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A COUNSELING SERVICE'S REVIEW OF A
GENERAL EDUCATION CURRICULUM

Colleges and universities across the country are currently examining the goals and com-
mitments they have made to undergraduate education i ngeneral and to thefreshman and
sophomore yearsi n particular. Oned themost important aspectsd undergraduate educa-
tion isauniversity's general education program. I n thespiritd review, UCLA’s Academic
CounselingService recently studied that university's general education program. Thisarticle
reflects theresultsd that study and demonstrates the waysin which any general education
curriculum can be modified so that students can acquirerequisite academic skills, not just
academic content, that will help them beyond their college years. Theauthors acknowledge,
however, that many d the ideas presented here derivefrom the work d others, kut their
synthesis should provide a useful new protocol for curricular review.

CONTENT AND COMPETENCE

Thefocusdf the CounselingService's review was UCLA'sgeneral education (GE) curriculum,
which consists of approximately 250 courses. The GE curriculum plays a significant role in
theintellectual life of our students, comprising nearly one-third of all the courses needed for
an undergraduate degree. Students must complete at least twelve coursesin four divisions:
humanities, social science, life science, and physical science. Theinitial goa of UCLA’s Col-
legedf Lettersand ScienceCounseling Servicewas modest, smply to review the GE curriculum
so that academic advisors at UCLA could provide updated course information such as class
requirementsand course content. It wasclear, however, that students wanted morefrom their
counselorsthan acollection of factsregarding course requirementsthat they could obtain from
a catalog. What they wanted and needed was advice on how best to reach specific intellec-
tual goals, such as how to write more effectively. They also wanted to know how they could
devel op specific skills—research competence and computer literacy. Somedf these goalsand
skillscould be obtained as part of a major curriculum, but many students, wishingto increase
their "employability™ or their chances of gettinginto graduate school, wanted to acquire such
skillsin addition to those acquired in their curriculum. In such instances, it appeared that
the genera education curriculum could be designed to accommodate these needs.

Implicit in the Counseling Service's review was the idea that a GE plan should provide
studentswith " competencies™ for futurelearning, in addition to exposing them to traditional
academic content. The student's acquisition of these competencies would be accorded equal
standing with course content. Reasoningheld that all academic disciplinesareimportant, yet
studentscannot be proficientinall of them. At best, an undergraduate degree providessome
expertiseinjust oneareaof knowledge, and any GE curriculum providesonly ashort glimpse

% STEPHEN J. HANDEL and JANE C. MURATORE ar e both associated with theCollege of Lettersand
Science Academic Counseling Service at the University of California, Los Angeles.

$S9008 93l) BIA 0Z-01-SZ0Z 1 /woo Aloyoeignd-poid-swiid-yiewlarem-jpd-awiid//:sdiy wouy papeojumoq



64 S. J. Handel and J. C. Muratore

into deeper worlds of knowledge. An undergraduate curriculum should provide students with
thetoolstodig deeper, to explore, to advancetheir personal storeof wisdom and knowledge.
Rather than simply serving up the history of psychology from 1879 to the present, we must
also provide—within the stimul ating backdrop of the course content— practicein critical think-
ing, or writing, or historical analysis, or whatever a college deemsimportant so that students
may devel op thecompetenceto study further afield throughout their lives. Somewould argue
that this occurs as a natural part of earning a college degree. Such competence should not
simply be the by-product o a college curriculum, however. It should be a goal that the in-
stitution strives to uphold and the students work to attain.

Thisapproach to a general education plan hasseveral advantages. One advantage isthat
students are provided with the skills early in their college careersto successfully complete
more advanced upper-division work. Theseskills might includequantitative reasoning or critical
reading and writing. Such skills or competencies are vital if students are to be successful in
their mgjorsand in their later careers. Not incidentally, they may also be better citizens. It
is not unreasonable for a GE curriculum to provide thissort of all-encompassing preparation
for life. Another advantage isthat such a plan provides concrete goalsand direction for stu-
dent achievement in the form of specific competencies. No longer would studentsberequired
toget GE " out o the way"* asthey march enthusiastically toward their chosen mgjors. Rather,
they would beoffered the opportunity to use GE asa necessary stepping-stone in theadvance-
ment of their academic careersand beyond. When shown the obvious advantages of develop-
ing specific competencies: student cynicism and apathy toward GE requirements will abate,
followed by a renewed commitment toward thefundamental intellectual imperativethat such
a curriculum provides.

COMPETENCIES

Given this basic premise, the Counseling Review Committee constructed a set of competen-
cieswhich thecommittee membersthought wasimportant in theintellectual life of students,
tohelpthem "learntolearn.” We used these following seven competenciesin our evaluation
of GE coursework.

Analytical Reading
B Writing
Critical Analysis
B Scientific Methods
B Quantitative Problem Solving
B Historical Consciousness
B Personal Vaues and Ethics

B The Reading Competency concerns the student's ability to read and process highly
analytical material. Thissort of material isfound primarily in journal articles, monographs,
and seminal booksinaspecific field of study. Highly analytic material may also beexemplified
in textbooks, but not as often asin past years given publishers' recent practice of **dumbing
down' college reading material (Trombley, 1982). In a GE curriculum studentsshould be ex-
posed to awiderange o significant analytical worksaswell as more narrativetypesaof material.

The Writing Competency demandsthat studentsdevelop an ability to write abstract
or analytical discourse, to organize thoughts, and to write sustained and effective prose with
clarity and directness. Recently increased reliance on objectively scored examinations at many
institutions has decreased the number of writing assignments. Such a competency reasserts
the essential need for students to practice this difficult skill.
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Both the reading and writing competenciesare essential elementsin aliberally based col-
lege education, but the need to master these skillsis complementary. Research addressing
the development of compositionskillshasfound that in order for students to write effective-
ly, they must first read effectively (Krashen, 1978). Asobviousas thissounds, students often
havethe mistakenimpressionthat to write well, they must ssmply practicethisskill over and
over again. But it isalso essential that students become steeped in the analytical discourse
they are asked to reproduce in writing assignments. Instructors cannot reasonably require
students to write analytically without having studentsfirst read and appreciate examplesof
such discourse.

B Critical Thinking involvesstudentsin the process of independent thinking: to mar-
shall arguments and evidence in support or defensedf a particular point of view—to develop
an appreciation of "'responsible commentary." Thus, it is not enough that students be com-
petent readers or writers. They must also be able to discern good from shoddy scholarship
and be able to integrate and synthesize material to form a coherent intellectual perspective.

Ciritical thinking embracesa broad set of skills. In order to make our evaluation o courses
more meaningful and specific, two related competencieswere defined: ** scientificmethods'
and " quantitative problem solving."

B Scientific M ethodsrequiresstudents to understand and apply methodsthat alow us
to investigate the physical and natural world. For undergraduates, particularly non-science
magjors, an understanding of such methodsis crucial in a culture dominated more and more
by rapid technological advancement. Students should understand the processas well as the
products of scienceand should be ableto evaluate its potential for useand misuse. A related,
but nonethel ess distinct, competency is quantitative problem solving.

B Quantitative Problem Solving, unlike scientific methods which provides a philo-
sophical foundation for the gathering of dataand theformation o theory, often providesthe
toolsto evaluate such data and theory and involvesthe ability to use mathematical symbols
and modelsto analyze and solve problems. Students would be well advised to becomefamiliar
with these tools and understand how they can be applied.

B Historical Consciousnessaddressesthe need for studentsto discover the originand
development o a field of knowledge and to build an awareness of significant issues in a
discipline. In addition, thereisaneed for studentsto understand theforcesthat have shaped
Western and non-Western traditions and to develop tolerance for cultural perspectives dif-
ferent from their own.

B Personal Values and Ethics, thefinal competency, addressesan important need within
an undergraduate education—aneed for undergraduatesto build an appreciation of aliberal
artseducation. Personal valuesand ethicsinvolves the synthesisand integrationd knowledge
fromdiversefieldsto evaluate issuesof value (as opposed to issuesdf fact); to build a sense
o aesthetics,; and, perhaps most importantly, to construct aset of personal valuesor ethics.

B In Summary, these seven competenciesmay not be the best or most appropriate; some
others could be added, others combined or deleted. Regardless of the content of this plan,
aGE curriculumd thissort must be planned inthe most committed sense of that word. Ques-
tionssuch as ""What competenciesare to be built and taught, using what courses, by what
methods?" must be asked and answered. Also, these competencies must be articulated to
students. To press a point, faculty must inform students about the educationa goasd the
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institution, especially for its GE curriculum. Such thingsare not obviousto college freshmen
and yet weact asif thegreat " truths' of a collegeeducation areself-evident. Thelis of riches
may be longand everlasting, but tothe uninitiated, our curriculum appears bureaucratic and
ritualistic. This plan requiresthat each competency be carefully constructed and clearly ex-
pressed. OF course, each institution may havedifferent goalsand, thus, diversecompetencies
that must be developed. Theidea here is not that all schools embrace the same set of com-
petencies, but merely that they develop ones essential to their educational mission and ex-
press thisgood newsto their student body. Only then can we require students to meet the
challenges of a college education.

EVALUATION INSTRUMENT

Once the philosophical basis was established and the seven competencies agreed upon, the
Committee memberscreated aninstrument that would allow them to eval uate how the courses
at UCLA developed these competencies. In thisway, it could be determined which courses
developed certain competencies and which focused primarily on content.

For each competency, specific criteriawere established for scoring purposes. Competency
levelswere scored from 0 (not applicable) to 3 (highest competency level), exceptin thecase
of reading wherethetype of analytical discourse was assessed (i.e., light, medium, or heavy
analytical). We determined that the type of reading, rather than the aggregate amount, was
more important in assessing the reading competency.

Oncecriteriawere established, a questionnaire was written that measured the extent to
which courses demonstrated the seven competencies. Membersof the review committeethen
interviewed faculty members and teaching assistants using these questionnaires.

To assess the reading competency, instructors were asked about the reading level re-
quired in their courses(i.e., light analytical, medium analytical, and heavy analytical), along
with the number of pages normally assigned per week. Similarly, to determine the type and
extent of writingthat wasrequired for acourse, instructors werefirst asked if they assigned
writing asa part of a course and thelength of such assignments. Moreimportantly, they were
asked whether studentsweretaught to produce a paper viathe ' composing process,"" a write-
rewrite processthat involves preparation of an outline and f i t draft, then successive rewrites
based on theinstructor's suggestions. Thisprocessisan integral part of composition courses.
Neverthel ess, courses whose main objectiveistoimpart content may also beable tointegrate
the composing process as part of the total course requirement. Courses at UCLA which pro-
vided such opportunities for students to revise their prose were given high marks for the
development of the writing competency.

To assesscritical analysis, several questions were asked of instructors:

1) Isclass reading material analyzed and critiqued?

2) Doesthe instructor demonstrate methods for analyzing and critiquing class reading
material ?

3) Arestudentsrequired toanalyzeand critique classreading material in classdiscussions,
presentations, or within assigned writing projects?

4) Do examinations require analytical responses beyond regurgitation of fact?

5) Do examsor other class assignments require students to take a position and defend it?
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Thescientific methodscompetency waseval uated by examininghow coursesaddressed
three areas:

1) Doesthe course discusstheory building?Doesit deal with the elementsdaf a well-formed
theory (e.g., parsimony, internal consistency, testable constructs) and why are these
elements important?

2) Doesthe courseaddressspecific experimental methods, includingthelogicof hypothesis
testing, experimental design, data analysis, and interpretation of results?

3) Doesthe course investigateimportant philosophical and methodol ogical i ssues surround-
ingthe used the scientific method?This might includea discussion o the philosophical
or historical foundations of science and the limitationsof the method.

Quantitativepr oblem solving wasdetermined by evaluating two areasd problem-solving
skill: demonstration of technique and practice. The first area concerns whether adequate
demonstration of basic problem-solvingtechniquesis presented, including problem objective,
determinationdf relevant informationto solve problems, and the establishmentd logica steps
for problem solving. The second area concerns the amount of practice provided in order to
master these techniques. Thisincludestwo typesof practice: 1) proofs—the ability to prove
or derivesome concept using mathematical aidsor the rulesd logic; 2) applications—theability
to use problem-solvingskillsin avariety of situationsand to apply proofsor formulaeto solve
appropriate problems.

Thelevel o historical consciousness wasdetermined by examining the course readings
and lectures as they related to the development or evolution of some time period, specific
event, or issue. An important concern was the extent to which students were exposed to
various types o historical evidence and the ways such evidence might be employed in
reconstructing past events. Also reviewed was whether the course addressed analytical ap-
proachesto history (for example, cyclical theory, dialectical development, ideas o progress).

Finaly,in ngthe personal valuesand ethics competency, several questionswere
put to the test:

1) Does the course provide information students can use in developinga personal value
system?

2) Does theinstructor confront and discuss ethical issues inherent in a field of study?

3) Doesthe courseinvestigatethe place and/or use o knowledgein the construction of a
personal value system?

Theseinterviews provided the raw data regardingthe content of specific coursesand how
these courses developed (or did not develop) the seven competencies as defined earlier.

CONCLUSIONSAND IMPLICATIONS

Thisevaluation instrument providestwo kindsof information that may be useful for institu-
tions contemplating a review of their general education curricula. First, data are obtained
about individual courses that reveal a great deal more useful information than the usual
"blurbs™ that pass for course descriptionsin college catalogs. Rather than providing very
general information about the content of acourse, the Committee'ssurvey providesinforma-
tion about the competency levels assumed or developed in acourse: the level of reading re-
quired, the amount of writing assigned, the extent o critical analysisdemanded, the degree
o historical issues investigated, and so on. This sort of information is vital to academic
counselorsand advisors, the people to whom studentsturn for help with program planning.
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It is now possible to point to classes that promote a reasoned approach to course selection
within a GE structure, that of competency development. In addition, sequences of courses
may be designed that devel op important skillssuch aswriting competence based on the infor-
mation obtained from such a survey.

Secondly, an overall review of the GE curriculum is obtained, focusing on the types of
competencies that are developed in concert with knowledge acquisition-. I nstitutions might
use such information to determine not only what iscovered within their GE curriculum, but
also how it isbeing presented—the sortsof competenciesthat are emphasized and/or devel oped.
Given a school's goalsfor GE, information from this survey can pinpoint areas of weakness,
alowing resources such asteaching time, labs, and tutorsto bedirected to the reinforcement
or development of some competency. For example, UCLA’s general education curriculum was
found to provide extensive practice in quantitative problem solving and scientific methodol ogy,
but lacked practice in writing and opportunities for critical analysis. From this information,
recommendations were forwarded by the Counseling Service's Counseling Review Committee
to the appropriate faculty committees whose mandate was to review and enhance the GE
curriculum. As of this writing, several proposals are being reviewed to increase the oppor-
tunity for writing assignments and to increase the number of discussion sections designed to
promote critical analysis of course materials.

A larger outcome of this project isthe development of a clear philosophical foundation
justifying the presence of a GE curriculum, a foundation that can be easily articulated to
studentsand which provides clear goalsfor student achievement. Such a plan providesafocus
for GE, since far too many institutions have allowed their GE plansto become a smorgasbord
of lower-division coursesin theirresponsiblehope that students will find intellectual coherence
within such alaundry list of course selections. Wethink it is more reasonable— even essential—
that the experts provide greater direction for students when they begin thisimportant aspect
o their undergraduate education. The UCLA Academic Counseling Service plan provides a
reasonablestarting point for faculty to construct intellectually challenging programsof study
within their own GE curricula.
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CRITERIA FOR ASSESSMENT OF COMPETENCIES

Competency Rating

Criteria

Analytical Reading 1

Light analytical: readings that focus exclusively on
describing a field o study (e.g., names, dates, etc.).

Medium analytical: readingsthat attempt some explana-
tiond thefieldd study; primary emphasisonthe* what"
and "how" o the subject matter.

Heavy analytical: readingsthat are concerned with ex-
planationdf thetopicrather than ssimpledescription, that
pursue an argument or anaysis within a consistent,
ramified conceptual modd!.

Critical Thinking 0]

Course does not require (or modd) critical thinking in
reading assignments, lectures, or discussion sections.
Course primarily concerned with imparting content.

Course requires medium to heavy analytical reading (R
lecturesthat modd critical thinking OR discussion sections
that emphasize critical analysis.

Courserequiresmedium to heavy analytical reading PLUS
lecturesthat mode critical thinking OR discussion sections
emphasizing critical analysis.

Course requires dl o the following: medium to heavy
analytical reading, plus lectures and discussion sections
that modd critical analysis and require studentsto prac-
tice critical analysis.

Per sonal Values 0]
and Ethics

Course does not address the place o its content in any
larger concept o the liberal arts.

Course makes an attempt to assert the placed the sub-
ject matter within a liberal arts education and deals
somewhat with value-related issuesin thefield o study.

Course—through content and overt discussions, readings,
and assignments— demonstratesthe role o thediscipline
in a liberal arts education and addresses value-related
issues in the field.

Course whose primary job is to discuss the purpose and
form of aliberal arts education and how such an educa
tion may influenceone's construction o a personal value
system.
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Competency Rating Criteria

Science and 0 Course does not address issues of science or scientific

Scientific Method methods in any meaningful way.

1 Course dealswith scienceindirectly viacontent only; no
overt discussion of science or itsmethodsexcept through
discussion of scientific topics(introduction tochemistry,
for example).

2 Course emphasizes both scientific content and some
discussion of science and its methods.

3 Course deals overtly with science and the scientific
method. Scientific content is used only for illustrative
purposes.

Quantitative 0 Course 1) does not demonstrate any model of problem
Problem Solving solving and 2) doesn't require the practice o problem-
solving techniques.

1 Course demonstrates a model or modelsof problem solv-
ing, but does not require practice.

2 Course 1) demonstrates modelsof problem solving and 2)
requires practice in problem solving.

3 Course 1) demonstrates modelsd problem solving, 2) re-
quires practice in problem solving, and 3) requires stu-
dents to abstract models of problem solving to unique
situations.

Writing 0] Course requires no out-of-class writing whatsoever.
Course requiressome amount of writing, but doesnot in-
corporate any element of the ""composing' process.

2 Course requires students to rehearse the full composing
process on at least one substantial paper.

3 Course is specifically designed to teach writing via the
COMpOosiNg process.

Historical 0 Course does not deal with historical issuesto any extent.

Consciousness

1 Course spends some time addressing historical issuesin
the broadest of terms.

2 Course addresses vital issues of historical importance in
its overall discussion of content.

3 Coursefocusesprimarily onissuesof historical importance

(e.g., history courses).

$S9008 93l BIA 0Z2-01-5S2Z0Z 1e /woo Alojoeiqnd-pold-swiid-yiewlayem-jpd-awiid//:sdiy woly papeojumoq



GENERAL EDUCATION CURRICULUM REVIEW 71

References

Integrity i nthe College Curriculum: A Report to the Academic Community (Washington, D.C.: Association of American
Colleges, 1985).

Introduction to the Core Curriculum (New Y ork: Humanities Institute, Brooklyn College, 1983), pp. 5-21.

Involvement i nLearning: Realizing the Potential & American Higher Education by the Study Group on the Condi-
tionsof Excellencein American Higher Education (Washington, D.C.: National I nstitute of Education, 1984).

Krashen, S., Writing: Research, Theory, and Applications (Oxford: Pergamon, 1978).
Tromblex, W., Collegetext ‘dumbing' aids sales, Los Angeles Times, 10 January 1982, Sec. 1, p. 1, col. 1.

Appreciation isexpressed to Robert Byrnes, Jonathan Kerman, and Laura Cumminsfor their
contributions to this project.

$S9008 93l) BIA 0Z-01-SZ0Z e /woo Aloyoeignd-poid-swiid-yiewlarem-jpd-awiid//:sdiy woly pepeojumoq



