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| Description: newsletter response

__________

I wish to comment on some items that struck me in the gened newsletter of June 30, 1994. The point of these comments is to help to formulate the strongest and most defensible position on education at JMU. Such a position and statement is essential for the program to be embraced by the faculty of this university.

THE ASSUMPTIONS:

There are a "number of assumptions" that "underlie the curriculum of the General Education Program." I understand the need for assumptions. I also understand that it is the burden of the proposer to demonstrate that an assumption is reasonable. This means they must provide some basis or evidence that supports acceptance of the assumption.

The three assumptions I question are:

1) "The GEP should be composed of a common set of experiences for all students."

2)
"The GEP requirement should be academically challenging ... 1””

3) "Each common core area of the GEP should have a limited set of courses associated with it…..”

I think that assumptions 1) and 3) are interdependent. It is more likely the case that 3) follows from 1) and so it is most important to establish the reasonableness of 1).

For my part, neither have I seen any evidence nor have I seen any statement of principle that forms a reasonable basis for accepting assumption 1). In fact, the evidence presented in the case of the recently demised Freshman Seminar suggests that developing such an experience in merely a single course proved impossible, even over a five year period. How does the failure of that experiment support the acceptance of this assumption? What is the nature of the evidence that overrides our own recent efforts trying to develop such an experience?

Assumption 2) is reasonable in and of itself. However, it seems to set up a contradiction when considered simultaneously with 1) [and 3)]. Current and established admission procedures have enabled JMU to successfully recruit a diverse student body, particularly in terms of academic preparation. Over approximately 20 years of administering mathematics placement examinations we have collected ample data to establish that diverse and widely differing abilities and preparation in mathematics is the norm rather than the exception. What is trivial for some is difficult for others. All of the evidence Suggests that providing a common core of experiences that is challenging to such a diverse group in a limited set of courses is extremely costly and not likely to succeed. With no sound

argument to establish the reasonableness of 1) [or 1) and 3)] the acceptance of all three assumptions and the status quo with respect to admissions seem irreconcilable.

A possible solution might be to provide a substantial argument for the reasonableness of accepting assumption 2) and modifying assumption 1) to become an aim of providing students with experiences that are designed to meet a common set of broadly stated (unlike the examples presented in the newsletter) goals where the commonality is in the philosophical statement rather than the specific experience.

For example, with the approval of the faculty in the college of fine arts and communication, a more generally stated goal in the knowledge domain might be "to have students develop an appreciation for SOME of the major achievements in the fine arts in civilization and for the historical, social, and cultural context in which they were created, by studying at least one of the fine arts disciplines of dance, film, music, theatre, or visual arts." Similarly, with the appropriate approval of faculty, a more generally stated goal in the skills domain might be "to perceive and make informed aesthetic choices about artistic use of sound, movement OR images." The commonality in this case might be requiring the experience of making value judgements in the arts based on aesthetic principles as developed within the arts.

This would require several courses at different levels to be available for students in order to satisfy assumption 2) and inherently violates assumption 3). However, I have seen no evidence that assumption 3) is reasonable in and of itself and in the absence of a compelling argument it should probably be omitted anyway.

This draft is an improvement. There is still too much detail. I have suggested a possible rewrite of one of the knowledge domain goals and one of the skills domain goals. In the area of skills it would seem that it is the responsibility of every discipline to have their students develop effective use of technology. This skill seems to replace what used to be called computer literacy. If this is the case then I think it should be so stated but not be a part of the GEP. Such a statement might be appropriate at some other place in the description of the degree from JMU.

CURRICULAR IDEAS:

The possible objectives are so specific that they appear to be a study guide for a multiple choice test. Do you really mean to say that every student "should be able to demonstrate a knowledge of the basic vocabulary necessary for discussing the fine arts disciplines of dance, film, music, theatre, and visual arts"? It would seem that being able to make aesthetic choices about any one of these areas would demonstrate an appreciation for the tradition of the fine arts in civilization etc. This seems like overkill. It would be like having a foreign language requirement of French, Spanish, German and Russian. The principles that establish the importance of studying a foreign language transcend the specific‑ language. The aesthetic experience transcends tine subdisciplines of the fine arts.

This seems aimed at making assumption 3) a reality when it as yet

 has no justification for even being reasonable. If it were to become a reality without establishing assumption 1) as reasonable then the program is doomed. Do not put the cart before the horse.

