REVISIONING
GENERAL

EDUCATION;:
THE LA SIERRA
EXPERIENCE

remarkable thing hap-
pened on the way 10 4 new
general-education curricu-
lum at La Sierra Univer-
sity. In a mecting of the
board of trustecs this past
November, some of the
trustees waxed philosophical—and en-
thusiastic—about a proposal they were
considering, According to reliable
sources, they said things like this:

“If there had been this kind of pro-
gram a few years ago, my children
might have gone to an Adventist col-
lege.”

“1 wish my alma mater could have
done this.”

“Now | can tell people what this uni-
versity is really about.”

The trustees finally voted—not about
the financial implications or practical
feasibility of the proposal—but about
the shape and content of
the cumriculum, about the
kKind of education to be of-
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General educa-
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fered, and therefore about the nature
and identity of their university.

What a college or university is
“really about”—what it “stands for™ in
the contemporary world of higher edu-
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cation—can be seen most clearly in its
various curticulums. Here, far more ac-
curately than in official statements and
recruitment materials, are reflected the
values and priorities that actually moli-
vate the institution. And the heart of
undergraduate curniculums is “general
education”—courses that are offered to,
and required of,| all students working
towiard degrees. General education is
mdependent of vocational intentions
and carcer plans. It focuses on prepar-
mg students to live as informed, com-
petent. conscientious, creative; and
compassionate persons in the contem-
porary world.

This point needs to be made repeat-
cdly because general education is usu-
ally something of an “ugly duckling” in
higher education. Students seldom
choose a college or university because
of its general-education program, Par-
ents are usually far more
interested in the career
prospects of their chil-



dren’s majors; faculty members oflen
prefer o teach courses for students ma-
joring in their discipline: and trustees
are more interested in high-profile ma-
jors that will bring prestige and (it is
hoped) contributions from major
donors.

General education is not very glam-
orous. [t doesn’t generate impressive
research and publication or bring a
school great academic distinction. Yel
general education is arguably the most
important activity of a college or uni-
versity, and potentially the most dis-
tingrive and permanently useful part of
higher education, For it functions as a
window on, and bridge to all of reality,
including the student’s existence as part
of the larger—much, much larger—
human story, as well as the mind-hog-
eling natural universe that includes
everything from subatomic particles 1o
cosmic galaxies, Afits best, zeneral
cducation deals with nothing less than
our common humanity—those essential
capacities and qualities that enable
human beings to participate elfectively
and responsibly in a variety of shared
intellectual, social, and moral contexts,

General education is a once-in-a-
lifetime experience. Beyond college,
graduate and professional education are
increasingly specialized; postdocioral
studies and research are even more so.
And when people return to school in
order to facilitate changes of career,
they usually complete only the require-
ments for a different major. Mobody
does general education over again.
What students get the first time through
is what they have—for better or for
worse—for the rest of their lives.

50 general education deserves con-
finuing, vigorous discussion and de-
bate. La Sierra’s trustees were right to
recognize the imporance of a new gen-
eral-education curriculum to the contin-
uing self-definition of a new universily.
With the separation of the La Sierra
campus from Loma Linda University in
1990 and its emergence as an indepen-
dent institution, it needed to decide
what Kind of institution it would be—in
relation to its neighboring public, pri-
vate, and church-related institutions in
southem California, as well as other

Adventist institutions in North Amer-

ica, This identity is developed and ex-
pressed not only in 4 mission statement
and strategic plan, but also—and most

concrately—in the new general-educa-
tion curriculum, The trustee was right;
Mow we can show what La Sierra Uni

versity is "really about.”

Approval by the trustees marks the
midpoint in 4 nine-year process thal
will resull in the most thoroughgoing
revision of general education at La
Sierra since baccalaureate degrees were
first conferred in 1945. Launched in
1991, the current process has involved
hundreds of hours of commitiee study

and deliberation, as well as countless
fermal and informal presentations and
discussions, all leading to the eventual
approval of a new general-education
carriculum by the lacully senate, the
president’s committee, and the board of
trustees. Beginning in 1996-1997, the
new curriculum will be phased in over

the next four academic NEArS, with full
implementation scheduled for 1999-
2000,

The centerpiece of the new curricu-
lum is a core of eight interdisciplinary,
multicultural, team-taught courses,
They compnise 29 quarter units of
credit and integrate the behavioral and
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social sciences, the humanities, and re-
ligion., Other components include a
more rfigorous set of competency re-
quirements (23 units) in English com-
position. mathematics, non-English
language and physical litness; and re-
quired invalvement in community-ser-
vice activities, A significantly reduced
breadth requirement (32 units )} —with
elective conrses in the humanities, fine
arnts. natural sciences, behavioral sci-
ences, and religion—completes the
general-education package,

The Process

In 1991, the university president ap-
pointed a new general-education com-
mittee of seven faculty members and
twir support personnel. He assigned it
o examine the existing undergraduate
general-education requirements, ex-
plore a wide range of curricular op-
tions, and suggest appropriate revisions,

The committee began by collecting
and evaluating information, This in-
cluded not only the various changes in
general education at La Sierra during
the past half-century, but also the Pro-
gram in Interdiseiplinary Stadies in the
1970 and the current honors program.
The committee surveyved faculty atti-
tudes towand general education and ex-
armined general-education programs al
other universities and colleges and the
revised standurds for undergraduate ed-
ucation published by the Western As-
sociation of Schools and Colleges
(WASC). Subseguent recommenda-
tions by an on-site WASC evaluation
team directed the committee’s attention
o i number of possibilities for improv-
ing the program,

The process of re-forming general
education began with a serious effort of
re-visioning. The committee concluded
that the most appropriate formal prepa-
ration for u La Sierra graduate 1o meet
the challenges of life in the 215t century
would be a broad-based, flexible educa-
tion founded in the liberal arts and sci-
ences. Building on that belief, the com-
mittee endeavored to design a program
that would not only enhance students’
preparation for graduate school, the
professions, and positions of leadership
in all areas of society, but would also
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{and even more importantly) equip
them with the skills they would need to
pursue a lifetime of learning.

The committee also concluded that
the existing general-education curricu-
lum at La Sierra—a traditional “cafete-
ria style™ program in which students
ook a specified amount of course work
in designated areas—had several major
defects, In particular, (1) it was buili
around discipline-based knowledge and
hasic skills and therefore offered little
opportunity for interdisciplinary leamn-
img; and (2) it did little to systemati-
cally develop eritical thinking. Lamen-
tably. the results of recent writing and
quantitative skills tests taken by seniors
revealed that many graduates were
leaving La Sierra with less than ade-
guate skills in these argas,

In the spring of 19492 the commitice
presented an interim report, which pro-
posed i modified general-education
core curricilum—a concept that was
approved in principle by the college,
each of the professional schools, and
the faculty senate. But there was a dan-
ger that the general-education cart
might be getting in front of the strate-
gic-planning horse. So for about 4 year,
although the general-education commit-
tee continued to meet and interact with
the strategic-planning commitiee, it
ceased Lo advocate u specific general-
education curriculum, pending further
direction from the forthcoming strategic
plan,

Barly in 1994, the strategic-planning
commitiee circulated a draft report that
included the following “strategic direc-
tion"” for the university:

The University shall use its general
education curriculum as the primary
means of placing a distinctive academic
stemyr on all of ity wnderyraduates. To
address our conmmitment to the explo-
ration and development of values, 1o in-
crease the awareness of one 5 value
strwcture as It relates o other cultures
and refigions, to imegrate service info
o1e s Comnnity and o one s envivon-
mertal responsibility to sociery. the
Liiversity will develop a general edu-
cationa! curriculom that focuses on
these issues. Of equal imporiance iy
the demonstrated proficiency in English
fanguage composition, in guaniilative
skills, in a non-English language, and
in the principles of personal health and

fimess, including their relationship to

public iealth,

Having received the direction it was
waiting for, the general-education com-
mittee brought to the university com-
munity a series of proposals for debate,
revision, and (it was hoped) eventual
adoption. These proposals received
discussion by the faculties of the col-
lege and the professional schools, and
were continuously refined and elabo-
rated by the committee.

During the 1994-1995 academic
vedr, the committee continued to meet
with the college and professional
school faculties, listened to the opinions
of academic administrators and various
interest groups, conducted monthly
novntime discussions 1o which all fac-
ulty and staff were invited, and reported
regularly to the faculty senate regarding
the committee’s continuing delibera-
tions. In April. the senate adopted the
proposed curriculum by a vole of 14-5,
This vote seemed 1o be a generally ac-
curate reflection of faculty opinion—
substantial majority support, accompa-
nied by significant minority opposition.
After extended discussion, the presi-
dent’s committee (in June) and the
board of trustees (in November) voted
their approval without dissent.

The Product

Reflecting La Sierra’s long-standing
emphases on intercultural awarcness,
the natural sciences, and stadent re-
search, the new curricalum offers stu-




dents three options for their general ed-
ucation in the liberal arts: Track 1 is

oriented toward international and multi-
cultural interests: Track 2 is oriented to-
ward mathematics and natural sciences;

Track 3. which is still in the process of
development and will incorporate a
new version ol the honors program,
will be criented toward original re-
search. The tracks all invelve the same
amount of course work, which Ffor most
students will be slightly less than the
previous reguirements.

These options are intended also to
address the intellectual interests of an
imcreasingly diverse and heterogeneous
student bedy, and to recognize individ-
val differences among students result-
ing fromm multiple kinds of abilities and

intelligence, At the same time, all of
the tracks are intended to expand the
student’s knowledge and skills well be-
vond the requirements of his or her
major academic discipline and profies-
sional interests. The three tracks are
explicitly independent of specific ma-
jors, professional requirements, and dif-
ferences between bachelor of arts.,
bachelor of science, bachelor of music,
and bachelor of social work curricu-
lums. The criteria for choosing a pat-
ticular track are therefore solely the
individual student’s wvwn interests, abili-
ties, and goals.

The core curriculum consists of a
one-unit orientation seminar and seven
four-unit interdisciplinary, multicul-
tural, team-tanght courses that explore

the meaning of humanness; the rela-
tionship between individuals and soci-
ety: the multicultural Ametican ex-
perience; the nature of religious
experience; the meaning of Adventism;
the nature and role of science: and the
religious, moral, ind social implica-
tions of the student’s major discipline.
This core curriculum is the most in-
nowvalive, significant, ambitious, and
controversial component of the new
program. It is innovative in how it
combines interdisciplinary, multicul-
tural, and religious education. Itis sig-
nificant because it is central to all three
tracks and will therefore expose all un-
dergraduate students to the muolticul-
tural realities of the La Sierma student
population and regional environment
and to the interdisciplinary and integra-
tive nature of human life. The core is
ambitious because interdisciplinary
team-teaching is more ditficult than
single-subject zolo teaching, and will
require extensive in-service training,
And it is controversial becavse its reli-
gious content is not 50 easily recog-
nized as in traditional religion courses,
Vigorous discussion was generated
by the fact that the traditional La Sierra
requirement of four four-unil courses in
religion was largely replaced by the re-
ligion content of the core curriculum.
In response (o the complaint that the
new curriculum included too little
study of religion, the committes ex-
plained that religion is a pervasive in-
Muence throughout the core curriculum,
reflecting the long-standing Adventist
tradition that
Bible religion is not one influence
ameng many athers: its influence is 1o
be supreme, pervading and controliing
every ather, It is not to be like a dash of
color brushed herve and there upan the
canvas, bur it is o pervade the whole
life. as if the canvas were dipped into
the color, wntil every thread of the fab-
ric were dved a deep, unfading e,
The core curriculum was in fact de-
signed to explore religious principles
and values in the process of reflecting
deeply on the various facets of human
existence as a whole and of one’s own
personal, social, and vocational life.
Thus, the commiitee insisied, the pro-
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posed eurriculum, rather than being de-
ficient in religious content, would actu-
ally provide the most thoroughly and
authentically Adventist general educa-
Lion anywhere.

Community Service Component

An additional component of the core
curriculum is a community-service
practicum, in which all students will
engage in supervised practical and/or
professional activities related 1o spe-
cific courses, to curriculums, or o other
university programs. This requirement
is intended to help students realize that
civic, political, and religious responsi-
bility is not only an expression of moral

commitmaent, but also a contribution to
the survival of a democratic society.

Beyond the core curticulum, students
will take up to 32 units of course work
in the varions areas of academic learn-
ing—the humanities, the fine arts, the
natural sciences and mathematics, the
social sciences, and religion. A reduced
version of the previous “distribution™ or
“cafeteria” approach to general edoca-
tion, this requirement supplements the
core curriculum with a more traditional
exposure to disciplines, and also pro-
vides students with some choice in the
shape and content of their general edu-
cation.

Finally, the new general-education

curticulum includes more rigorous
competency réquirements and outcome
assessments of the fundamental skills
necessary for a productive life in the
world of the 21st century—English
composition and research, mathematics,
a non-English language, and health and
fitness. Notably, for all graduates the
new curriculum raises the required
competency levels in mathematics and
non-Enghsh language, Students who
fail to pass a sophomore-level compe-
tency test in English composition must
remedy their deficiencies,

Some Observations
The old truism still holds: Revising

he new inlegrated. interdisci-
plinary core curriculum at La
Sierra University contains
eight courses tnalling 2
quarter units of credit, Be-
yond familianzing students with im-
portant academic disciplines, it seeks
to (1) expose them Lo intercultural, in-
ternational, and interethnic concerns:
() encourage them w develop & per-
sonal religious faith and a value sys-
tem that will enable them to make

(3 stimulate them to adopt a princi-
pled and meaning-centered approach
to life in the 215t century, and (4)
equip them to participate effectively
and responsibly in various intellec-
tual, social, political, and religious en-
deavors in diverse cultural contexits.

The core courses, which will all be
team-taught by faculty members from
the college and the professional
schonls, are as follows:

= Chrientation Seminar (1 unitl—in-
troducing stodents to life at La Sierra,
including the history and ethos of the
university, the general-education cur-
riculum, infarmation technology, and
cffective learning strategies and skills.

s The fdea of Being Humoan in
Three Cultires (4 units)—comparing
and contrasting the changing ways in

which different peoples have con-
ceived of human nature, including the
life cycle from birth 1o death, issues
of sex and gender, and the idea of
being created “in the image of God.”
s fedividuals and Their Societies
4 units —exploring relationships
among individuals, social groups, and
institutions such as the government,

' the workplace, the school, the family,

and the church. inclading the use of

| power and suthority and the role of

moral decisions and informead choices, |

oral communication in building rela-
tionships and mediating disputes.

= Cultwres and Compininy in the
Ulrtited States (4 units j—examining a
culturally plural society deriving from
Europe, Africa, Latin America, anc
Asia and united by the dominant val-
ues of politics (republicanizsm), eco-
nimics {capitalism). and religion
{morality and belief in God),

» The Experience of Religion in
Three Cultures (4 unjts)—considering
the phenomena of religious belief and

| experience. as well as the theologies
and institutions that have been created |

to formalize doctrine, establish com-
munity, and ensure their perpeluation,
comparing and contrasting Christian-
ity and two other world religions,

= Adventism in Criobal Perspeciive
(4 units)—looking al Adventism from

CORE CURRICULUM

ils inception in 19th century New
England to its present situation as a
multicultural community of faith, cx-
amining its major figures, distingoish-
inz aspects, significant trning points, -

| and current challenges.

» Scientific Rationality in the Con-

| temporary World (4 units }—analyzing
i the nature of sciemtific knowledge,

| tracing the historical development of
science in the Western world and its

effect on non-Western cultures, and
evaluating current issues in the rela-
tionship of seience, cultare; and rali-
Zlon,

» Reliviony and Social Aspects of
the Major Discipline (4 units)—con-

stituting a capstone to the general-gd-

ueation program and to each smdent’s
mijor program of sudies, considering
epistemological, moral, and social i4-

| sues raised by the discipline.

Students will be expected to com-
plete the first three of these courses
during their freshman year, the next

| two during their sophomore year, and

the Last three during their junior and

| senior years, The academic tran-

scripts of incoming trenster students

| will indicare which of the core

courses they will be reguired to com-
plete in order to receive o baccalan-
reaie degree,
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a college curriculum is aboul as easy 4s
moving 4 graveyurd. The struggle is in-
evitable: Faculty and departments that
have for many yvears devoted time and
energy (and sometimes prayers and
tears) developing and improving partic-
ular courses they think are helpful to
general students will be understandubly
disturbed that these courses are being
replaced. Al best, 1l means constructing
New CoLUrses: al Worst, it seams to
threaten the meaning and value of one’s
professional life, The difficulty of car-
ricular change inhibits change; and the
resulting lack of experience with
change makes things even more diffi-
cull.

Re-visioning and revising general
education is itself an educational
process—for those most directly in-
volved (the general-education commit-
tee}, for faculty, for admimistrators, and
for trustees. Fortunately, all of these
groups are generally educable. Here, in
conclusion and for the benefit of others
who may be contemplating a similar
curricular adventure, are several things
we have learned {and sometimes re-
learned) about the process and its par-
ticipants (including ourselves):

= Higher education moves very
slowly. [t takes far longer to miake
majot changes in a general-education
curriculum than anyone expects. If the
whole process bears actual fruit within
a decade, everyone involved should be
pleased. In a larger sense, of course,
the process is never actually finished;
the dynamic nature of human societies
calls for a continuing review and peri-
odie re-vistoning and re-forming of the
curriculurm,

= Parfence fs essential, not only o
avord fristration becawse of the slow-
ness of the process, but also to avoid
ihe mistake of demanding o decision
Defare the campus community as o
whole is ready. No matier how good
the proposal, if it is an idea whose time
has not vet come, it will not be ac-
cepted. The best time 1o seek approval
is when most of the voters in any par-
ticular group (faculty, administrators,
trustees) are a little tired of the whole
debate.

o No matter how well or how often a

Geneval educa-
tion is arguably
the most 1mpor-
tant activity of a
college ov univer-
sity, and poten-
tially the most
distinctive and
pevmanently use-
ful parvt of highev

education.
(B s |

commitiee contmimicaies its plans io
various imternal and external con-
stituencies, it will not be enough for
those whe dislike the proposal, They
will always complain that it was “rail-
roaded,” the process was “Tlawed,” and
the subject “needed more discussion.”
So the best sirategy is to communicate
well and often—but not forever.

= Church officials dre noet always ex-
perts in veligious education, fo say
nothing of higher education in general,
It 15 therefore helpful to educate them
as thoroughly as possible about the
goals and methods of higher education
so they can contribute positively (o the
decision-making process.

= N marter how muech everyone
agrees with the neéd for curricular
change, and likes the philosophy and
z,:.f'.r;e‘raf .ﬁ'fm_pr a{j"ﬁ pmrm.-sa!’, the !Iﬂ_‘f
warriors will eventually lave their dey.
But they will argue not on hehalf of
their furf but on behalf of some tran-
scendent good such as “historic Ad-
ventist values™ or “hiblical principles.”
Therefore, if the proposal is o be ap-
proved, it must be advocated on the

basis of its own moral vision. Nothing
else will overcome the resistance of
vested “spiritnal” interests.

* Achministrative support is indis-
pensable; and it must be solid, evident,
erngd consistent, Because curnicular
change is always distressing (o some-
one, often in direct proportion o the
amount of disruption anticipated, actu-
ally effecting change requires adminis-
trative courage and fortitude.

» [t cannot be assumed that intellec-
tuedd Figor is hiphly valued, or that an
attempi o raise academic standereds
will be enthusiastically endorsed. OUn
the conteary, such an endeavor may be
perceived as threatening and labeled
“elitist,” One of the confinuing chal-
lenges of Adventist higher education is
balancing egalitarianism, which offers a
college opportunity to evervone who
wants it regardless of prior academic
performance or future educational
prospects, with the best educational ex-
perience for the most qualified students.
Both points of view can (and do) cite
the Adventist conviction that “higher
than the highest human thought can
reach is God's ideal for His children.™

Yel, however it is applied. this con-
viction remains foundational for educa-
tion at La Sierra. Itis the most basic
motivation for re-visioning and re-
forming general education. The project
is a major challenge, a long and diffi-
cult task: but it 15 eminently worth
doing. Our students deserve it, and our
institutional wdentity and integrity de-
mand it. &

Fritz Guiy and Rennie Schoepflin each
served as chair of the General Education
Committee during the development of the
riewly approved curricilum af Lo Sierra
Universiry, Riverside, Catifornia. D Guy
is Professor of Theology and Philosophy ot
LU, and formerly served av President of
the uriversitv,. D SchoepfTin is Assistani
Projessor of History amd Chair of the De-
partment af History and Political Science at
LS
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