MEMORANDUM

1.

JAMES MADISON UNIVERSITY

TO: Members of the UCC and GENED Committee

FROM: Ric Thompson, Professor of Anthropology
SUBJECT: Questions and Concerns about GENED

DATE: October 25, 1995

At the JMU‑Delaware football game I had a very brief and informal conversation with a member of the GENED committee whom I will refer to as "X." X made a couple of statements, the implications of which I explore below as a means of raising some questions and concerns about the implementation of the GENED program. I hope these questions and concerns can * be addressed by the GENED committee prior to the UCC's discussion and evaluation of the GENED proposal. Numerous other questions no doubt exist, but I am restricting mine to the informal statements made by X.

The two statements made by X are (1) the GENED program is education by objectives, not courses; (2) (and this is a paraphrase] the GENED committee envisions faculty (departments, groups of faculty, individual faculty) developing "packages" for each cluster that will cover all the objectives in each cluster (my emphasis). The number of packages per cluster is not set, but there may be several. Students will select one package and complete the entire package (consisting of a set of courses that meet all the objectives for one cluster).

I. The first statement made by X is not literally true. I think X would say that GENED is education by courses that contain the objectives identified by the committee. Nevertheless, this raises certain questions I would like to illustrate through my own liberal education course that was submitted to the GENED committee.

ANTH 195, Cultural Anthropology, is a liberal studies social science course the syllabus of which was submitted to the GENED committee. It contains 4 objectives, three of which appear to have been chosen for inclusion for GENED objectives, but merged into two. These two objectives are 0778 and 1202 located under cluster 4, "Social and Cultural Traditions." A fourth objective, to my mind the most important of all, was not selected, as I am not able to find it in any cluster. While I suppose I should be grateful that the committee was persuaded of the importance of these objectives for GENED, it does raise the issue of the criteria employed by the committee for selecting some, but not others. For example, had I been contacted about the relative importance of the objectives in my course, I would have made a case for the greater importance of the objective they left out.

Another issue: I plan, as I suppose others do for theirs, to submit this course for inclusion in the GENED program under Cluster 4 (which is where it fits). While I may include 2 or so other objectives listed under cluster 4, which I also partially teach in this course, it will otherwise be the same course. Why? Because it is "tried and true," reflects the best thinking in anthropology as to what should be covered in such a course, and because it takes an entire 3 credit course to teach these objectives in an in‑depth and high quality way. I would also leave in the objective the GENED committee did not select on the grounds that it is the most important one. QUESTION: Can GENED courses contain objectives beyond those included in the clusters? Or, should we strive to redefine these other objectives within one or more of those listed in GENED clusters (playing the game, so to speak)?

At best, however, and remaining intellectually honest, the course above would cover 5, perhaps 6, of the 27 knowledge objectives contained in cluster 4 in a 3 credit course (I would argue they can't be

covered in any meaningful way in a I or 2 credit course). This means that the remaining 21 objectives would have to be covered in courses totaling no more than 6 credits since 9 credits are what has been allotted to Cluster 4.

2. This brings us to the "package" issue. Examining the remaining 21 objectives shows that the following disciplines seem to be involved: sociology, political science, history, literature, art history, economics, philosophy, religion, and business. Some objectives are so general (e.g., #1385 ‑"develop an awareness of the many forces which have contributed to the creation of the world we live in today and how those forces influence the way we think and live") as to potentially include everything else as well. I would urge the committee to junk such objectives. But aside from that consider the following scenario.

I get together with a colleague in philosophy who teaches ethics whom I know covers objectives 1281, 1291, 1365, and perhaps some of 1371 in her course. And she, too, covers other objectives not listed under cluster 4, some of which are listed in another cluster, and some of which are not listed at all. She, too, insists that it requires an entire 3 credit course to cover these objectives in an intellectually respectable fashion. We two then get together with a sociologist who teaches "social problems" which is precisely what objective 0735 refers to. She explains that covering just that one objective requires an entire 3 credit course, though she might include objectives 1309 and 1383 into her course if the two of us will also include these same two objectives in our courses covering them from our somewhat different angles.

We then present our "package": ANTH 195, 3 credits; PHIL 270, 3 credits; SOCI 102, 3 credits =

9 credits. The problem is immediately apparent. We have exhausted the entire 9 credits allotted to Cluster 4, but have left somewhere between 10 and 12 objectives not covered (some of which, such as 1385, are hardly worth covering). In submitting our package we honestly state that we do not have the expertise to cover these other objectives that are best left to geographers, historians, political scientists, or economists. We also state that covering our objectives in fewer hours (1 or 2 credit courses) is intellectually indefensible and educationally shallow. Nevertheless, our package is REJECTED for not covering all under the cluster.

At the same time that we've been putting together our package, an economist, political scientist, and historian have been putting together theirs. They also cover most, but not all of the objectives, cover some additional ones not specified by GENED, and offer the same rationale for what they cover and don't cover as we do. Their package is similarly REJECTED.

At the same time, members of the School of Education (wanting to participate in GENED and also needing to dramatically boost credit‑hour production), are putting together a package for Cluster 4 and create four new courses, some to be team‑taught, which include all the objectives in cluster 4. These new courses are:

EDUC 150 ‑ The Social and Cultural World. 2 credits

EDUC 160 ‑ The Political and Economic World. 2 credits

EDUC 170 ‑ History and Geography in Human Affairs. 2 credits

EDUC 180 ‑‑ Art, Philosophy, Religion and Literature an n Global Perspective. 1 credit

They justify their package by stating that expertise for teaching these objectives lies within their faculty most of whom had at least undergraduate majors in the numerous disciplines which seem to be involved in teaching Cluster 4. Team‑teaching will assure expertise for the various objectives and new developments in instructional technology‑which they are leaders in‑provide additional expertise through software packages.

QUESTION: What is wrong with the above scenario and, if something is wrong, what structure does the GENED committee envision to keep it from happening? Or is it possible that someone thinks nothing is

wrong with it? (If the latter, please let me know now as I have job applications to get ready.)
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[NOTE: I just happened to use the School of Education; one can substitute here the College of Business, CISAT, or other relevant groupings.]

[ANOTHER NOTE: Imagine the scenario presented in Cluster 4 happening across all clusters.]

I want to address one final issue with the "package" scenario. Suppose 3 packages are accepted for Cluster 4. It is my understanding that students must select 1 package and complete all its courses. This clearly prevents students from selecting courses that they very much want to take but can't because they are in different packages. Or, they can select them, but with the penalty of their not "counting" except for electives. Some majors are so requirement driven that many students don't have this luxury. Or, looked at another way, a student very much wants to take a philosophy course but it is included in a package containing other courses the student doesn't want to take.

SUGGESTION: Junk the package idea and approve GENED courses on the basis of the objectives they are clearly able to cover and to cover well. List the objectives covered by each approved course. Let students choose courses that cover most, not all, the objectives in a cluster such that they have freedom to select a GENED program without packages. If, for example, 9 credits are given over to Cluster 4, and cluster 4 contains 27 knowledge objectives, require students take courses that cover at least 18 (15? 20? 12?) objectives out of the total (skills and experience objectives can also be dealt with in this fashion). To require them to cover all the GENED objectives (some of which, frankly, are laughable), is to claim they have studied EVERYTHING without their learning much of ANYTHING.

Such a process will promote intellectual honesty in that people won't be submitting course which cover objectives they are not capable of teaching and promote responsible student choice. And to end this discourse, a final question‑just who will decide who has the expertise to teach certain objectives and who doesn't? Or, put another way, what is to prevent Professor Y, in marketing let's say, from teaching objectives that a philosopher is best qualified to teach?

