Educational Choices General Education Proposal 

- Submitted by Chris Apelian from the Department of Mathematics & Computer Science, with thanks to several others in the College Faculty for fruitful discussions that helped shape and improve this proposal.
1. Rationale

We have discussed many worthwhile outcomes that would be truly great for all our students to have attained by the time they are graduated.  There is a paradox of composition here, however.  While any one requirement might make a student's education more meaningful on its own, too many of them taken together can prevent a student from viewing their education more holistically.  The more requirements a general education plan contains, the more difficult it is for a student to fulfill the requirements in a deliberate, thoughtful manner consistent with a larger vision of their educational goals and aspirations.  No matter how good any one requirement is (writing intensive courses, or studying the social sciences, or quantitative reasoning, or foreign language, or 32 credits at the upper level), the more requirements there are, the more likely it is that a student will approach them as a list of obstacles to overcome, rather than a meaningful set of principles to shape a coherent education.

The following general education proposal is different.  Very different.  It proposes that we trust each other and our students a little bit more, that we embrace the value that each department can bring to the general education of our students, and that we accept that not every Drew graduate will have taken courses in every discipline.

The principal emphasis of this proposal is not the content of a liberal arts general education, but the process of becoming a well educated person in a liberal arts tradition.  The way this proposal focuses each student’s attention on this process is by requiring as little as possible.  The main requirement is the production of a personal document, each student’s Reflection on Educational Choices (REC).  The REC is the defining element of this general education proposal, providing our students the clear, institutionally sponsored opportunity to enjoy and practice two of life’s most valuable and empowering gifts: a) freedom – to choose whichever courses their curiosity and passions draw them to, with minimal constraints but with active guidance from their advisors, and b) responsibility – to appropriately justify their course choices.  

2. Requirements

Other than a first-year writing course, a first-year seminar that incorporates the REC, and minimal rules to insure breadth, there are no other requirements in this proposal.  Therefore, what this proposal does require does not implicitly remove any discipline from the students’ reach.  It thereby honors the value that every discipline can bring to each student’s education.
1. Each student must craft an evolving, living document, a personal Reflection on Educational Choices (REC), that serves as a history and rationale for every chosen course.  Crafted in installments, each installment would be the rationale for a given semester’s registration request.  The student’s advisor would assess the student’s rationale before signing off on his or her registration each semester, and therefore it would be the student’s responsibility to think seriously about his or her course selection so that it might be approved.  To meet with advisor approval, each installment of the REC should convince the advisor that the student has thoughtfully come to her or his choices through reflection on experiences in past courses, life experiences outside the classroom, or some other relevant measure of purpose for his or her overall education.  As an instrument within this proposal, the REC is the instrument which focuses each student’s attention on his or her overall educational path, acting as a self-crafted lens through which he or she can better see the meaning and direction of their overall Drew education.  As a final product, the REC serves as a record of each student’s education, and upon graduation it would likely be one of the student’s proudest achievements, a history of her or his evolving personal philosophy, and a thoughtful statement of who the student has become during her or his time at Drew.  
2. Students must complete a major.

3. Students must complete a first-year writing course. 

4. Students must complete a first-year seminar.  This seminar would serve as the venue for initiating the articulation of each student’s REC, effectively becoming the common theme of all Drew students.  

5. Students must earn 128 credits, at least 32 of which are in upper-level courses.  No more than 100 of those 128 credits can come from mathematics and the natural and social sciences; no more than 100 of those 128 credits can come from the arts, humanities, and languages.
6. Completion of a minor or a second major is optional, and completion of an off-campus experience (e.g., academic internship, study abroad, semester program, civic engagement project) is recommended, but optional. 

3. Effects
No new courses are necessary to implement this proposal.  

Administration of the REC would require more work on the part of students and advisors than our current general education system.  However, rather than simply checking off requirements in a menu of options, our students would be more meaningfully engaged in their course selection, and likely more engaged in their courses as well.  The REC requirement would lead to more meaningful student/advisor conversations – rather than merely exchanging pleasantries and signing a form, advisors would be more likely to prod their advisees with questions, helping them flesh out their rationales for the upcoming semester.  This more active advisor/advisee relationship would strengthen Drew’s traditionally advertised advantages over other institutions.   Students would also be more likely to knock on faculty doors to inquire about the courses they are teaching in the upcoming semester, to better determine if those courses would address the topics or skills they would like to pursue at that time.  Faculty would also be more likely to have such conversations with each other during the approval process, thereby closing the perceived gaps, real or imaginary, between different disciplines.  The REC, a valuable form of self-expression, would also be more likely to generate fruitful discussions among the students at meals, after class, or late at night in the dormitories.  

4. Summary

Instead of emphasizing the need for the faculty to have a feeling of ownership over Drew’s general education plan in order to better insure its relevance and its success, this proposal highlights the need for each student to have a feeling of ownership over his or her general education to better insure its relevance and its success.  Instead of attempting to characterize the content of a liberal education for all Drew students, this proposal seeks to honor the process of a liberal education for each Drew student.  This plan is consistent with the belief that a good liberal education is not necessarily the accumulation of a particular body of knowledge over four years time, but rather, it is the development of, and appreciation for, a process in which knowledge is acquired over a lifetime.  Would every student benefit in the intended way from this proposal?  Probably not.  But this is likely to be true of any general education proposal.  Most students would likely relish the opportunity this plan would afford them – the opportunity to make their education their own, to find meaning in their course choices, and to look squarely in the face of those questions we’d like them most to address: Who am I, what is my place in this world, what do I believe and value, and why?  
Addendum to the Educational Choices General Education Proposal 

- Submitted by Chris Apelian from the Department of Mathematics & Computer Science, with thanks to several others in the College Faculty for fruitful discussions that helped shape and improve this proposal.
Student Advising Under the Educational Choices General Education Proposal
One suggested way to structure student advising under this new general education plan is to assign two advisors to each student who declares a major; one advisor within the relevant major department as the student’s major advisor, and one in a department from a complementary division as the student’s general education advisor.  The major advisor would primarily, but not exclusively, advise the student in decisions within the major.  Such topics as course selection within the major, performance in courses in the major, and career and graduate school choices relating to the major are among the responsibilities typically included under this advising title.  The general education advisor would handle those responsibilities specifically described in the Educational Choices proposal.  Foreseen potential benefits of this structure are the following:

1. Each student would gain from a mentoring relationship with (at least) two faculty members – one from the student’s major field of choice, and one from a discipline in a complementary division of the college.  This would provide each student advising resources that cover a wider scope of educational possibilities, from individuals who are likely to have non-identical educational concerns and emphases.  It would also provide each general education advisor an audience with a portion of that Drew student population that he or she would like to positively influence, but might otherwise not get the opportunity to.

2. Each general education advisor would get to know a broader cross-section of Drew students, and would thereby gain from the advising experience a broader sense of Drew student concerns and interests.  He or she would also likely learn, from each student, more about the particular department/discipline in which the student’s major resides.

3. Each general education advisor would get to know the student’s major advisor better, and thereby acquire from him or her a better appreciation of that department’s or (division’s) concerns and interests within the college.

4. General education advising could be more evenly distributed among the college faculty.  Faculty in departments that represent more popular majors would not be overburdened by the general education advising under this plan, since their general education advisees would only be students whose major was from outside their division.  This plan recommends, in fact, that the number of general education advisees per faculty member be controlled to insure a balance of advising worlkload among the college faculty.  

