially the so‑called programmatic basis for the Committee:

(1) " The unifying elements provided by the statements of goals and objectives for various components of the Liberal Studies Program have eroded over time. Therefore, faculty and students have difficulty in identifying common objectives that unite sets of courses within the current distribution area."

Comments: What is meant by "eroded" here? Or, how can the "unifying elements" have eroded? Did they change or did someone's (whose?) understanding of them change? What evidence do you have or present that faculty and students had the difficulties you cite? While some of the distribution areas had lengthy (and sometimes complicated) lists of courses, why not simply shorten and/or simplify the lists? Why entirely rethink (not to mention rename) the Liberal Studies component of student education at JMU?

(2)  "Many faculty and students view liberal studies as something to be endured and, therefore, dispensed with as soon as possible during the first 
years of study. Liberal studies is riot seen as encompassing the students entire academic career."

Comments: At every university I have taught at or attended, students viewed the liberal studies (general studies, general education, etc.) courses in this way. What makes you think that the new GE requirements will be viewed any differently? Moreover, isn't our job as faculty to help students come to appreciate the liberal studies component of their education? It seems to me that the solution to the problem you cite here has very little to do with abandoning the Liberal Studies program.

(3) "Many faculty members, administrators, and students view the Liberal Studies Program as the domain of a small subset of the faculty rather than as the responsibility of the entire University."

Comments: First, what evidence do you have or present for this claim? Second, why should it matter that this is so even if it is so? Perhaps liberal education is the domain of only a segment of the faculty. I certainly don't detect an argument to the contrary. If JMU had a department of auto mechanics, or a school of veterinary medicine, or an engineering program, would you be prepared to say that they too should have a role in liberal education? The claim that liberal education is the responsibility of the entire university is simply a bald assertion and always has been. Well established educational traditions in this country and throughout the world suggest otherwise. It would be nice to actually hear an argument supporting your heretical views. Third, by my count, 20 different departments from 5 different colleges taught courses in the Liberal Studies program. This does not seem to be a "small subset" of the faculty.

(4) "In the current Liberal Studies Program, considerable difficulty is experienced by students in enrolling in required courses. The sequencing of courses has also been compromised by the proliferation of potential requirements in each of the distribution areas. "

Comments: Why is it that students experience difficulty in enrolling in

required courses? Is it because there is something defective about Liberal Studies or because the JMU administration has failed to support adequately the LS program? The latter is certainly the more plausible explanation in the case of the First‑Year Seminar and the (sic) in case of the Philosophy and Religion requirement. Also, how will changing from Liberal Studies to General Education solve this problem, except perhaps by permitting courses in literature, science, history, philosophy, etc. to be taught by faculty trained in other areas? Finally, I have no idea what it means to say that "the sequencing of courses has also been compromised by the proliferation of potential requirements in each of the distribution areas. Potential requirements (as opposed to actual ones)?

(5)"The recent limit on total credit hours within a given degree program of

120 semester hours requires that the current Liberal Studies Program as well

as major programs a+ study be reevaluated in terms of the total credit hour

requirement."

Comments: "Requires" it? According to whom? Why does subtracting eight

credit hours from the total undergraduate program require a complete

rethinking of Liberal Studies? Maybe students should just take fewer

elective courses. Maybe some majors should be slimmed down. But these

are all things that could be accomplished without a major overhaul of

Liberal Studies.

I do not mean to suggest that nothing about the Liberal Studies program needed improving, alteration, or repair. But if you believe that you have provided a compelling case for the existence of the new BE committee, then I would say you failed, miserably. I would add that I am riot alone in making this assessment. Please don't invoke the Holmes report as additional support for Your existence. That report is viewed by most people in my college with a combination of amusement and contempt.

The real reason your committee exists, of course, is that certain high‑level administrators simply decided that Liberal Studies needed to be revamped. As usual, they did not consult the faculty about the need or desirability of doing so and certainly never submitted their reasons for doing so to anything like open debate and discussion. Instead, they created one committee (the Holmes committee) to legitimize their decisions and another committee (Yours) to implement them. That is the real "history" of the GE Committee. To suggest, as your version does, that all of this was somehow the work of a faculty unhappy with the LS program is simply dishonest.

