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Higher ed needV Wo redeVign gen ed for Whe real Zorld (opinion)
SXbmitted b\ PaXl Hanstedt on FebrXar\ 10, 2020 - 3:00am

It Zas the kind of setting \oX see in a moYie, the sort of college campXs that made \oX feel smarter jXst
being there: long tree-lined Zalks, noble brick bXildings, an ornate foXntain in the distance. EYer\thing bXt
´Pomp and CircXmstanceµ pla\ing oYer the loXdspeaker. Visiting for a da\, I felt like I Zas part of
something important: conYersations aboXt the meaning of life, e[periments Xnlocking the m\steries of
cancer, e[plorations that ZoXld make learning pXrposefXl and impactfXl. It felt good, standing there on the
qXad. Like I Zas part of something that mattered.

I later mentioned this feeling to the XniYersit\·s proYost, complimenting him on the beaXt\ of the campXs,
the thoXght the\·d pXt into creating a setting that caXses stXdents to stand, backs a little straighter,
serioXsness in their e\es. He smiled and thanked me, bXt then froZned. ´BXt then stXdents Zalk into oXr
gen ed, all those basic coXrses and 101s. HoZ do the\ feel then?µ

A great qXestion. One ansZer comes in the form of a tZeet a stXdent shared Zith me a Zhile back. It·s
posted b\ ´$\d,µ (\es, Zith a dollar sign) and sa\s:

PXbliVhed RQ IQVLde HLgheU Ed
(hWWSV://ZZZ.iQVidehigheUed.cRm)
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UnpopXlar opinion: general edXcation coXrses in college are a complete scam for \oXr mone\
to keep \oX pa\ing for 4+ \rs. If gen ed coXrses Zeren·t a reqXirement, major reall\ onl\
reqXire 2 \rs of classes. All of highschool (sic) Zas gen ed- it·s simpl\ Xnnecessar\.

This tZeet, from 2018, has 209,000 likes and more than 72,000 retZeets. That·s a lot of attention for
social media discXssing edXcation. ´UnpopXlarµ? Hardl\.

Here·s the thing: architects and designers Zill tell \oX that Zhen creating a space, the\·re thinking Yer\
deliberatel\ aboXt hoZ that space constrXcts its occXpants. Step into the Google ofÀces in DXblin, and
\oX enter a colorfXl, energetic atmosphere fXll of raZ energ\. YoX feel inYigorated and irreYerent. There
are no rXles, this space sa\s. Pla\. Create.

Step into St. PaXl·s in London, and \oX feel simXltaneoXsl\ hXmbled and transcendent. Cathedrals are
grand for a reason: \oX·re meant to feel small, insigniÀcant, eYen. BXt beneath that there·s also this sense
of being draZn XpZard, of a greater pXrpose, something larger than the dail\ grind, something
transcendent that·s inYiting \oX to join. Not Xnlike the college campXs I mentioned.

Too often, thoXgh, oXr general edXcation cXrricXla don·t match oXr architectXral rhetoric, particXlarl\ Zhen
those cXrricXla are strXctXred aroXnd a distribXtional model Zhere stXdents take tZo of this, tZo of that
and tZo of the ne[t thing. Rather than inYiting stXdents to feel capable, energi]ed and part of something
meaningfXl, Ze hand them a checklist that all bXt sa\s, ´YoX·re stXpid. YoX need the basics. Again.µ

To be clear here, I·m not argXing that oXr stXdents alZa\s enter the XniYersit\ Zith adeqXate academic
preparation. Man\ of them don·t. The reasons for this are man\ and Yaried and not reall\ the point of this
essa\, bXt the\ inclXde an oYerdependence on standardi]ed testing that places an emphasis on content
memori]ation oYer meaningfXl application of that content in comple[ conte[ts.
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M\ point, thoXgh, is that eYen if oXr stXdents come in needing ´some additional help,µ Ze don·t do them --
or oXrselYes -- an\ faYors b\ packaging their learning and deYelopment in a Za\ that constrXcts them as
Xninterested, XnintellectXal and incapable. And at man\ institXtions -- eYen man\ Yer\ good institXtions --
it·s hard to argXe against $\d·s logic: this cXrricXlXm, these coXrses -- the\ feel like high school.

ConseqXentl\, Zh\ are Ze sXrprised Zhen stXdents Zho enter oXr classrooms seem pXt-off, slightl\
offended? The\ spent all that time in high school Zriting papers, taking tests, tr\ing to get good grades.
The\ stXdied for the SAT, Yisited colleges, Zrote application essa\s, asked their teachers for letters of
recommendation. The\ spent months checking their email, nerYoXs eYer\ time the\ got online. SXre,
the\·re \oXng and the\ probabl\ spend too mXch time on Zeekends doing things their parents ZoXld
prefer the\ didn·t. BXt deep doZn, there·s a part of eYer\ stXdent that Zants to be challenged, that Zants
to go home and brag aboXt this one professor or this one class or this one project that kicked their bXtt,
that Zas so hard -- bXt that somehoZ the\ got throXgh it.

PXt another Za\, most stXdents Zant, in the langXage of the cathedral, to transcend. BXt Zhat the\ get,
too often, are classes that constrXct them as receptacles for content distribXted in mass-prodXced
te[tbooks, as incapable of taking on the mess\ intellectXal and practical problems that dominate oXr
Zorld. The\·re told these are classes to ´get oXt of the Za\,µ to ´get throXgh,µ to ´jXst sXrYiYe.µ As Eric
Amsel, a professor of ps\cholog\ at Weber State UniYersit\ and former Utah Professor of the Year >1@,
once told me, Zhen stXdents take a ´checked-bo[µ approach to general edXcation, Ze·re the ones Zho
pXt them there. That·s the room Ze bXilt for them. Wh\ then, are Ze so sXrprised Zhen the\ respond
accordingl\?

Here's an e[periment: google ´gen ed reqXirements state XniYersit\µ and click ´image.µ What \oX·ll see is
table after table and list after list of coXrse after coXrse that can be taken to ´fXlÀllµ a ´reqXirement.µ Often,
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a particXlar cXrricXlar e[pectation can be met Yia a do]en different options. One reqXirement for
philosophical thinking I encoXntered offered 12 different topics appropriate for meeting the reqXirement
goals, inclXding hXman natXre, scientiÀc reasoning, theories of cognition, social obligations and
constraints, and applied ethics. JXst to be clear: that list of 12 doesn·t coYer the coXrses that coXnt for this
reqXirement, onl\ the Wopics. AssXming there are at least a do]en coXrses that address each of those
broad topics, Ze·re talking aboXt an e[plosiYe list of options -- most science classes, for instance, inclXde
scientiÀc reasoning, and I·Ye \et to teach a literatXre coXrse that doesn·t address social obligation, hXman
natXre and ethics.

I like philosophical thinking. I think Ze need more of it in oXr edXcational s\stems. BXt Zhat does it mean
Zhen eYen the philosoph\ reqXirement sa\s more aboXt ZhaW fXlÀlls the reqXirement than aboXt Zh\?
What does that tell stXdents aboXt hoZ Ze YieZ them? AboXt hoZ these reqXirements relate (or don·t) to
their liYes? And Zhat does it tell them aboXt Xs? BecaXse as mXch as this cXrricXlar rhetoric is
constrXcting them, it·s also constrXcting facXlt\ members and administrators. What does it sa\ aboXt Zho
Ze are, aboXt Zhat Ze belieYe, aboXt Zhat Ze YalXe, aboXt Zhat driYes Xs?

SXre, sometimes it simpl\ sa\s, "These topics matter": \oX need to Xnderstand hoZ science Zorks.
There·s a logic to mathematics that, if \oX can captXre it, Zon·t eYer abandon \oX. The abstract thinking
skills \oX learn e[ploring art and philosoph\ is going to be YalXable no matter Zhat \oX do after \oX
gradXate.

BXt other times? Well, Cath\ N. DaYidson >2@ points oXt that oXr siloed strXctXring of the XniYersit\ into
diYisions and departments >3@is essentiall\ a remnant of indXstrial-era models for efÀcient factories. The
distribXtional approach, Zhere eYer\ diYision, eYer\ department, has reqXirements, is essentiall\ a
conseqXence of that histor\. After college, gradXates Zill take jobs that blXr sociolog\, literar\ stXdies,
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ph\sics and bXsiness ps\cholog\ on a dail\ basis. BXt in the academ\? We·re still strXctXred aroXnd
SOCI, LITS, PHYS and BUAD.

Implicit Zithin all of this is a d\namic Ze·d generall\ prefer to aYoid acknoZledging: in man\ Za\s, the
distribXtional model continXes becaXse it proYides job secXrit\. As long as stXdents are reqXired to take
coXrses in all three diYisions (social sciences, STEM, arts and hXmanities), all three diYisions Zill remain
Yiable.

Protecting our Turf

This is noW, for Zhat it·s Zorth, an argXment aboXt the YalXe or lack of YalXe of one diYision or another. As
I·Ye alread\ pointed oXt, eYer\ Àeld has YalXe, particXlarl\ for stXdents Zho are onl\ beginning their
joXrne\ into the Zorld and neYer knoZ Zhere the\·re going to Ànd themselYes. No, m\ point is that too
often all of Xs in the academ\ let oXr concern for protecting oXr tXrf get in the Za\ of smart thinking aboXt
hoZ Ze constrXct general edXcation -- and, conseqXentl\, hoZ Ze constrXct oXr stXdents. I·Ye Zorked
Zith do]ens of campXses engaged in cXrricXlar reYision. I can·t tell \oX the nXmber of times the driYe in
from the airport has inclXded conYersations along the lines of ´The X department is Zorried that if Ze
change the cXrricXlXm, the\·ll lose stXdents.µ

What·s startling aboXt this kind of thinking is hoZ simplistic the math is: the onl\ Za\ to get people into m\
classroom is to reqXire m\ coXrses? The onl\ place in the cXrricXlXm for the kinds of thinking that occXr in
m\ Àeld are coXrses in the major? First, this logic Xndermines the releYance of oXr Zork. If the Za\s of
thinking taXght in m\ Àeld are onl\ releYant in m\ Àeld (and I don·t think it is, bXt bear Zith me here) then,
logicall\, reqXiring that those Za\s of thinking be taXght to eYer\one doesn·t make sense. Second, this
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kind of tXrf math makes Xs blind to cXrricXlar models that boWh broadcast the releYance of oXr Àelds and
constrXct oXr stXdents in Za\s that alloZ them to Xnderstand their greatest capabilities.

Consider, for instance, the gen ed reqXirements at Worcester Pol\technic: the Àrst-\ear e[perience
inYolYes a team-taXght coXrse focXsing on comple[ problems like sXstainabilit\, epidemics, food and
energ\. StXdents also participate in an ´interactiYe qXalif\ing project,µ a real-Zorld problem (some from
oYerseas) that those from different Àelds Zork in small cohorts to solYe, sXperYised b\ a professor. Senior
\ear, stXdents participate in ´major qXalif\ing projects,µ also focXsing on real-Zorld problems, also
oYerseen b\ a facXlt\ member, also Zorking in small groXps -- thoXgh generall\ draZing from jXst a single
Àeld. Besides some initial reqXirements in the hXmanities (argXabl\ necessar\ at an engineering school),
there is no distribXtional component to the cXrricXla; the YarioXs diYisions, their methods, contents and
YalXes, are ZoYen into the larger projects, man\ of Zhich are based on high-impact practices >4@.
DistribXtion e[ists, \es, bXt it doesn·t driYe the model.

Instead, from the moment stXdents Zalk into their Àrst-\ear dorms, the\ step into a cXrricXlXm that
constrXcts them as capable of solYing grand problems, real problems, comple[ problems, problems Zhere
the ansZers aren·t at the back of the book. B\ their sophomore \ear, stXdents are actXall\ solYing some
of those problems, draZing from a Yariet\ of Àelds, sometimes in foreign settings. B\ their senior \ear, the
kind of comple[, collaboratiYe, interdisciplinar\ thinking necessar\ to make the Zorld a better place is
almost old hat.

And the facXlt\ of the XniYersit\ pXt the stXdents there, constrXcting them as trXstZorth\, responsible,
serioXs and capable of great leadership.
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Or consider Wagner College, Zhere stXdents are reqXired to participate in three learning commXnities --
one dXring the Àrst \ear, one dXring the last \ear and one someZhere in betZeen. Each learning
commXnit\ has an e[periential component, essentiall\ Xsing NeZ York Cit\ as a real-time lab. StXdents
still take coXrses from a Yariet\ of Àelds, bXt importantl\, those coXrses are embedded in larger, more
meaningfXl conYersations. And so are the stXdents.

In contrast to distribXtion models, Zhich often alloZ a department a single contact point in the cXrricXlXm
(take math to fXlÀll the math reqXirement; take politics to fXlÀll the social science reqXirement), these
models alloZ mXlWiple contacts: a stXdent might encoXnter, sa\, ps\cholog\, as part of a Àrst-\ear learning
commXnit\, a sophomore commXnit\-based coXrse or a senior capstone project. FXrther, the\ encoXnter
ps\cholog\ at a moment Zhen its YalXe becomes self-eYident: \oX·re not learning this content becaXse
it·s a bo[ \oX need to check; \oX·re learning it becaXse it·s necessar\ to this broader, meaningfXl
discXssion.

All of Zhich is difÀcXlt for facXlt\ members to see Zhen Ze·re blinded b\ tXrf concerns. Fair enoXgh. No
one Zants to feel dismissed in cXrricXlar debates. BXt perhaps it·s time to moYe be\ond Àrst-glance
reactions and e[plore cXrricXlar reform as a serioXs intellectXal qXestion that deserYes the same attention
Ze afford oXr scholarl\ research.

The Zorld·s a prett\ messed-Xp place. Fi[ing that -- or eYen jXst sloZing the damage -- is going to take
more than stXdents Zho·Ye been drilled on the basics oYer and oYer again, in both high school and
college. The basics matter. Content matters. BXt hoZ this content is presented, and Zhat stXdents are
enabled to do Zith this information and skills, also matters. StXdents need to step into the Zorld haYing
e[perienced more than siloed data regXrgitation. Remediation b\ an\ other name still smells like
limitation.
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We need to create spaces for stXdents to enter, spaces Zhere the\ can encoXnter their best selYes.
Spaces that respect them b\ challenging them. Spaces that proYide them Zith the tools that the\ need,
and Zith the opportXnit\ to inYent neZ tools that Ze -- the assXmedl\ Zise professionals charged Zith
their edXcation -- can·t eYen anticipate. Spaces that acknoZledge the messiness of the Zorld and
acknoZledge, as Zell, that Ze see oXr stXdents· capacit\ to take on that mess Zith comple[ and
transcendent Zisdom.

PaXl HansWedW is professor of edXcaWion sWXdies and direcWor of Whe CenWer for Academic ResoXrces and
Pedagogical E[cellence aW WashingWon and Lee UniYersiW\.

Editorial Tags: 
CXrricXlXm >�@
Image Source: 
Istockphoto.com/ishots
Is this diversity newsletter?: 
Disable left side advertisement?: 
Is this Career Advice newsletter?: 
Trending: 

SRXUce URL: hWWSV://ZZZ.iQVidehigheUed.cRm/YieZV/2020/02/10/higheU-ed-QeedV-UedeVigQ-geQ-ed-Ueal-ZRUld-RSiQiRQ

LLQNV 
[1] hWWSV://ZZZ.ZebeU.edX/WSUTRda\/111606SURfRf\eaU.hWml 
[2] hWWSV://ZZZ.caWh\daYidVRQ.cRm 
[3] hWWSV://ZZZ.Q\WimeV.cRm/2017/08/23/bRRkV/UeYieZ/caWh\-daYidVRQ-QeZ-edXcaWiRQ.hWml 
[4] hWWSV://ZZZ.VWlaZX.edX/academic-VXSSRUW/ZhaW-aUe-geRUge-kXhV-high-imSacW-SUacWiceV-gUeaW-libeUal-aUWV-edXcaWiRQ 
[5] hWWSV://ZZZ.iQVidehigheUed.cRm/ediWRUial-WagV/cXUUicXlXm 


