
1 
 

The IWU Experience Model’s Advantages 

First, we as a task force would like to extend our appreciation to you, our 
colleagues, for sharing your time and insights with us throughout this challenging 
yet exciting process. Many of you have graciously offered wisdom, advice, and 
guidance as we have set about our work of reviewing our existing program and 
offering ideas for a general education program that more aptly reflects our mission 
and who we are as an institution. We have been inspired by the passion you bring 
to this endeavor, and we are deeply grateful for your energy and commitment.  

The IWU Experience model we have presented to you is a reflection of the ideas 
and feedback we have received from you over the past two and a half years, so we 
invite you to view this program as a response to the wishes of the faculty at IWU. 
This program belongs not to the General Education Task Force (GETF), but rather 
to all of us. 

We ask that you take time to consider the opportunities the model opens up for you 
or your program: opportunities for closer collaboration with students through 
reflective advising; opportunities to collaborate with others teaching in your 
domain; opportunities to recast and refocus a course to make it more relevant to 
today’s student; opportunities to move forward as an institution.  

We believe this model succeeds in addressing the many charges and expectations 
for revision the faculty have articulated as we have collectively reviewed our 
general education program. As a reminder, the goals for reform that have guided 
our work from the beginning include:  

 creating avenues for reflection and integration for all students; 

 aligning the program with the mission;  

 increasing flexibility;  

 maintaining or decreasing the size of the program; 

 updating the program with best practices. 

Creating Avenues for Reflection and Integration: From the beginning of this 
process, the task force has emphasized the need to make the liberal arts experience 
at IWU more cohesive, more distinctive, more real for all our students. The point 
was to lift all our students to the level of IWU’s best performers. Our purpose was 
not to unify the student experience across the degree programs, but to increase the 
quality of the liberal arts experience among the bottom half of each class in all 
programs. For this reason, the new general education mission statement 
emphasized the goal of producing “resilient independent thinkers.” The task force 
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has urged that revision of our general education program was needed if all our 
students, not just the top 25% or so, are to attain intellectual independence.  

We believe that the addition of the Core in the IWU Experience model allows for 
scaffolding, reflection, and integration throughout a student’s four years and better 
communicates to students the unified purpose of the whole academic program at 
IWU. Reflective advising and scaffolding in the Core constitute this model’s effort 
to reach the large percentage of students who need more guidance and skills-
building to become the lifelong learners we value. The Bridges course, required of 
all students, can become a home for the creative course clusters, team-teaching, 
and thematic “Big Ideas” courses that have a demonstrated capacity to attract and 
retain the attention of students searching for a life path. 

Aligning the Program with the Mission: The current mission statement of the 
university was adopted in 2006, ten years after the current general education 
program was first implemented in the fall of 1996. The new mission statement 
notably added commitments to “diversity, social justice, and environmental 
sustainability” and highlighted the importance of preparing students for citizenship 
in a global world. In our current program, students have complained consistently 
that the treatment of diversity was weak in that diversity, represented through 
flags, was often relegated to an add-on rather than the focus of the course. 
Therefore, we brought the mission forward by eliminating flags and elevating 
Social Justice, Identities and Differences in the US, Environmental Sustainability, 
and Global Engagement to full categories. Additionally, Global Citizenship, 
another prominent feature of the mission, has been given its own domain.  

While through this limited-choice model students may not take an Environmental 
Sustainability or Global Engagement course, or may choose between Social Justice 
and Identities and Differences in the US, the prominence of these mission goals in 
the domain model communicates to students their importance at IWU. The option 
of making each of these categories a requirement of all students was proposed by 
the task force; however, the majority of faculty desired maintaining most of the 
current categories, making the requirements too numerous. Furthermore, in all 
these cases, the domain goals have been written so that each category is in some 
way represented in the whole. 

Increasing Flexibility: We achieved flexibility by introducing limited student 
choice with the domain approach, wherein students achieve the goals of the 
domain by selecting two of the three categories. When given some authority over 
their arc through the liberal arts, students will be more engaged and invested in the 
courses they take; this has been supported by initial student feedback. Paired with 
active and thorough advising (i.e. reflective advising), students will be able to 
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tailor their liberal arts curriculum to their endeavors such as PBK, fellowships, and 
study abroad. 

Our current program invites students to find the path of least resistance through 
strategically satisfying the largest number of categories and flags with the least 
number of courses, sometimes without even considering the content. The proposed 
model will eliminate this. From the perspective of how students choose courses, 
the proposed program will shift the emphasis from the optimal satisfaction of 
general education requirements to the optimal alignment with student’s individual 
interests.  

Maintaining the Size of the Program: It is difficult to compare the current and 
proposed programs based on numbers alone. One must consider the context of 
these numbers. The proposed program requires 11-14 units. Writing in the major 
and the signature experience are not represented in this count, because the former 
is counted in the major, and the latter may not entail a course unit. Our existing 
program requires 10-16 units (here we are not counting the WI in the major to 
allow for a consistent comparison). The larger variation in the current model is 
mainly due to the possibility of double counting categories and flags, while the 
variation in the proposed model is solely due to the language requirement 

Often a non-trivial portion of a student’s planning is dedicated to figuring out how 
to hit the lower end of that range. In the proposed program the range of required 
units is tightened. The students must now spend their time choosing which 
categories within the domains align best with their interests, as opposed to which 
courses minimize their time spent in the general education program. 

Updating the Program with Best Practices: While many of the elements 
discussed above reflect our research about best practices, we highlight here the 
embedding of specific skills in the model. The Core embeds information literacy 
(in Gateway) and oral communication (in Bridges), while quantitative literacy 
skills are embedded in all three Natural Science and Reasoning categories. The 
Bridges course, which also allows for interface with new technologies and digital 
modes of expression such as websites, blogs, and other multimodal compositions, 
can be our curriculum’s portal to the high impact practices we know have 
transformative potential.  

The domain approach opens us to improvements in both assessment and receptivity 
to transfer students. Faculty work groups refined domain goals and focused them 
around fewer but more coherent learning outcomes at a higher order of generality. 
The new domains will allow for easier transfer of credits and for more focused, 
streamlined assessment. Transfer students will be able to meet two of three 
categories to meet the domain requirement, which will provide flexibility when 
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their host school does not offer courses IWU offers as a category. The domains in 
most cases have two broadly defined learning outcomes. This reduces the number 
of outcomes to be assessed overall and should make matching transfer credits 
easier. 

Concluding Points: After two years of work, the GETF was left last April with 
direction from the faculty to build a model using as many existing categories as 
possible. We opted for a domain and core model because it still allowed us to 
pursue the central goal of focusing the program around a core of reflection and 
integration and to include the elements that bring forward the mission.  

Finally, we ask that you compare this model not to your personal dream of an ideal 
program, but the best IWU as a whole can deliver at this point. We all recognize 
features that we want to add and things we would eliminate. Given our limited 
resources and tight majors, attractive elements of other programs like a common 
first year course of readings for all or required first-year reflection seminars are 
beyond our institutional capacity and logistics. We look forward to the next stage 
where we vet the proposal for resource implications and move toward 
implementation plans.  

What you see in this model is not any one person or group’s ideal program but a 
compromise which still delivers some gains on each of the points above. The IWU 
Experience model may not move some of us as far forward as we would like but it 
is a way for all of us to move forward together.  
 


