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From the President
General and Liberal Studies – 

More Important than They or We Know

In a season plagued by divisive pol-
itics, we would like to avoid us-
versus-them conceptualizations in

any context.  But when the division is
not of our own making, we are some-
times obliged to address it before we
can make much progress in putting
the world back together.  General edu-
cation versus the major is just one of
those divisions.

Many faculty, parents, and stu-
dents believe that General Education
is intended to help students be more
successful in their majors. As they
look ahead to graduation and their
working lives as adults, students envi-
sion careers in which they apply the
knowledge and skills learned in their
major coursework. Sure, they will
have to learn more on the job and in
professional development training
along the way, but a student with an
engineering major expects a career of
engineering; a student with a clinical
psychology major expects a career in
the practice of clinical psychology.
General education requirements, they
argue, are supposed to provide skills
and knowledge to help students suc-
ceed in upper division and post gradu-
ate education, and in a career based
on their major area of concentration.

More than a few of our colleagues
are worried that general education
takes up too much of the curriculum
and misses the target. Surely students

would benefit more from another 400-
level course in the major than from
some 200-level course in _______.
And should not a freshman writing
course just make students proficient in
writing standard English? They can
find their own voice later, if that is
what they want.

This view of general education
has at least two flaws. One is revealed
by the fact that the majority of college
graduates will have multiple careers
over their working lives. Jobs in our
turbulent world economy change rap-
idly.  Job titles that were common
twenty years ago have disappeared.
Have you seen an opening for a ste-
nographer recently? New job titles are
emerging with increasing frequency.
Informatics Management anyone?
Individuals often begin new careers
because, in their personal circum-
stances, the new career offers greater
opportunities. The education that
makes graduates successful in moving
from one career to another is largely
their general education. The capacities
to think clearly, write effectively,
speak persuasively, empathize with
others, use evidence in decision mak-
ing, and understand perspectives from
a wide range of intellectual paradigms
are all developed intentionally in
General Education. Having a major is
handy for getting that first job, but
one’s long-term success is arguably

more dependent on a good general
education.

A second flaw in the view that
holds education in the major to be
most important is the implicit notion
that life’s challenges are limited to
one’s job. An effective General
Education prepares graduates also for
success in their families, their com-
munities, and their individual lives
beyond work. Simply making a mod-
icum of sense of the world of which
we are a part requires the breadth and
skills that are provided by a solid gen-
eral education. Is global warming a
consequence of human activity? If so,
what should be your role in reducing
it? Can you afford a mortgage as large
as the loan counselor says? You may
have been an English major but
because you took calculus you have
an intuitive sense of how compound
interest rates can result in surprisingly
large expenses. General education
even expands the range of activities
we enjoy in our leisure. At the very
least, most of us read more broadly
because we were introduced to inter-
esting new topics in general educa-
tion.

Parents, students, and our faculty
colleagues do not have to understand
or value general education in its own
right for it to be successful, but it
would probably help.  How might we
increase their appreciation of general
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education?  Evidence of its contribu-
tions would be valuable.  Today,
much of what we know about the
benefits of general education is based
on anecdotes. We can illustrate our
arguments with many stories of how
individual students benefited, but
comprehensive, systematically col-
lected evidence makes a much
stronger case. Although assessment
of students’ learning in the major has
been pressed by regional and profes-
sional accreditors for many years,
there are few examples of productive
assessments of general education
programs. Admittedly, the broad
scope of general education makes its
assessment a greater challenge, but
the fact that general education is at
the core of every students’ education
means this work is all the more
important. AGLS makes a unique
contribution to assessment of general

education progrms. First, “An AGLS
Guide to Assessment and Program
Review” provides a framework to
guide assessment specifically of gen-
eral education. Second, the “AGLS
Award for Improving General
Education: Effective Program
Practices” recognizes the success of
specific institutions’ assessment
efforts to improve general education.
Third, both the Award and individual
presentations made at our Annual
Conference provide specific exam-
ples and transferrable lessons to help
others establish successfulprograms
of assessment.

Assessment of learning in gener-
al education is an area of research
that is in its infancy. We expect to
learn much in the next several years
that will improve both students’
learning and our own assessments.
AGLS is committed to serving its

members by staying at the forefront.
We are likely to update the Guide in
the next year or two. We will contin-
ue to bring the strongest programs to
your attention through the Award.
We will seek out and encourage the
most innovative programs to present
their work at our annual conferences.
Along the way, we are likely to dis-
cover what we already suspect: that
general education is more important
than they or evenwe know.

Stephen Bowen
AGLS President

Oxford College of Emory University

EditorÕs noteÑthis article was writ -
ten before the 2008 presidential elec-
tion, but was held for this double
issue of AGLS News

From the President, continued

The Association for Integrative Studies recognized
Professor Raymond Miller as the recipient of the
Kenneth Boulding Award during its 30th anniversary
conference in Springfield, Illinois. The Boulding Award
is the organization’s highest honor bestowed on scholars
and teachers whose work has made major, long-term
contributions to the concept or enactment of interdisci-
plinarity. Recipients of the Boulding Award have given
extraordinary service to the interdisciplinary community
by clarifying and expanding the concept of interdiscipli-
narity and by deepening the scholarly or public under-
standing of interdisciplinary inquiry through a combina-
tion of teaching, scholarship, and integrative community
involvement.  

Miller is a past president, journal editor, and long-
time member of AIS. He is also the past president of the
Society for International Development and Professor
Emeritus of International Relations and Social Science at
San Francisco State University. He received his Ph.D.
from Syracuse University and his M.A. from the
University of Chicago. His culminating work,

International Political Economy, Contrasting World
Views,was published by Routledge Press this past sum-
mer. Miller’s “courage in service of the public good”
was cited as a key feature of his commitment to creating
social change. Miller’s contributions to interdisciplinary
discourse and its applications have extended beyond the
academy into city and regional government, where he
served for three terms as mayor of Brisbane, CA, and as
member of Mateo County commissions on planning,
governance, and transportation.

Past winners of this award include:  
• Kenneth Boulding (1990)
• Ernest Boyer (1993)
• Jerry Gaff (1993)
• Julie Thompson Klein (2003
• William H. Newell (2003).

CONTACT:  Pauline D. Gagnon, President, Association
for Integrative Studies  (pgagnon@westga.edu)

Raymond C. Miller Receives the AIS Kenneth Boulding Award
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From the Executive Director
AGLS conferences an important part of your membership

The AGLS annual conference continues to grow, as
the number of participants this last year was 24%
higher than in 2007, which in turn was up 70%

from 2006. Over 200 members of AGLS gathered in late
September in Asheville, North Carolina, at the Crowne
Plaza Mountain Resort to share their thoughts on
“’Wholeness’ in General and Liberal Education.”

The three plenary sessions, 42 concurrent sessions,
and 58 individual presentations were well-attended, but
most surprising was the continuing strong interest in the
pre-conference workshops, again with over 70 members
in attendance: one focused on assessment and the AGLS
Guide, one on curriculum development for public health
initiatives, one on assessment and dynamic criteria map-
ping, and one on the administration of general and liberal
education programs.  

Plenary sessions framed the conference theme:
Barbara Wright spoke on how assessment can serve the
needs of both accountability and student learning; Richard
Riegelman, Ruth Gaare Bernheim, Sarah Bass, and Keith
Ray explained the initiative to develop undergraduate
public health programs; and Scott Lee delivered his 2007
Katz Award lecture “The Whole Earth Catalog,” empha-
sizing eloquence, poetics, international liberal education,
and the interrelationship of words, texts, and institutions.
If you could not be in Asheville, materials for the first two
plenary presentations are available now at
www.bsu.edu/web/agls/AGLS%20Resources.htm. 

Conference evaluations gave us much to think about
as members noted 43 items describing what they found
beneficial about the conference; they added 28 different

suggestions for improving our meetings in the future; and
then they contributed 28 issues raised in the conference
that should be considered as we plan for 2009 and
beyond. We are most grateful for such candid, construc-
tive feedback.

Of course, many specific people contributed to the
success of our meeting in Asheville. Let me first thank
Peg Downes of the University of North Carolina at
Asheville and Gigi Derballa of Asheville-Buncombe
Technical Community College for co-hosting the meeting.
Peg and Gigi could not have better exemplified that leg-
endary southern hospitality. Thanks to Larry Kaptain,
Lonnie Schaffer, and Karyn Sproles for reviewing propos-
als and providing critical advice as needed.  Of course, the
conference could not have taken place without the work
of Lane Hollifield and Sunny Carr at the Crowne Plaza
and Becky Amato, our irreplaceable assistant here at Ball
State University.  Finally, thanks to our partner organiza-
tion, The Council for Administrators of General and
Liberal Studies (CAGLS), for their sponsorship and assis-
tance.

With two successful conferences behind us, we are
certainly looking forward to St. Louis in 2009 (see
below). Believe it or not, we are already focusing on our
50th celebration in 2010 in Austin, Texas, to be hosted by
St. Edwards University.  Make plans now to join us for
what will be two unbelievable gatherings. 

Paul Ranieri
AGLS Executive Director

The 49th annual AGLS fall conference will be held at
the Crowne Plaza Hotel in downtown St. Louis on
October 1-3, 2009. AGLS last met in St. Louis in 1998.
The Crowne Plaza is located in the heart of downtown
St. Louis adjacent to the Gateway Arch. Members will
find 39 restaurants, just within three blocks of the
Crowne Plaza, as well as such local attractions as Busch
Stadium (yes, the Cardinals will be in town, closing the
2009 season against the Brewers), the Fox Theatre,
RiverBarge excursions, and the Laclede’s Landing and
Washington Avenue Entertainment Districts. Conference
rates have been set for $119/night for a single or double.
For further details on the Crowne Plaza, link to
www.crowneplaza.com/stlouisdt. 

Our co-hosts are Southeast Missouri State University
and St. Louis Community College. Dave Starrett from
Southeast Missouri State has been working hard with
local and overall planning since September.

The conference theme, “Building Bridges: Tools for
Pedagogy, Assessment, and Leadership.” will link plena-
ry speakers, workshops, and concurrent sessions. The
“Call for Proposals” will be posted on the AGLS website
in late February with the deadline for submission in
early April. If all goes well, proposals should be
reviewed and sessions planned by mid-May. Regular
updates and details will be posted on the AGLS website
(www.agls.org). 

Come meet us in St. Louis; you will have a wonderful time
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AGLS knows the value of good models: they inspire
creativity and offer guidance to the faculty and
administrators working on general education

improvements.  The Asheville Conference gave AGLS
another opportunity to serve higher education by recog-
nizing general education accomplishments.   

J. Scott Lee received the Joseph Katz Award for Out-
standing Leadership in General Education.  Scott earned
the award in 2007, but was publicly recognized in
Asheville.  ScottÕs Òoutstanding leadershipÓ is reflected in
his work as co-founder and Executive Director of the
Association for Core Texts and Courses. He has devel-
oped and won funding for a number of national curricu-
lum development projects, such as ACTCÕs  $244,000
National Endowment for the Humanities three-year cur-
riculum development project and ÒBridging the Gap
Between the Humanities and Sciences: An Exemplary
Model of Core-Text, Humanistic Education.Ó He was also
the principle investigator of the FIPSE-funded, ÒTrends in
the Liberal Arts Core: A Vision for the 21st Century,Ó  and
he has advised and consulted with over 50 institutions of
higher learning on curricular trends and reform in general,
liberal education, including nine institutions in Central
Asia and seven institutions in Colombia South America.  

The Asheville Conference gave AGLS the opportunity
to again recognize programs that had succeeded in doing
model general education program reviews.  The AGLS
Awards for Improving General Education: Effective Pro-
gram Practices went to Miami Dade College and the
University of North Dakota. Lenore Rodicio, Chair of the
National and Social Sciences, presented a description of
the Miami Dade review process.  The Awards Committee
gave Miami-Dade special praise for the institutionÕs effort
to move from a complex set of twenty-five general educa-
tion goals to a slimmed down, multidisciplinary set of 10
College Learning Outcomes intended to add breadth and
liberal learning to all college programs.   Despite the size
of this multi-campus college dealing with over 160,000
students annually, the institution engaged great numbers

of faculty in the process and built an institution-wide
commitment to the ten central learning goals and imple-
mented an assessment program that has already begun to
lead to improvements.

Tom Steen, Director of Essential Studies, made the
North Dakota presentation. The Awards Committee
praised the UND effort as a creative, non-formulaic
review that offers other institutions many transferable
examples.  Noteworthy processes include the process used
to identify weaknesses in the institutionÕs earlier program,
the process used to engage students, faculty, and adminis-
trators in the dialogue, and the process used to build con-
sensus for change and improvement. The model reveals
the importance of strong leadership; at UND, team leaders
thought through the review process and constantly evalu-
ated the progress in order to keep it moving forward.  The
application reveals an excellent use of all the institutionÕs
resources, resulting in a revitalized general education pro-
gram.  The 2007 and 2008 winning applications, which
include helpful detailed process descriptions, can be found
on the AGLS website (www.agls.org).   

The 2009 AGLS Awards for Improving General Edu-
cation wil l have a special focus on assessment.  The appli-
cation form will be available soon and will seek examples
and evidence of assessment processes that have completed
Òthe loopÓ from outcomes to results and then identifiable
improvements.  Also, please consider nominations for the
Jerry G. Gaff Faculty Award. The annual award goes to
faculty who have demonstrated general education pro-
gram leadership on his/her campus and who have shown
evidence of outstanding teaching in general and liberal
education courses.  The 2009 St. Louis conference will
give AGLS a chance to recognize winners in all three cat-
egories: Gaff, Katz, and Program Improvements. It should
be an inspiring celebration!

Michael Gress
AGLS Past-President

AGL S Recognizes General Education Accomplishments

Association for Core Texts and Courses Conference
ACTC invites members of the AGLS to attend ACTC 15th Annual Conference April 16–19, 2009, at the Holiday Inn
Select in Memphis East. See our website, www.coretexts.org for details of paper proposals, conference registration,
hotel and how to contact ACTC with questions. ACTC hopes that members of AGLS will decide to join us this
spring. The conference is sponsored by Rhodes College and co-sponsored by Aquinas College, Carthage College, and
Samford University.

Theme: Memory, Invention, Delivery:  Transmitting and Transforming Knowledge and Culture in Liberal Arts
Education for the Future

Featuring: Wilfred McClay, SunTrust Bank Chair of Excellence in Humanities and Professor of History at the
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga. Other plenary speakers to be announced soon. 
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Anyone familiar with the AGLS Conference under-
stands the reaction of new member Richard Bryan
(St. Leo, Florida): “…it’s a great feeling to attend a

conference where everyone is telling you about all the
work they have done, and are actually hoping you take
what they did and use and expand on it to make your own
university a better place for its students!!!” Richard had his
first experience with the AGLS collegiality and practicality
that returning members have come to expect.

Recognizing the value of teams sharing in this sort of
experience, AGLS officers initiated a team consultancy
program. Jerry Gaff (AAC&U), John Nichols (St. Joseph’s
College, Indiana), Peg Downes and Ed Katz (UNC
Asheville), Chris Wood Foreman (Eastern Michigan
University), Lenore Rodicio (Miami-Dade College), Tom
Steen (University of North Dakota), and Barbara Frankle
(LeMoyne-Owen College, Tennessee) graciously offered to
share ideas with institution teams working on improve-
ments in general and liberal education. 

Based on comments from both advisees and consult-
ants, the program was a hit. Jennifer Camden (University
of Indianapolis, Indiana) wrote to say how much she
gained from the experience of working with Chris Wood
Foreman: “It was such a treat to talk to someone who had
(successfully!) navigated the process before—her insights
and outside perspective were invaluable. It was so helpful
to see my institution through an outsider’s eyes.” 
Joan Puckett, co-chair of the Vincennes University
Educational Futures Task Force, recognized the value of
consulting with Lenore Rodicio from Miami Dade
College, which won a 2008 AGLS Award for Improving
General Education: “The opportunity to consult with
Miami-Dade provided us with the time to talk directly
with an individual who had already been a leader in the
process we are just embarking upon. It was especially ben-
eficial to hear the ‘lessons learned’ and to be both motivat-
ed and inspired by the positive responses to the Miami-

Dade project.”
From the consultants’ perspective, the sessions were

constructive. John Nichols wrote that his meeting with the
St. Edwards (Texas) team “used every minute of the hour
that was available…We explored possible solutions, evalu-
ated them, and agreed on a 3 step program to try.” The
team is planning to return next year to talk with John about
progress.

Tom Steen described a good consulting experience
with the team from James Madison University. He also
offered some advice for improving the program. “One idea
would be to pair us up before the conference and allow for
more than one meeting. By meeting two or three times
during the conference, we’d have time and opportunity to
follow up.”

The Executive Council is considering an enhanced
program or a “mini-institute” for teams attending the 2009
St. Louis conference. This institute would connect institu-
tions and consultants prior to the conference to give them
time to share information and strategize the selection of
conference sessions. Then, a meeting at the end of the con-
ference would allow time to make plans for the return to
campus and a possible follow-up phone call by the con-
sultant.

At this point in the planning, this “mini-institute”
would be piloted with 6 teams, and teams will likely be
charged a consultant’s fee to cover the time invested by the
consultant. The Council is also considering a continuation
of the Saturday morning breakfast sessions for teams that
do not apply early enough for or do not need the enhanced
program. More details about the program will be
announced on the listserv and in the Newsletter. Anyone
who has comments or questions about the program should
contact Mike Gress or Paul Ranieri.

Michael Gress
AGLS Past-President

Team Consultancy Program a Success 
Planning for More Opportunities in St. Louis
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In 2005 our Dean of the School of
Liberal Arts and Sciences assigned a

twelve-faculty member committee the
task of exploring whether interdiscipli-
nary experiences can further improve a
revised and newly adopted Core
Curriculum. I had the privilege of serving
as the chair of this task force and as one
of the authors of the final report. Our first
task was to define “interdisciplinary” and
catalogue its benefits for faculty and stu-
dents. The second step was to take an
inventory of our current interdisciplinary
experiences and also study what other
institutions, those known for their curricu-
lar innovation, are doing in this area. We
finally identified common features that
successful interdisciplinary programs
share as well as common obstacles that
they encounter. After one year of work we
made our recommendations as to why
interdisciplinary experiences are an essen-
tial feature of education at any level and
for the Core Curriculum in particular.

We describe a successful interdisci-
plinary experience as one that encourages
the mind to step out of the traditional
mode of learning, to discover unseen yet
meaningful interactions or relationships
between two or more disciplines. Such an
experience encourages non-conventional
questions and the synthesis of disconnect-
ed elements of learning. Interdisciplinary
learning promotes a higher level of criti-
cal and creative thinking skills; it ulti-
mately strengthens the major field of
study and better prepares students for the
contemporary world. Well-designed and
properly integrated interdisciplinary expe-
riences fit naturally in the core curriculum
and are made necessary by the complexi-
ties of the modern world we live in. 

The very integrity of the core curricu-
lum is at stake. Despite its good intentions
of “liberating the mind” the core curricu-
lum has its shortcomings. The intellectual

glue that holds this knowledge together is
often missing. Frequently courses in the
core are nothing more than disconnected
slices of specialized knowledge from tra-
ditional disciplines. Students safely
deposit these morsels of knowledge in
separate boxes in their minds, without any
encouragement to link or “cross-polli-
nate” them. They graduate into a contem-
porary world that is characterized by
complexity, globalization and interde-
pendence, expected to be good at “con-
necting the dots” in their professions. But
these are beyond the traditional critical
thinking skills and are skills now sought
after by employers everywhere.

Unfortunately our century-long infat-
uation with specialization may have dam-
aged our ability to cultivate the art of syn-
thesis and the desire to pursue interdisci-
plinary connections, preferring instead the
security and comfort of our specializa-
tions. The problem is exasperated by
young faculty who although interested,
reluctantly choose not to participate in
interdisciplinary efforts, fearing that this
may jeopardize their chances for promo-
tion and tenure. If we are to succeed we
must use language in tenure and promo-
tion criteria that acknowledges the impor-
tance of interdisciplinary work. We must
refocus our efforts and respond to a fun-
damental premise, that effective knowl-
edge is not how much we know, but how
well we use and integrate what we know.
For a more successful education we need
to establish intellectual bridges across dis-
ciplines and encourage busy traffic on
them. 

A recent report by AAC&U
(Association of American Colleges and
Universities) and the Carnegie Foundation
proposes that schools, colleges, and uni-
versities need to introduce integrative
experiences in their curriculum. “One of
the great challenges in higher education is

to foster students’ abilities to integrate
their learning across contexts and over
time. Learning that helps develop integra-
tive capacities is important because it
builds habits of mind that prepare stu-
dents to make informed judgments in the
conduct of personal, professional, and
civic life; such learning is, we believe, at
the very heart of liberal education.“ 

Our final report, supported by the
arguments mentioned above, stated
unequivocally the benefits of interdiscipli-
nary experiences for faculty, students and
for the Core Curriculum. We included an
employers’ survey suggesting that our stu-
dents need to enhance the “breadth” of
their education. Added to our report was
one of the objectives of our institution’s
2010 vision plan, “To fully synthesize
learning, by bridging effectively the core
curriculum with the major fields of
study.” Our inventory list includes many
successful interdisciplinary efforts such as
The New Millennium Studies, a required
course for all incoming students. Yet
interdisciplinary events and courses
remain disorganized and in need of a cen-
tral office that can promote, support, coor-
dinate and celebrate them; our tenure and
promotion criteria need language that
encourages and rewards faculty for their
interdisciplinary efforts; we even pro-
posed adding an appropriate sentence in
our faculty and dean searches, something
that institutions are already doing, i.e.
stating a preference for candidates with
interdisciplinary interest or experience. I
am happy to conclude that our task force
report was one of the reasons that prompt-
ed our Provost to recently announce the
formation of a new Center for Integrative
Studies at Columbia College Chicago. 

Pan Papacosta, Ph.D.
Columbia College Chicago

ppapacosta@colum.edu

From the 2007 Portland, Maine, AGLS Conference
The Significance of Interdisciplinary Experiences in the Core Curriculum

Over the past few years, higher educa-
tion has become the focus of political

discussions and public forums across the
country.  From the Spellings report (U.S.
Dept of Education, 2006) and leading
educators like Derek Bok, to accrediting
agencies and bipartisan political agendas,
post-secondary institutions are being

asked to demonstrate in concrete ways the
impact that their curricula have on prepar-
ing today’s students for the real world.
Terms like “value-added” have become
commonplace as the federal government
and other stakeholders invest more than
$110 billion annually in student aid and
other financial contributions to meet the

rising cost of higher education (Hartle,
2006).  As highlighted by the Association
of American Colleges and Universities,
the American public has joined the con-
versation, asking for proof that the return
on their investment in a college education
is worth the cost (AACU, 2004). 

How does higher education meet the

From the 2007 Portland, Maine, AGLS Conference

Assessing College Graduates’ Perspectives
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call for evidence of its impact on stu-
dents? Initial responses to this question
have focused on the development of col-
lege-based learning outcomes and the use
of standardized forms of assessment to
measure these outcomes (Allen 2006;
Hawthorne 2008; Katz 2008). At Endicott
College, we are well ahead of many insti-
tutions in our quantitative and qualitative
measurement of change over the four
years students attend Endicott. We meas-
ure their beginning liberal art based skills
during freshmen orientation and then
measure again at the end of their sopho-
more year using the Measure of Academic
Proficiency and Progress. We are a mem-
ber of the pilot testing of the Collegiate
Learning Assessment test. Individual
departments require major specific stan-
dardized exams such as the Major Field
Test or the successful completion of tests
such as the National Council Licensure
Examination (NCLEX) for nursing or the
Massachusetts Test of Educator Licensure
(MTEL) for education. All seniors com-
plete a senior thesis; the NSSE during
their freshman and senior years; and three
internship experiences and their growth is
documented by reflective papers, as well
as faculty and site supervisor feedback.

While data collected from standard-
ized tests of students still in college pro-
vide valuable information to stakeholders
about what college students know, and
even how that knowledge changes over
time, these statistics tell only part of the
story. To document what college students
learn during their undergraduate years, we
need to measure the breadth of a student’s
education and his/her ability to contribute
to the global society, attributes for which
landing their first job is likely a poor
proxy. In addition to questions like “How
many of our alumni get jobs or go to
graduate school?” we need to ask ques-
tions that allow students to describe how
their college education makes a difference
in their academic, professional and per-
sonal lives as well as describe how it
helps them define and achieve success.

Creating an Alumni Measure Reflecting
on the Value of a Liberal Education

To meet this national challenge to
document the value of a liberal education,
the departments of Psychology and
Education at Endicott College developed
an alumni survey aimed at measuring how
their undergraduate education has influ-

enced life after graduation. Rather than
starting ‘from scratch’ we searched the lit-
erature to find a measure that would suit
our needs. Although developed to meas-
ure the value of service learning in an
undergraduate curriculum, we found
UCLA’s Higher Education Research
Institute’s Survey entitled “Life after
College: A Survey of Former
Undergraduates” to be very useful (Astin
and Vogelgesang, 2007). With their per-
mission, we adapted it to reflect our focus
on measuring the impact of a liberal edu-
cation as perceived by graduates.

The end result of our work is an 8
page online survey that takes our alumni
approximately 10-15 minutes to complete.
In addition to basic demographic data,
including post undergraduate education
and career accomplishments, the survey
asks students to reflect on how satisfied
they are in various aspects of their per-
sonal and professional life.  Questions
also probe their college experience,
including how satisfied they were with
general education and major curriculum at
Endicott as well as several other dimen-
sions of their education including advis-
ing/mentoring, internships, senior thesis,
faculty relationships, and relevance of
their undergraduate experiences to their
lives.  The survey asks them to reflect on
how specific skills such as critical think-
ing, leadership skills, writing ability and
public speaking have changed since grad-
uation. It also asks alums to compare
themselves to the average person on sev-
eral traits including academic abilities,
cooperativeness and creativity. Lastly, the
survey asks them what accomplishments
they are most proud of, the goals they
have set and whether they would choose
to enroll at Endicott if they could make
their college choice over.

Preliminary Results
We have piloted the survey by con-

tacting students we have stayed in touch
with over the years or who have left their
contact information with the alumni. The
preliminary results have been extremely
rewarding and give us a first glimpse into
how our graduates perceive their liberal
education.  Among the findings are:

Connections with the College- First
and perhaps foremost, the students have
enjoyed hearing from a former teacher or
dean who they were close to at the
College. Having the survey sent by a

‘front line’ faculty and/or administrator
person is likely a key component to the
survey being completed. The survey
results have been overwhelmingly posi-
tive. Although they don’t tend to give
money, attend College events or recruit
new students, the vast majority of gradu-
ates frequently stay connected with their
friends from College as well as faculty.
This information can help Institutional
Advancement and Alumni Relations staff
develop outreach and build sustainable
connections with our graduates.

Life Satisfaction- Our students are
satisfied with their personal and profes-
sional lives and accomplishments. When
asked to list accomplishments they are
most proud of, the list reflects great pride
in obtaining graduate degrees, high status
positions, and success as a partner and
parent. 81% of our alumni state they
would choose Endicott over again and
84% would like us to contact them again
next year so we can continue to stay in
touch and document the changes they
have made.   These findings allow us to
assess whether, as an institution, we are
meeting our mission for “total develop-
ment of the individual,” “self-confi-
dence,” “professional skills” and “lives
open to change.”  From these initial find-
ing the College appears to be supporting
students in these areas.

Education Satisfaction- Alumni are
overwhelmingly satisfied with their edu-
cation within the liberal arts and their
majors. They feel that their liberal art
based skills have become significantly
stronger since graduation. This informa-
tion, as well as specific feedback from
open-ended questions, can enable individ-
ual departments, and the general educa-
tion program more generally, assess the
ongoing engagement our graduates report
having with the liberal arts.  

Summary
Our initial results have confirmed the

tremendous value of documenting the
growth of our alumni as a measure of the
value of their undergraduate education.
We plan to follow students over a three
year period to study change and growth.
As the project evolves, we hope to find
patterns between the students’ undergrad-
uate records and life accomplishments
following graduation. We have been able
to establish connections with students
who have long graduated. They have

From the 2007 Portland, Maine, AGLS Conference
Assessing...continued
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enjoyed hearing from us and have clearly
been proud to document their success in
life. Overall, the surveying of alumni to
measure the long-term value of an under-
graduate education has been tremendously
rewarding

Dr. Beverly Dolinsky
and Dr. Sara Quay

Endicott College
bdolinsk@endicott.edu

squay@endicott.edu

Please contact the authors for references.

From the 2007 Portland, Maine, AGLS Conference

Assessing...continued

From the 2007 Portland, Maine, AGLS Conference

Establishing a General Education Student Conference

It is our university’s annual Family
Weekend, and on a cold wet Friday

afternoon in early October, a group of
three well dressed students sit at a long
table at the front of one of the many
meeting rooms on campus. The room is
packed with students, parents, and faculty
as each student in turn delivers a talk
about work he or she produced in general
education classes from the previous aca-
demic year. At the end of the panel’s pres-
entation, the professor who nominated
these students’ work moderates a discus-
sion between the presenters and the audi-
ence  members. A faculty member asks
the presenters about their research
process. A parent asks about the impact
their work has had on the presenters’
experiences outside the classroom. Other
questions from students currently enrolled
in the same general education courses
invite presenters to share strategies about
their writing processes. The talk quickly
warms the room until, thirty minutes later,
the group spills out into the hallway to
make their way to yet another panel.

This is a glimpse of the General
Education Student Conference at James
Madison University. Now in its fourth
iteration, the conference has become one
of the most successful manifestations of
the value of general education. How did
the conference come about? What is
involved in its planning? And what makes
it so successful year after year?

Origins
The conference idea was born at a

General Education Council meeting in
2005. At that time, the Council appointed
a subcommittee charged with exploring
ways to promote the program and its mis-
sion. Over the course of several meetings
the subcommittee identified its objectives,
the chief of which were these:  
• To share with the university community
the interesting work students were pro-
ducing in the hundreds of general educa-

tion courses each semester; 
• To honor the work students produced in
general education courses beyond the
praise and grades their individual profes-
sors gave them; 
• To foster more cross-disciplinary con-
versation among faculty who teach in the
General Education Program; and 
• To affirm to students, their parents, and
faculty JMU’s belief in and commitment
to a liberal arts education. 

The best way to meet these objec-
tives, the committee decided, was a stu-
dent conference, modeled loosely on the
professional conferences we faculty
attend. We would hold the conference
during the first afternoon of Family
Weekend in the upcoming Fall semester
so students, faculty, and the students’ par-
ents could attend sessions. Immediately
following the conference we would invite
student presenters, their parents, and their
faculty nominators to a formal banquet in
honor of their achievements.

In late Fall the subcommittee present-
ed its recommendations to the General
Education Council, which unanimously
approved the plan for the upcoming year.
The council then assembled a Planning
Committee made up of the Associate
Dean of University Studies and faculty
from a range of disciplines, from
Communication Studies, English, History,
and Writing and Rhetoric. And the confer-
ence was up and running. 

The Process
To generate a pool of student work,

we asked, at the end of the Fall and
Spring semesters, faculty teaching general
education courses to nominate outstand-
ing student work produced in their cours-
es during that academic year. The
Conference Planning Committee would
then contact students directly and ask
them to submit abstracts of the work their
teachers nominated. The Committee
would then read and evaluate the propos-

als and send students a formal invitation
from the General Education Program to
participate in the conference. Over the
summer we contacted general education
faculty to serve as moderators for each
student panel. A month before the confer-
ence, students would be required to attend
a workshop designed to orient them to the
conventions of academic conferences and
their responsibilities as presenters. In con-
sultation with the staff from out universi-
ty’s Learning Resource Center, the work-
shop also served as a good opportunity to
help presenters polish their oral delivery
skills. During the conference, Planning
Committee members were assigned to
observe presentations in each of the ses-
sions to determine those deserving of the
Dean’s Award, which would be given out
at the post-conference banquet. At the
banquet students, their families, and nom-
inating faculty were warmly received by
the Dean of University Studies and roused
by a stimulating address delivered by that
year’s General Education Distinguished
Teacher.

About forty students submitted
abstracts that first year, and their work
reflected a stimulating array of themes
they had studied in a range of general
education courses in biology, English,
psychology, writing, and history. We were
(pleasantly) surprised by the healthy
turnout, a rare mix of students, parents,
and faculty. As we learned from the con-
ference participants’ feedback cards, the
undergraduates who attended appreciated
the chance to see what sorts of work they
themselves would get a chance to wrestle
with in their future general education
courses—and what truly exceptional work
“looks like.”  The many parents who
attended the sessions welcomed the
opportunity to round out their Family
Weekend recreational experience with an
academic event. And faculty from a range
of general education classes had an
opportunity to see what student insights
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their colleagues had inspired in their
classes.

Looking Toward the Future
In the years that have followed, the

reputation and prestige of the conference
has grown. So, too, has its purpose: Last
year a short informational video about the
conference was produced, and it has been
used for our university’s recruitment
efforts as well as our summer freshman
orientation programs. We’re convinced
that other general education programs can
benefit from such a conference. We also

know, however, that in order for these
conferences to be successful, they must be
designed within sight of the unique pro-
files of the many academic institutions
that offer general education programs and
the unique missions, goals, and objectives
of these programs.

A video of the conference is available
online, www.jmu.edu/gened/studentcon-
ference.html. We would be happy to share
a detailed timeline of the conference plan-
ning process; please contact Michael
Moghtader.

Michael Moghtader
James Madison University

moghtamx@jmu.edu

Michelle Moreau 
James Madison University

moreauma@jmu.edu

Karyn Sproles 
James Madison University, now at the

University of Southern Indiana
kzsproles@usi.edu

From the 2007 Portland, Maine, AGLS Conference

Establishing...continued

From the 2008 Ashville AGLS Conference 

Assessing Aesthetic Development at JMU

Because works of beauty, creativity,
and imagination are considered cen-

tral to the well-being of “whole” persons,
nearly all general education programs list
an ability to “appreciate” the arts and
humanities as a core outcome. Too often,
however, institutions assess students’
learning in this area by testing for course-
specific knowledge: Can they identify a
Picasso? Can they define ‘harmonic dis-
sonance’? This content approach is under-
standable given the belief that a person’s
response to art or music is subjective and
thus, not measurable. However, in most
programs, undergraduates choose one
course from among a list in a given area,
and there is no common content. At James
Madison University, we have been study-
ing this problem for nearly a decade and
have what we think is a potential solution.

In February 2007, the committee that
oversees the arts and humanities compo-
nent of JMU’s General Education pro-
gram abandoned a 108-item, largely text-
based, multiple choice test and piloted an
innovative aesthetic development instru-
ment that had been created and briefly
used in the late 1990s. This instrument
consisted of three artistic experiences
(viewing a painting, listening to a music
clip, and watching a clip from a theatrical
performance) and a corresponding set of
selected response statements that students
rated on a scale from 1-4 (1=strongly dis-
agree and 4=strongly agree). Each of the
statements had been designed to map to a
five-stage aesthetic development scale
that was based on the work of several art
education theorists, including Michael
Parsons. A key goal of this pilot was to

see if student motivation—always a con-
cern—would improve if students were
engaged with multimedia. Proof that it
would came quickly. Proctors in the com-
puter labs reported very positive interac-
tions with the students, who took their
time playing and replaying clips and
zooming in on images. More interesting
still were the reactions of students who
came to a make-up session held several
days later for those who missed the origi-
nal test. These students had the same
three artistic experiences, but had to pro-
vide short written responses to three
open-ended prompts: (a) Describe the
[work], (b) Does this [work] have mean-
ing for you?, and (c) How does this
[work] make you feel? A sample of the
written responses was rated by three fac-
ulty members using the same five-stage
developmental scale. Although most stu-
dents’ responses were rated in the lower
stages of aesthetic development (i.e., twos
and threes), we could not, in the absence
of any pre- or post-test data for this
cohort, make any observations about their
actual learning. Instead, we focused on
the richness of the written responses stu-
dents supplied and concluded from them
that the piloting project should continue.  

Although most students in the pilot
made a sincere effort, there were some
who gave sarcastic or dismissive com-
ments to the “meaning” prompt. Some felt
there could be no meaning if they never
experienced it before; others equated their
personal dislike with an absence of mean-
ing. The intent of the prompt, however,
was to tap into students’ awareness of
art’s role in human societies.

Consequently, on the next assessment day,
an additional item was added: “Write a
persuasive argument to convince someone
that he/she should experience this work.”
The wording was intended to preclude
students from categorically rejecting a
work’s meaning simply because it lacked
personal appeal. 

Additional refinements are ongoing.
In February 2009, we will re-pilot the
written response instrument with contem-
porary (though not popular) examples of
art and music. Faculty raters inferred from
the responses that students were some-
times unwilling to trust their own judg-
ment and may either be intimidated by
canonical examples of “high art” or feel
they are “supposed to” appreciate classi-
cal music. The hope is that, by exposing
them to more contemporary works, stu-
dents will express what they really think
and not what they think we want to hear.
Meanwhile, the original instrument will
be administered again to the same stu-
dents who initially took it in Fall 2007.
This will provide pre- and post-test scores
that can be used to assess whether or not
the students increased in their levels of
aesthetic development. 

Margaret M. Mulrooney
and J. Christine Harmes

James Madison University
mulroomm@CISAT.JMU.EDU
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From the 2008 Ashville AGLS Conference 

Faculty-Driven Assessment of General Education
and the Freshman Experience

Using a faculty-driven model, the C.W.
Post Campus of Long Island

University is combining assessment
processes of general education and the
first-year in order to improve student
learning and increase retention.  The
Campus Outcomes Assessment Steering
Committee (COASC) is providing leader-
ship to Arts and Sciences faculty by tak-
ing an existing committee structure to
intertwine assessment of student learning
in the major with that of general educa-
tion. We will describe the efforts and
strategies implemented by several depart-
ments to promote interdisciplinary collab-
oration in assessment of student learning.
Although the original intent was narrow,
the process has expanded to involve mul-
tiple areas of the campus. The results
have informed the development of overall
goals for the now, more formally defined,
Freshman Experience.  

How the process started
In order to meet the demands of an

upcoming accreditation report,
Institutional Research (IR) and COASC
worked together to assess freshmen reten-
tion.  IR data made more transparent
knowledge about our freshman class, i.e.,
first-year students take similar classes,
including:  Economics, Mathematics,
Freshman Composition, Political Science,
and College 101, a freshman seminar.
This analysis provided more opportunity
to learn about the freshman cohort and
their success in the first year.  More
specifically, questions such as what are
we assessing, what our students are learn-
ing, and what goals faculty have set were
examined.  Faculty began to see connec-
tions between student success and reten-
tion.  Furthermore, we began to see the
role and relation of individual courses not
only to the discipline but to the first- year
experience and general education.

What happened next
Departments volunteered to develop

goals for courses freshmen were taking.
Challenges included the fact that the pop-
ulation of these classes were not solely
freshmen and most departments had not
formalized learning goals for their own
majors, much less for general education.
Nevertheless, the departments persevered
and created goals and measures, not nec-
essarily textbook style, but workable.  In
the midst of this process, IR on its initia-
tive provided grade distribution data that
further intrigued and engaged the faculty
in this assessment work. 

The approaches incorporated varying
levels of assessment analysis, reflecting
degrees of department assessment sophis-
tication and comfort.  Political Science
identified one theme, and then used multi-
ple measures to assess student learning.
Economics built on its already-established
curriculum mapping to integrate assess-
ment throughout the major program and
the core courses.  Freshman Composition
and Mathematics, two different disci-
plines, both used rubrics and sampling, of
papers and equations, respectively.

Results
Results for the Freshman

Composition program indicated that
freshmen possess the necessary skills to
write effectively. The results also indicat-
ed that more class time should be devoted
to grammar and sentence structure (which
is probably true for most first-year stu-
dents across the United States).  

The Mathematics Department looked
at students’ ability to complete four key
problems included in final examinations
for analytic geometry or calculus.  The
average grade for three of the four prob-
lems was in the B range. The remaining
problem required students to specify and
graph a line having given properties.
The grade for this multi-part problem was

significantly lower, but still passing.  
Political Science emphasized the con-

cept of power and its presentation.  A
rubric measuring student comprehension
was developed and applied to two differ-
ent formats, multiple choice and essay.
The department is using these results in
its implementation of pre- and post tests
in assessing both core courses, Political
Science 1 and 2, this fall.

Economics constructed, and included
in final exams, multiple choice questions
dealing with basic economic concepts,
market analysis, and a range of macroeco-
nomic and microeconomic topics.  The
faculty are using these results in curricu-
lar review.

Next steps:
Faculty are transforming common

themes into shared goals that cut across
the first-year experience.  The arts and
sciences faculty are building on general
education as they become more engaged
with the freshman experience.  Integral to
this process is the role of College 101.
Building on a self-reporting survey meas-
uring student adjustment to college life,
faculty and Student Affairs are collaborat-
ing on reformatting the course. In the crit-
ical task of formalizing goals and out-
comes, faculty are appreciating the opera-
tion of the assessment nexus of the
COASC, IR, Testing and Placement, and
faculty teaching in the first year.
Freshman Experience and its assessment
are now seen as a necessary vehicle to
enhance college life in its many facets for
both students and faculty.

Lori Knapp 
and Margaret F. Boorstein

Long Island University
Lori.Knapp@liu.edu

Margaret.Boorstein@liu.edu
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