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Digest of Conference on 

APPROACHIHG THE PROBLEM OF REORGANIZING 

A LIBERAL j.RTS COLLEGE CURRICULUH 

Discussion leaders : 

Director "alcolm S. MacLean, The General College , University of Minnesota; 
Professor Stephen Corey', Assistant Dean of the Graduate School and Chairman of 
the Curriculum Committee, University of Wisconsin; ProfessorE. F. Potthoff, Educa­
tional Consultant to the Provost J University of . Illinois. 

Digest prepared by J. C. Shelburne, graduat e student, University of Chicago. 

Malcolm HacLean - Factors out of which the need arises for a reorganization 
of the liberal arts cu.:c- riculum: 

(1) The curriculum has grown lIby self-di vision, with no power of elimination. \ 
Out of old departhlent of history have gro~m highly specialized departments and 
schools of the socia l sciences, - political scIence, sociology., social service 
administration, economics, business administration. From philosophy have come 
the departments of psychology and education . 

(2) Each of these specialized departments and schools has developed , its technical 
terminology, resulting in multiple ilforeign languages ;; in En r.;l1sh. 

(3) Highly trained people in one of these departments or fields may be, and fre­
quently are, illiterate in other areas of the liberal arts. The more highly 
trained they are, the more pronounced this trend seems to be. 

(4) The need has become apparent for some kind of synthesis. 

The efforts which institutions have made to provide this synthesis can be 
~lassified roughly as follows: 

(1) By condensation of essential elements. The University of Chicago plan. A 
required survey course in each of the following areas, the Social SCiences, 
Physical SCiences, Biological Sciences, and H~anities. 

(2) By "mental discipllne i : . The St. John's College plan. The great books theory 
Tra~ing in 10gic J formal grammar, forn~l rhetoric, and mathematics. '. 

(3) By constructing the curriculum around: 

(e.) the present needs of students. Taking into account their laclcs, emotiOl 
al traits, the way in which they learn, etc., 

(b) the needs of adults in democratic SOCiety. The activities of alumni~ 
Vfuat students do after college . Comparison of the activities of 
graduates and non-graduates and their interests. 

(c) results of the impact of environment in genera l and society in particu­
lar on the student. Home conditions, health and economic status. 

The last is -the plan followed in the General College of the University of Minne­
sota. These three approache := are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Elements 
of the three are prooably to be found in many good programs, and a blending of 
them is desirable. 



· Stephen Corey - \~ile in tneory it is a simple matter to get a faculty 
interested in Ilchanging ii students I in practice it is tremendously difficult. 
Some reasons for this may be: 
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1. College professors as a class do not themselves have a broad "generalll educa­
tion. 

2. Those who do have a broad general education do not know how it was acquired. 

3. Almost no graduate schools give . attention to general education. At Wisconsin 
it ~~s found that, as Judged by general culture tests, the libeval arts seniors 
were superior to graduate students. The emphasis on research in specialized 
fields offers little opportunity for c~sideration of the problem of general 
education. 

4. The subject matter special1st in the typical liberal arts college is not 
interested in general education. He reads little or nothing outside his own 
field. 

5. Once a conviction has been planted in a faculty that the curric.ulum needs 
examination and revision, the next difficulty 1s to bring about the realization 
that these revisions must be eontinuous. Curriculum revision is not a one-semes­
ter job. 

E. F. Potthoff - Two additional problems which should receive attention are 
these: 

1. The importance of having faculty members informed, if not expert, in the 
psychology of learning. If the student is to learn, (a) he must be able to re­
late what it is desired that he learn to something in his expe rience, and 
(b) motivation is necessary. Many high school graduates come to ~olle ge with 
no partIcular interest in general education. MotIvation must be supplied. 
At the same time their choices for specialization must be taken into account. 

2. As suggested by the New York Regents inquiry and the studies of the American 
Youth Commission colleges must recognize that the curriculum must serve students 
who wlll not graduate as well as those taking degrees. 

Malcolm MacLean - Prof. Robert Selover J of the Unlvers ity of Minnesota in a stud: 
based on results of the general culture test of 1000 students at the end of the 
sophomore year, found that students preparing to specialize in Biology already 
scored in the biological section of the test ari average of three sigmas above 
students indicating other choices of specialization. These potential Biology 
majors were almost equally defiCient in fields of knowledge other than their 
speciality when compared with those planning to specialize in these other areas. 
These findings with regard to the Biology majors were more or less typical. 
MacLean suggested tha t it would be well to check results on the general culture 
tests with ·reslllts of some test such as the cooperative test on contemporary 
affairs. 

Question: What are the correlations between these two tests and between sectior; 
of them? 

Answer: The consensus of opinion is that these correlations are low. The schol 
arly specialist often shows up very badly · in tests on contemporary affairs. 
There is usually high correlation between a vocabulary test and the genera) 
culture test. 



Q.: Should general education end at the completion of the sophomore or the 
senior year? 
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li. .: Ohio State University has two plans for general education: one terminating 
at the end of the sophomore year in the liberal arts college, and another 
at the end of the senior year in the agricultural college. 

President Hutchins of Chicago says that general education should end with 
the sophomore year, but this lidenies the organic concept of education.i1 
These artificial barriers between the different levels of education should 
be broken down. Shutting off general education at the end of any period is 
simply an administrative exped~nt. 

General education should include some specialization. Some students should 
begin specialization in the freshman year and delay their general education. 
This is largely an individual problem, and of course is a complicating fact ( 
in the administration of curriculum requlremen~s. 

To fail to allow the potential scholar to begin specialization early may 
seriously frustrate such a person. This calls for constant vigilance. 
Give either general or special education when the student is ready for it. 
To some' extent at the University of Louisville, specialization is being 
given first and synthesis later. One difficulty in allowing students to 
specialIze early is that their reasons for their choice of speciality may 
be faulty. 

Occupational motivation is the greatest single drive in the choice of 
speciality. This brings out the very difficult problem in the small 
liberal arts college of giving an over-view of the work of the world withou 
the aid of vocational specialists and prospective employeJ;:s. The superior 
student in most institutions is woefully neglected. He reeeives practicall 
no guidance or attention. 

C;. : Who should ilspotii the student in need of guidance'? The professor? Or a 
counselor? 

A,: The "counsel-consc'lous" teacher is the best advisor. I But the official 
advisor is indispensable. Values are to be gained from both. 

Q.: Are colleges trying to do too much when they attempt to minister to the 
social, emotionaJ, physical and moral as well as the intellectual needs of 
students? 

A.: Mental development is frequently dependent upon solucion of problems in 
these ,other areas. Specialists are useful to the educat10nal program be­
cause teachers don't have the time or the ability to render certain service 

We often fail to teach students how to see their own problems. When they 
understand better the nature of their own problems, they do much better 
work. 

C : How can an administrative officer get his faculty interested in curriculum 
revision? 

A.: 1. Pr~sent objective data regarding stUdents. 
2. Gather and present reactions of students and alumni to the present pro­

gram. 
(In response to a ~uestion by Stephen Corey, nine of the approximately forl 
nresent i ndicated that their institutions were seeking student react ions.) 
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3. Hold staff meetings for the discussion of 'general problems. 
4. Establish the practice of. having professors visit each other's lectures. 
5. Cultivate the attitude of the faculty working for the students and the. 

dean working for both. The traditional idea of the dean being the 
IIbosSil is hurtful. 

6. Establish f aculty committees to work out and recommend policy. 
7. Evaluate the present program, and each course, as objectively as possible. 
8. The professor snould tell his students at the very beginning of each 

course what the aims are and why he feels the ' course has a place in 
the total program. 

9. Cultivate the proper administrative attitude toward the instructors. 
Encourage initiative and reward it. 

10. Carefully select new staff members. Find out whether they. are interested 
in general education. Extra-curricular experience is desirable in a 
staff member. 

Q.: Do the arts have a place in general education? 

A.: Yes - if general education in all the arts is visualized. The traditional 
approach to the teaching of the arts through the History of Art, etc. is a \ , 
bore to most stUdent s. The creative approach seems to hold out most promise 
Another method emphasi zes sheer enjoyment of the arts. The probl,ern seems 
to be which of these three methods shall be used and mo, or what , training 
is required for their proper presentation. It was suggested that a blendinf!' 
of the three methods would be best. 

~ .: Most college problems are the results of the preparation which students 
receive from the secondary schools. What do the colleges want the secondary 
schools to do? 

A.: What the student studies in high school seems to malte little difference in 
predicting his success in college. ~ 
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C.: What should the colleges do about deficiencies in skills such as, reading l 
speech, simple arithmetic? 

A.: It is probably unfortunate that colleges have to devise ilhospital courses 
for the students deficient in basic skills. It would be better if the 
indiVidual professor would take more of this responsibility. 

Q.: Are the colleges not neglecting important teaching aids? 

A.: Yes. We have yet to realize the contribution which slides , mOVies, trips, 
radiO, . etc. could mal\:e to our tradit ional "lecture-text bookil method of 
teaching. 




