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The notion of General Education had its origins in the late nineteenth century as a
corrective against the extremes of vocationalism and the excesses of over-specialization, and as a
replacement for the classical education which was then taught at university. But from its beginning,
General Education harbored two dialectically (if not categorically) opposed objectives: one, to provide
the maximum variety in the curriculum; the other, to provide a “common core” which every student must
learn. Each objective, if carried to an extreme, can lead to abuses. Breadth of exposure may lead to
dilettantism, and a “common core” can turn into an intractable dogmatism and curricular rigidity. The
drive toward a balanced curriculum resulted in the notion of distribution, where a student was required
to take a number of courses in each of several categories, usually designated as the natural science,
the social sciences, and the humanities.’

Special courses were designed in each of these areas for those who were not specializing
in those fields. As for the core curriculum, two strategies were used, one a specially designed set
of courses that surveyed Western civilization (which was the approach that John Erskine and his
colleagues attempted at Columbia University), the other was a reading of “the Great Books” (which
was first attempted by Charles Mills Gayley at Berkeley in 1901, and then advanced by Robert
Hutchins and Mortimer Adler in the 1930s at the University of Chicago and ultimately adopted at
St. John’s College).

The attempt at breadth reflected the notion of “universal learning,” which John Cardinal
Henry Newman, among others, saw as the essence of a university. A century later, Clark Kerr was to
update this notion with his concept of the university as a “multiversity”. If the university is to be a seat
of learning, the student who studies at a university must, in a sense, sample the multifarious academic
offerings a university has to offer. However, with the explosion of knowledge, and the proliferation
of academic departments to encompass an expanding knowledge base, it became increasingly
difficult for anyone to master all fields: the possibility of being a “Renaissance Man,” adept in all fields
of knowledge, was all but precluded in a constant and continuing proliferation of new fields and
areas of study. When academic departments were established at Harvard and the University of
Virginia in 1825 in emulation of the German university system, there were but a handful of departments.
Virginia started off with seven: ancient languages, modern languages, mathematics, natural philosophy,
moral philosophy, chemistry, and medicine.’

' Harvard, in the early part of the century, and the University of Chicago in the middle, divided the natural sciences

into the physical sciences and the biological sciences.
> Cf. W. H. Cowley and Don Williams, International and Historical Roots of American Higher Education (New York:
Garland Publishing, 1991).
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By the beginning of the 20th century, Columbia University had 42 departments; a hundred
years later, it had 85.° One of the reasons that a Renaissance man is not possible in the modern
world is simply because there are incomparably more fields to master than there were in the
Renaissance. The attempt to instill breadth into the university curriculum depended on a certain
academic synecdoche, where a part stood for the whole. There could be no possibility of
comprehensive coverage. And so General Education invented distribution requirements, where
students were required to take a number of courses in each of three broad areas. However, it was
not feasible for students to take merely any course in the various disciplines intended for specialists
and majors; special courses had to be devised for the non-specialists, and these remain a staple of
General Education offerings today. As for a core curriculum, a monolithic program of study no longer
seems possible, or even desirable. Even the concept of the canon is not universal: different cultures
exemplify different attitudes toward canons that include and that exclude. In Christianity, to cite an
exclusively Western example, the Biblical canon is different in the Protestant and Catholic traditions.
A core curriculum of “great books” is vulnerable to the same criticism that a classical education was
subjected to in the late nineteenth century.” If, however, the “Great Books” curriculum has succeeded
in its various iterations, it has not been because of the quality of the content, but in the teaching
methodology, where students are enjoined to confront each text on his or her own, without the
crutch of secondary sources or a lecturer telling them what to think. The other objective of General
Education, breadth, is both simpler and more difficult to address: simpler because by encouraging
more free electives, the student can pursue virtually any subject he or she wants; more difficult because
the student cannot always be relied upon to make the most sagacious choice of subject matter. But
General Education has always wavered between breadth and coherence, between an uncommon
variety and a common core. It was asked to serve two objectives: one, to maintain a minimum
standard of intellectual quality among all students no matter what the specialization, and two, to
provide the student with a broad perspective and a certain coherence to his otherwise disparate
studies. These two objectives, while not mutually exclusive, tend to conflict with each other. Diversity
makes it difficult to establish a common metric; and a core tends to impose a canon of essential texts
on the student.’

3

Hershey H. Friedman, “The Obsolescence Of Academic Departments,” Radical Pedagogy 3:2 (Fall 2001), http:/
radicalpedagogy.icaap.org/content/issue3_2/friedman.html; accessed 2008.7.15.

* Unlike the classics, which are an unarguable and finite canon, “Great Books” are constantly expanding, as a result
of the growing awareness of other cultures and the graduate recognition of their classics.

® The difficulty of a common metric is, by the way, not restricted to General Education. In some ways, the grading
system itself is an arbitrary fiction which, for the sake of convenience, everyone adopts. No one could insist on the
exact equivalence of grades across disciplines: that, say, an A in one course is exactly equivalent, in either order
of difficulty or in value, to an A in another course. As Harry Lewis has said, “. . . when there is no agreement even
on what is an A and what is a B, much less on what is a B and what is a B+, it makes no sense to average out one
professor's As with another’'s Bs”; Excellence Without a Soul: Does Liberal Education Have a Future? (New York:

Public Affairs Press, 2006), p. 121.
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Whenever minimum standards fall, as they did in the late nineteenth century with the
proliferation of electives championed by Charles Eliot, president of Harvard, and again a century later,
in the 1970s and 1980s with the fervor for multiculturalism and ethnicity, General Education is invoked
to restore quality control. Itis clear that neither the extreme of one curriculum for all, nor the extreme of
totally free choice makes for a meaningful and relevant educational experience. Those who insist on a
common core are compelled to defend the core canon; but giving the student unlimited options may
also lead to intellectual chaos, where a college education is “just a bunch of courses.”

The “vocationalism” of the late nineteenth century is different from preparing for a job in the
twenty-first century. In the nineteenth century, and for most of the twentieth century, one could rely
on the job one secured, and the profession one entered, to be a lifetime proposition. The
position you found at graduation and the profession you trained for essentially set you up
for life. Now, with outsourcing, downsizing, corporate takeovers, and employees looking
for an occupation they enjoy, the “vocation” one studies for in university will not always sustain a career.’
To be prepared for the future, one must learn how to be adaptable and a narrow focus on a particular
specialty is no longer as practical as it was a century ago.”

The problem with minimum standards is, as always, a matter of definition. Whose minimum?
The grammar that an English professor has to perfect needs to be both more precise and more
complex than the grammar that an engineer uses. In many cases, grammatical mistakes do not
affect meaning for the engineer, and there are disciplines and fields where proficient English is not
necessary. Should one insist on the same minimum when 90% of the population is literate as when
less than 5% of the population was literate? And what about the minimum standard for university stu-
dents? Should we expect the same minimum standards when the university population is as much as
20 times what it was two generations ago?

When E. D. Hirsch, Jr. published his book on cultural literacy, he was essentially saying that
no one is literate who does not know what he knows. It may be shocking to meet a Stanford graduate

(as | have) who did not know what the Oedipus Complex was, but not many are dismayed that
many literate people do not know Newton’s Third Law of Thermodynamics. Any canon tends to be
ethnocentric if not egocentric. That might have been acceptable half a century ago, when all one needed
to be cosmopolitan was to know only about Western civilization, but today, a global canon would be
so voluminous that it would be hard to encompass in one course— or even several. The answer in
many curricula is to be, as they say, eclectic, to choose examples from as many different cultures as

possible and to focus on the texts selected. The choice is not quite random, but it isn’t arbitrary either.

® Of course, doctors and dentists are exceptions, although | suspect that not a few dentists and doctors have second
thoughts sometime in their careers.

" ltis ironic that the same students who insisted on practical vocational training complained after the Great Depression
“that they did not have a broad enough education to allow them to adapt to other types of jobs” (Kenneth Boning,
“Coherence in General Education: A Historical Look,” The Journal of General Education 56:1, 8; also, McGrath,
E. J., et al., “General education in professional education,” in G. M. Whipple (Ed.), The thirty-eighth yearbook of
the National Society for the Study of Education, part Il: General education in the American college (pp. 219-256).
Bloomington, IL: Public School Publishing Co., 1939), pp. 219-56.
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World literature courses are attempts to expose the student to as many different cultures as pos-
sible. Organized around a theme or character, choices can be made not on the basis of their relative
importance in the culture (establishing such a hierarchy would be interminable, if not, ultimately, futile),
but on how they illustrate a different perspective on the theme or character chosen. In this exercise,
it is often pedagogically more effective to contrast examples from non-cognate cultures, where the
social and philosophical paradigms are discernibly, sometimes dramatically, different. For example,
the campaign among some humanists to promote cultural literacy tends to ignore other forms of literacy.
While many scientists and engineers incorporate the humanities in their lives—playing an instrument,
read mysteries, visiting art galleries, not many humanists are sufficiently knowledgeable about the
importance of science in our lives, aside from the usual lip service about the “technological revolution”
that is part of modern life.

Brian Greene, the author of The Elegant Universe, a very readable exposition on the “arcane”
field of “string theory” in physics, has written: “America’s educational system fails to teach science in
a way that allows students to integrate it into their lives.”® At bottom is the conception of what Greene
calls “the vertical nature of science”: “You must master A before moving on to B. Certainly, when it
comes to teaching the technicalities . . . the verticality of science is unassailable.” “But science is
so much more than its technical details,” Greene insists. “And with careful attention to presentation,
cutting-edge insights and discoveries can be clearly and faithfully communicated to students
independent of those details; in fact, those insights and discoveries are precisely the ones that
can drive a young student to want to learn the details. What Greene describe is a General
Education course on science. Greene is right—" We must embark on a cultural shift that places
science in its rightful place alongside music, art and literature as an indispensable part of what
makes life worth living"—as part of a General Education curriculum. Recent attempts to modify the
General Education have not always made sense. Harvard University, for example, convened a faculty
committee to revise its General Education program in 2002 and, after three years of deliberation,
admitted it was stymied. It reverted back to a laissez-faire solution, and devised a curriculum which
apportioned roughly equal numbers of slots in various fields, and let the departments decide how to
occupy these slots. Harry Lewis, Jr., who was dean of Harvard college from 1995- 2003, described the
effort this way: . . . a draft report on the new general education requirement was floated. One member of
the committee responsible for the report described its substance in this way: “In the end the committee
thought the best thing was to put a row of empty bottles up there and see how the faculty wanted to
fill them.” Student reporters described the Faculty as “frustrated by an endeavor that has faltered for
lack of time, guidance, and a unifying principle.”

“How could the Faculty of a great university talk for two years about the most basic questions of
undergraduate education and come up with a curriculum consisting of empty bottles?”® Harry Lewis’s

® “pyt a Little Science in Your Life”, The International Herald-Tribune, June 2, 2008, p. 6.
° Excellence Without a Soul: Does Liberal Education Have a Future? (New York: Public Affairs, 2007), p. 24
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exasperation with Harvard is almost palpable.” The way out of the dilemma of combining coherence
and breadth in General Education is to require a sequence of courses in different categories, where
the first, and required category would include courses on Critical Thinking, Logic, or Epistemology.
Subsequent categories could focus on different perspectives: whether interdisciplinary or cross-
cultural. But General Education courses cannot be merely slightly revised versions of introductory
courses in a subject: they must be tailored to the nonspecialist audience. The nature of specialization
being what it is, courses tailored to non-specialists are generally regarded as less challenging than
those in a specialty, but this is a common misconception. Just because a course is not “advanced” does
not mean that it has to be less intellectually challenging. Indeed, one is dubious about the assumption,
rarely challenged, that an advanced course is always more difficult that an “elementary” course.

The reason a General Education can be more challenging is that it questions the premises
that are often taken for granted in each discipline: the emphasis on empirical evidence in science; the
reliance of quantitative data in the social sciences; and the dependence on intuition and imagination
in the humanities. General Education courses that make sense of the curriculum must validate each
discipline in the context of an overall perspective on heuristic methodologies. Properly taught, they
will enhance rather than detract from the curricular offerings in each discipline. At present, “General
Education” connotes many things to many people. For some it reflects a principle of balance: if one is
going to specialize in one of the three general areas of study—generally defined in the United States
as the humanities, the social sciences, and the natural sciences— then one needs to be at least
passingly familiar with the other two. For others, it is a rubric under which to lump all sorts of basic
courses, from English composition to computer literacy. But, properly understood, General Education
is none of these things. The concept of General Education, like any powerful idea, is often subject to
misinterpretation. Perhaps it would be useful to stipulate what General Education is not before one
proceeds to determine what it is.

General Education is not a random selection of unrelated courses; it is not even a “balanced
diet” of disparate academic offerings; it is not intellectual dilettantism. Its concern with fundamental
issues —indeed with the concept of the fundamental — does not preclude its being analytically rigorous
or philosophically astute. General Education involves not one discipline, but many: philosophy, for its
speculations on reality and truth; social science, for its focus on human experience; natural science,
for its emphasis on empirical and experimental evidence as the basis for truth; literature, for its insights
into works of the imagination and its appreciation of art in words; the arts, for their exploration of, and
their participation in, expressions of feeling and forms of beauty. General Education courses ought
never to be the foundational, introductory courses in any discipline: it is not Economics, Physics, or

' By contrast, Portland State University, faced with severe budget cuts, and not favored by the Oregon State
legislature, analyzed the problem and came up with a viable program, called “University Studies”, which was
implemented despite the usual faculty squabbles over compensation, academic priorities, and territoriality. See
“The Portland State University Studies Initiative: General Education for the New Century (Part 1),” guest edited
by Leslie Rennie-Hill and Michael A. Toth, The Journal of General Education, 48.2 (1999).
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Biology 101. These courses are to initiate the specialists in these fields to further study in the discipline.
But what is appropriate to the foundational course in a specialty who is to take many more courses
in the discipline cannot be appropriate for a student whose General Education course in a particular
discipline is likely to be his or her first and last course in that discipline.

The student who majors in a discipline needs a first flight of stairs to take him to the next
higher level, but the students in a General Education course will not be pursuing further studies in
that field, so its objective is perforce different. Its emphasis is not on rules or on formulas that may last
only a few years, but on principles and precepts that will last a lifetime. It is always asking enduring
questions rather than merely producing modish and fashionable answers. Its object is to teach the
student, not the subject; its objective is to take closed minds and open them. It offers, instead of
training that will become quickly outmoded, a habit of discovery and of selfdiscovery that will sustain
the student through the volatile and unpredictable future.

To that end, General Education should provide courses that will integrate the skills and the
insights gained in other courses. The goal of the program is to instill in students an unquenchable
desire for learning, as well as to transmit the techniques by which they can continue their education
themselves after the degree. Other courses may equip students with the means that will enable them
to function effectively in a profession; General Education courses should address the fundamental
questions of life: what to live for, why one must constantly strive to improve, and how to find inner peace.
If other courses teach the student what she or he needs to know, General Education is preoccupied
with the questions one should be thinking about. Properly conceived, General Education courses
do not compete with courses in specific disciplines: they enhance those courses. The ideal General
Education makes sense of all the other courses in the curriculum. My vision of General Education
might best be illustrated by a double metaphor: General Education is the “spine” of the curriculum in
two senses: first, it is the spine, as in the spine of a book, which keeps the pages (the other courses)
together; second, it is the spine, as in the spine along the back of the body, which connects up with
all parts of the anatomy, and gives both flexibility and rigidity to the torso. Just as the spine in the
body is the nerve center of the body, so an effective General Education Program should be the nerve
center of the curriculum, making connections from one course to another, making some sense of the
curriculum. It should not be viewed as either supplementary or complementary, and it should not be
taught by a ghetto of “General Education” specialists, who might be effective teachers but who are
not active researchers in their field.

General Education should be taught by senior as well as junior staff. What follows are
suggestions of what | believe should be offered in a healthy General Education curriculum.

First, it should provide a strong foundation in the first year of critical thinking, methods of
analysis, or the epistemology of knowledge as a preparation for the other courses, and not just General
Education courses, in the university curriculum. By “foundation” | do not intend the word as a euphemism
for “remedial”. General Education foundational courses should teach the intellectual tools of analysis,
critical thinking, and syncretic speculation.
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Second, General Education should provide options for each student to complement (or
compensate for) their primary area of interest. There ought to be humanities courses for science and
business students; science courses for humanities students; social science courses for humanities
and natural science students. These are what | call showcase courses, because they “showcase” the
field to those who have not yet been initiated to it. There is a twofold purpose: one, to acquaint the
non-specialist with some understanding of the scientific perspective; and two, to attract students to
disciplines about which they were heretofore ignorant. These courses are, in some sense, reflective:
they situate a discipline or a field of study in a larger, multiple perspective, whether cross-cultural or
interdisciplinary.

Third, there should be offerings in what | call synergistic courses across the disciplines that
would engage more than one methodology and view the world from more than one perspective.

General Education should promote new courses with new methodologies, new approaches,
new perspectives. For example, an economics course could compare different economies across the
world, which would involve not merely a concern with the financial aspects of an economy, but with
the cultural and sociological aspects of a culture or country; another course could focus on “string
theory” in physics and music (this might involve a team-taught course with a particle physicist and
a musicologist interested in music theory); lefthandedness in the universe and society, involving
both parity theory in particle physics (the work of Yang Chen-ning and Lee Tsung-dao) and
lefthandedness in society and language, could well stimulate crossdisciplinary insights in a provocative
course; “The Topic of Cancer” could be the title of a course involving epidemiology, genetics,
environmental studies, medicine, sociology, toxicology on a subject of great general interest. | have
taught a course on “Cross-Cultural Studies in Film, in which Western (mainly American) and Asian
fims (mainly Chinese) were used to compare and contrast different mindsets on such themes as:
cross-dressing (Some Like It Hot and Farewell My Concubine); old age (Tokyo Story and On Golden
Pond); love and companionship (The Road Home and When Harry Met Sally); extramarital relations
(Love in the Afternoon and Springtime in a Small Village); romance (Chunhyang and Wuthering Heights).
An intriguing course could be designed on the subject of “Corruption, Collusion, and Connections
(guanxi),” which would involve economics, ethics, cultural studies, sociology, political science, and
would interest students in international business and international affairs as well as anthropology and
area studies students. The subject would be of interest to anyone who does business, or intends to
do business, around the world— which, in this globalized world, means virtually everyone. I've often
thought that a fascinating course could be taught in “Invention, Imagination, and Entrepreneurship”,
focusing on the innovative ideas in science, intellectual history, and commerce. The point about these
courses is that they address crucial issues that cannot be adequately addressed in one discipline orin
one department. Some of the most important issues confronting the world today cannot be consigned
to one discipline (peace is another candidate for a topic that must be studied across disciplines).

The way the academic and research institutions are routinely set, a research topic is not likely to
get the attention it deserves if it does not fall within a coherent discipline. But the reason why intractable
questions have eluded us may not be because they are too complicated to solve, but because they
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require too many disciplines to interact heuristically with each other. The model of what is unknown,
despite our tendency to assume otherwise, may not resemble the models with which we are already
familiar. Not only may this be true: it may also explain why certain unknowns remain unknown for as
long as they do. To stimulate the creation of these courses, one should never ask anyone to teach a
General Education course as such, since few people know that a General Education course is. What |
recommend is that one invite faculty to teach a course that is not restricted to the required or elective
courses in their department, but rather to design a course that might be fun to teach.

Surely, academics have had their noses held to the academic grindstone so much that many
of them wouldn’t welcome an occasional course that would expand their horizons and satisfy their
curiosity. Too many faculties teach the same thing year after year; for them to undertake a totally
different teaching experience is not only to expand their horizons but to reinvigorate their teaching."

General Education should not viewed merely as a stimulus for students; it could also be part of a
faculty’s attempt to keep itself fresh and vibrant by teaching every now and then a venturesome course
for a disparate body of students. One positive pedagogical effect of provocative General Education
courses is that they would challenge the hegemony of each discipline, the tendency of a specialized
methodology to vaunt its own strengths, and to denigrate all other competing methodologies. Only by
engaging the student in these comparative and contrastive challenges across disciplines and fields of
study can a university “make sense” to the student, so that a college curriculum is not simply “a bunch
of courses”. These interdisciplinary courses would synergistically reinforce each other, as well as
reinforce the holistic nature of knowledge and of knowing, rather than, as too often happens at present,
its balkanization into separate and isolated research preoccupations.

In making presentations about General Education at Lingnan University, | felt the need to
create alogo, a visual symbol of what General Education represents, Not endowed with a budget to hire
a logo-development firm, | had to resort to a simple crudely designed image, as follows: As | reviewed
this logo, the semantics of the design began to emerge. First of all, the logo is an encompassing circle,
reminding us that General Education is more holistic than analytical, more integrated than fragmentary:
it should not be viewed as either complementary or supplementary, but as an integral part of a liberal
arts education (the A’s, if you like, of the ABCs). The second feature of the logo that bears comment
is the style of the G and the E, and their juxtaposition. There is an attempt at symmetry, at a dialectic
rather than a categorical opposition: the two letters reflect and deflect each other: they are nearly the
same but they are different. Visually, then, this similarity and dissimilarity represents the basis of all
understanding, seeing analogies and homologies at the same time that one recognize salient differences.
The “E” is also reversed, a deliberate distortion of orthography, but one which does not undermine the
recognizability of the “E”. Aesthetically, there is a dynamic between the G and the E which represents
the synergies we spoke of in the last chapter. The logo turns out to be very apt for my vision of General
Education: holistic, synergistic, and dialectical.

" At Lingnan University, within eight years, and without financial incentives, the number of instructors teaching General
Education courses over an eight year period increased from ten to fifty, or from 8% to over 40% of the faculty.
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Public Elections Series :
* Abide by the Rules Support Clean Elections Workshop
» Abide by the Rules Support Clean Elections-Marketing Proposal Writing Competition
Social Services Series :
» Workshop of volunteers and Voluntary Services
» Healthy Cookies Workshop
Global Warning and Me Series :
* My Experience in Pole
« Life Reflection on Global Changing Climate
Art of Healthy Life Series :
* Eat, Drink and Be Healthy
« Secret in Body

« Eating Disorders

* ganusnisgniindmansialy smanendaveuwi
U8 1UBUNITUNIRELNTTUNRYANAR INE ANTINIIUATUZNITHNNINIIYANANEN
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Intellectual Development
Learning to Learn Series :
+ Personality Dimensions and Learning Styles
+ Brain Gym and Learning
+ Dancing with Mind Map
+ Workshop on Brain-Based Learning
Art of Thinking Series :
» How to develop a Colorful Mind
Thought-provoking Series :
» AIDs and the Immune System
» From crisis to Opportunity
» Nature Exploration
» Farewell Winter
Career Preparation Series :
+ Personality Dimensions and Career Building
+ Powerful Presentation
+ Job Hunting Forum
Art of Communication Series :
+ Enjoying English through Popular Music
Physical Education :
+  Swimming Programmers
+ Ball Games
* Physical Fitness
+ Martial Arts
Social and Emotional Development :
+ Intra-personal Intelligence Series
* Inter-personal Intelligence Series
» Quality Image Talk
+ Positive Living Series
» Training for Office-bearers of Student Societies
Aesthetic Development :
+ Cultural Forum
» Drama Programmer
* Music Programmer
* Visual Art Programmer
» Dance Programmer
» Food Making and Tasting Programmer
» Traveling and Aesthetic Series

» Chinese Opera Programmer
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