A Framework for General Education in TCNJ’s Transformed Curriculum

Submitted by the General Education Advisory Council 

 April 29, 2002  

The College of New Jersey is engaged in a process of academic change that impacts its learning goals, curriculum, and learning experiences. While departments have been examining their programs in light of the proposed 32-34 course model, the General Education Advisory Council (GEAC) was charged with recommending a revised general education program for TCNJ to be considered through the governance process. To this end, GEAC has solicited input from all seven Schools and has engaged in discussion over the course of the semester regarding the nature of a revised program. However, before new requirements are adopted, we need to examine the purpose of general education at TCNJ and determine what it is intended to accomplish.

The campus community developed the Mission of The College of New Jersey and a set of Guiding Principles for Academic Work (Appendix A) that define what makes TCNJ distinctive. General education should play a large part in how students benefit from a TCNJ education, and it should reflect our institutional values. Therefore, our task is to devise a general education program fully in the spirit of our mission statement and its guiding principles, a program growing out of and clearly reflecting the institution’s distinctiveness. 

What is distinctive about the TCNJ experience?  We have defined our mission in terms of academic excellence, leadership, community engagement, and diversity.  With that mission in mind, and with a student body with great potential and a faculty of outstanding teacher-scholars, we are in the position to be an extraordinary public college. In general education, as well as the entire undergraduate curriculum, we can work with students who often have a local or regional perspective and broaden their knowledge and understanding; we can challenge them intellectually with complex ideas and interdisciplinary thinking; we can extend their connectedness to their world by providing them with opportunities to lead and to be contributors to that world. In short, we can help them realize their potential.  

To do this, we must redefine the nature of the learning experience: where and how learning takes place; the student’s role in choosing how that experience is to be shaped; the teacher’s role in enabling students to learn through a variety of means; the ways we affirm that the program we offer is able to meet our own expectations.

With these purposes in mind, this document summarizes the reports from the seven Schools, applies a set of basic principles derived from the Mission Statement and the Guiding Principles, conceptualizes a number of common elements that all models should contain, and provides examples for general education emanating from that conceptualization.  A discussion of next steps followed by three appendices concludes the report. 

Summary of Input Received from the Schools

During this spring semester, GEAC met with the Deans from the seven Schools and/or their representatives about their ideas for a revised general education program. A summary of their reports is found in Appendix B. The reports tend to agree that a revised program should:

1. Be less cumbersome and less complex.  We must create a simplified, more streamlined program.

2. Offer students more choices for meeting their requirements.

3. Eradicate or minimize the difference between general education and major courses.  All courses should be intellectually engaging; there should be no “second class” courses.

4. Rethink the common first-year academic experience, eliminating current courses.

Most differences in the Schools’ reports involve exactly which courses and how many should be required in a revised program.  

This report could not have been completed without the input, assistance, and ideas provided by each of the Schools and received from other sources (See, for example, Appendix C containing examples from 85 other institutions). However, GEAC interpreted its charge as rethinking general education in light of TCNJ’s Mission and Guiding Principles and within the context of the entire undergraduate experience. As a result, GEAC created a structure from which a model would be developed rather than adopting any specific model proposed by a particular group. 

The sections that follow provide that new conceptualization and present a structure through which a decision may be reached by December 2002 about a single model of general education at The College of New Jersey. To assist in that process, three examples, each of which is comprised of the same conceptual elements but which differ in the nature of courses and experiences offered, are presented. 

Creating a New General Education Program

Using Principles to Develop a Model

As noted, the TCNJ curriculum is driven by the Mission Statement approved by the Board of Trustees (December, 2000), and by a set of Guiding Principles developed during the early stages of the college-wide conversation on student and faculty work.  Among qualities cited in the mission statement are free inquiry and open exchange, excellence in teaching, creativity, scholarship, citizenship, and the transformative power of education.  The Mission calls for the College to be a “national exemplar in the education of those who seek to sustain and advance the communities in which they live.”

The Preamble to the Guiding Principles specifically links major study and general education within the purpose of the College’s educational experience. Superior intellectual achievement, respect for diversity, and exemplary academic and personal integrity are cited in calling for programs and activities focusing on the development of a well-educated, intellectually inquisitive, and socially responsible citizenry.  Students are challenged to reason incisively, to relish difficult problems and generate creative solutions, to understand complexity and connectedness, to participate in campus and other communities, to reflect on larger questions of life, and to recognize the self-directed nature of learning.  

How do we use these ideas and aspirations to examine the undergraduate student experience and, in particular, that part of the experience we call “general education”?


The TCNJ Guiding Principles for Academic Work include six overarching learning goals to describe the accomplished and engaged learner as one who:
· reasons incisively using the conceptual structures and accepted methods of an academic or professional discipline. 

· relishes challenging problems and generates creative solutions using tools of analysis and inquiry.
· understands the complexity and connectedness of the world and the value of divergent points of view. 

· participates actively in the life of the campus community and seeks ways to improve this and other communities in which they live and work.  

· reflects on the larger questions of life in pursuing a path of meaning and purpose. 

· recognizes that learning is a self-directed endeavor and accepts responsibility for defining a path of intellectual and personal growth.

Specifying Elements of a General Education Model

In this section of the report, GEAC translates the concepts of the Mission and the learning goals of the Guiding Principles into four elements to form a framework for TCNJ’s general education curriculum and to define the distinctive qualities of a TCNJ undergraduate education. 

In specifying elements and, subsequently, providing examples of how they might be implemented in general education, GEAC has assumed that general education must fit within the 32-34 course model in such a way as to permit students to complete either two majors, a major and minor, or a major and sufficient electives to meet certification requirements should they so desire.

Element 1.
Mission Driven Requirement

The College’s Mission Statement and its Guiding Principles drive our academic program. Our distinctiveness as an institution comes from our values as described in those documents. In the TCNJ educational experience, we must translate these values of academic excellence, leadership, community engagement, and diversity into learning opportunities for our students inside and outside the classroom. 

Because this part of the proposed structure for general education is of such import, GEAC recommends that it be a necessary element in any general education model ultimately selected for implementation. 

Three areas emphasized in both the mission and guiding principles -- diversity, community engagement, and leadership development -- comprise this element. 


DIVERSITY (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, class, culture, language)


•
Systems and institutions within our society and

•
Systems and institutions in the global society 


COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT


•
Service learning or

•
Community-based research


LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT


•
Opportunity (ies) to develop and employ leadership skills and abilities

Requirements in this area are exit requirements that must be met by all students prior to graduation. These requirements may be met through coursework, coursework linked to experiences in distinct and diverse communities, or co-curricular experiences. They may be met through general education courses, in the major, or through electives. 

Element 2.
Common First-Year Academic Experience

There appears to be broad support for all students to begin their TCNJ experience with a first-year seminar that is independent of their major program(s) requirements and taught by faculty in an area of their special interest. 

A first-year seminar would be intended to create the sense of community that comes from a shared experience, establish an academic climate that encourages intellectual engagement and serious conversation about important ideas, and provide each entering student with a meaningful relationship with a faculty member.

Element 3.
Skills 

There has been considerable discussion of whether or not skills should be assessed in areas such as writing, speaking, foreign language, quantitative reasoning, and/or computer competence. Where skills are identified, ample opportunities must be made for students to demonstrate or achieve proficiency. 

Any requirement in this area would be assessed through attainment of a specified level of proficiency. Reaching that level could be through courses and/or experiences. 

Element 4.
Courses Outside the Major (Distribution, Breadth Requirements)

Students need an opportunity to acquire a broad range of knowledge and ways of understanding. Such breadth is still considered one of the marks of an educated person in our society. Moreover, this knowledge and understanding is personally rewarding, helps an individual to contribute as a citizen and a member of society, and can allow a person to change career paths over time. Taking such courses should encourage a student to explore and to move beyond what he or she may find familiar or comfortable. 

No more than eight courses should be needed for meeting this requirement. Such courses must come from at least three Schools of the College and not include courses required in the major or support courses for the major. 

Making Decisions about General Education 

With these principles and elements in mind, four sets of decisions need to be reached by the campus community in selecting a general education model:

1.
What kind of learning experiences will define the Mission Driven element (diversity, community engagement, leadership development)?


GEAC recommends that the two Diversity requirements specified on p. 4 be met through appropriate coursework, and be available to students in a broad range of Schools and departments.  GEAC recommends that the Community Engagement requirement be met through courses linked to appropriate experiences (e.g., service learning, community research in a local or global environment) and be available in sufficient quantity and accessible to every student. GEAC recommends that the Leadership Development requirement be met predominantly through co-curricular experiences. 


DECISIONS:




A. 
DETERMINE THE SPECIFIC NATURE OF THE DIVERSITY,




COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT, AND LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT REQUIREMENTS



B.
IDENTIFY MEANS TO DESIGNATE AND MONITOR COURSES AND EXPERIENCES TO MEET THESE REQUIREMENTS

2.  
Should we institute a common academic experience for all students in the first year? If so, what shall the nature of that experience be?  

GEAC recommends that a first year seminar, taught by full-time faculty in an area of their particular interest and expertise, designed to pique students’ intellectual interest, and consisting of no more than 15 students per section, be required. 


DECISIONS: 



A. 
YES OR NO TO A FIRST YEAR SEMINAR



B. 
IF YES, IDENTIFY NATURE OF THE COURSE AND THE MEANS TO IMPLEMENT



C.
IF YES, DETERMINE THE RESOURCES REQUIRED TO IMPLEMENT

3.
Should we identify skills in which all students must demonstrate proficiency by the time they graduate? If so, in which area(s) will that requirement apply? 

GEAC recommends that five skills areas be considered for adoption: a) writing; b) speaking; c) foreign language; d) quantitative reasoning; and e) computer competence and that, in each case, the level of attainment and the manner in which it will be assessed be identified in advance.


DECISIONS: 



A.
YES OR NO TO EACH SKILL AREA



B.
IF YES, IDENTIFY PROFICIENCY LEVEL



C.
IF YES, IDENTIFY MEANS BY WHICH PROFICIENCY IS TO BE DEMONSTRATED

4. 
How many courses should students be required to take beyond their majors and how should such work be distributed?

GEAC recommends that students be required to take no more than eight courses beyond the major (not counting the First Year Seminar or skills areas), and that the courses be distributed among at least three Schools.


DECISIONS:



A.
WILL COURSES BE SPECIFIED OR SELF-SELECTED OR BOTH?



B.
WILL COURSES BE SPECIFIED BY DISCIPLINES OR BROADER




DISCIPLINARY FAMILIES?



C.
WILL COURSES BE CLUSTERED?

The chart below presents three examples of the combination of the principles and elements discussed in this report. Each provides an alternative means of putting the elements into practice in order to meet the purposes of the TCNJ Mission and Guiding Principles. 

Applying These Elements: Three Examples

Mission Driven Requirement:  Each of the examples requires the mission driven requirements to be met. Thus, requirements in the areas of Diversity, Community Engagement, and Leadership Development would be part of any model. 


A
B
C

Common Academic Experience
First Year Seminar


First Year Seminar
None

Skills (Proficiency)
All (Writing, Language, Computer Competence, Quantitative Reasoning)
Two (e.g., Writing, 

Language)
One (e.g., Writing)

Courses Outside the Major
Specified (e.g., 

1 Science

1 Mathematics

2 Social Science

1 Fine Arts

1 History

1 Literature

1 Philosophy)
Thematic (e.g., 

2 four-course sequences or clusters created by student or selected from faculty list)
Designed (e.g., 8 courses selected by student under faculty advisement but not from student’s major discipline)

Next Steps

In accordance with the College’s governance process, this report will be transmitted to the Steering Committee, which will send it to the Committee on Academic Policies (CAP), to the Provost, and to the campus community. During Fall 2002, there will be opportunities for campus discussion. A final recommendation will be made by CAP in December 2002. 

Once a model for general education is adopted, resources will need to be provided by the College to assist faculty in course/curriculum design, exploration of pedagogical methods, and the development of assessment strategies. 
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