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Revised General Education Program Rationale 
March 28, 2017 

 
Introduction: We bring you a revised model for general education at IWU for an endorsement.  
●   A “yes” vote will enable the GETF to move forward with this general framework in the 

following ways: working with faculty groups to develop guidelines for Pathway 
concentrations; further investigating the viability of some of the requirements with wider 
faculty input; refining further Sphere (category) and Designation (flag) descriptions and 
criteria; creating guidelines for reflection assignments in each Sphere (category); 
developing rules and assessment details, e.g., for dual-counting; and allowing the 
professional schools time to assign new requirements for their majors. Based on this 
work, changes both small and large may be made to the program before a final faculty 
vote in late fall. A new timeline for implementation is attached at the end of this 
document. 

●   A “no” vote will necessitate that the GETF continue to work on revising Gen Ed, starting 
from the best practices and lessons learned.  

 
Overview: Differences and Rationale  
Building on our research into best practices and discussions with faculty and staff in Town Halls, 
forums, and workshops, as well as the work of Faculty Learning Communities on Social Justice, 
Diversity, Reflection and Integration, and the First-Year Experience, the GETF is committed to 
proposing one model, “An IWU Journey.” The GETF recognizes six cardinal values in the Gen 
Ed system: clear articulation, integrativity, breadth, flexibility, scaffolding, and opportunities for 
reflection. We believe that this model reflects much of what IWU already does well and updates 
our current system with opportunities for integration and reflection (two areas that have been 
shown to enhance student engagement), along with a strengthened focus on diversity and salient, 
contemporary issues.  
 
One of our goals as a task force was to think about how to better communicate to prospective and 
current students why general education in the liberal arts constitutes a core value and experience 
in their education; indeed, general education requirements usually constitute at least one third of 
a BA or BS student’s total requirements towards graduation. What we have done is reframe and 
refine the old list of categories in a way that highlights both the traditional Liberal Arts and a 
21st-century emphasis on global learning (both international and national), citizenship, and social 
justice. The four Knowledge Domains within Explorations–Power, Citizenship, and Identity; 
Artistic Expression and Interpretation; Values, Cultures, and Traditions; and Scientific 
Perspectives and Inquiry–form the students’ core exploration of the liberal arts journey. Each 
Knowledge Domain includes course Spheres (categories) that are similar to much of our current 
program. The Pathways Concentration is the integrative path through Explorations. Attached to 
courses throughout the curriculum (Explorations, majors/minors, and electives) will be course 
Designations (flags) divided into two domains: Engaging the Common Good and Significant 
Skills. 
 
Here are some highlights of the differences between our current Gen Ed program and the 
proposed model, along with a brief statement of the rationale for each change. 
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1.   Clearer Articulation of Gen Ed Program.  Repackaging the categories (now Spheres) 

into four Knowledge Domains helps to more clearly articulate to current and prospective 
students why these requirements are essential to a Liberal Arts education and how they 
are connected to one another. 

2.   Pathways.  The major structural change in the new model is the development of the 
Pathways. The details of that component are discussed at length below; the addition of 
the Pathways is intended to promote the goals of integrativity and reflection. 

3.   Reflection.  Best practices show that students gain agency and understanding of the Gen 
Ed learning goals when they are asked to continuously reflect on how their courses 
connect to one another and how their curricular journey is complemented by co-curricular 
experiences. As envisioned for this general education program, reflection is the means by 
which the interdisciplinary connections between courses and experiences in a liberal arts 
education are identified and solidified. Through intentional, guided reflection, students 
tease out the connections between seemingly disparate courses and experiences and in so 
doing arrive at more nuanced understandings of themselves and their world. Reflection as 
used in this context is not a narrative of how a student feels about a course, but rather a 
synthesis of how what the student has already learned and experienced informs new and 
emerging understandings. Reflection plays a crucial role in a general education program 
and is therefore interwoven and integrated into the courses in the Knowledge Domains.  

4.   Second Language.  In response to the fact that an average of 15% of our students are not 
taking any second language course because they test out of the requirement based on the 
scores of a national, 15-minute grammar and vocabulary-based placement test, requiring 
one course would reflect the other goals of learning a second language, namely cultural 
understanding and interpersonal communication. This new requirement aligns the 
language requirement with the other Spheres (categories), none of which can be satisfied 
by high school experience other than with an AP/IB/Cambridge exam. For example, if a 
student places into 4th-semester language, they will be required to take that course. AP 
scores of 4 or 5 will still fulfill the Second Language requirement. Current policies 
involving international students or students who study a language IWU does not offer 
will still apply.  

5.   Diversity.  Faculty and students have expressed concern that our current Gen Ed program 
gives inadequate attention to matters of US and global diversity through their relegation 
to “flag” status. The proposed model remedies this by making “Internationalism” and 
“US Identity and Difference” full-blown Spheres course requirements under the “Power, 
Citizenship, and Identity” Knowledge Domain. This change is based on the findings of 
the Faculty Learning Communities, the Fall Faculty Conference (2016) breakout session 
on Diversity requirements, and the recent assessment report on the diversity flags.. 

6.   Social Justice and Sustainability.  Many faculty and students have expressed dismay 
that these issues, which feature prominently in IWU’s mission statement, do not feature 
at all in our current Gen Ed program. Each of these is now included as a Course 
Designation (flag). 

7.   Incorporation of IT within CHC to form CHIC.  Flexibility and streamlining are 
important. To that end, the proposed model merges the current Gen Ed program’s 
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“Intellectual Traditions” and “Cultural and Historical Change” requirements into a single 
Sphere, “Cultural, Historical, and Intellectual Change.”  

8.   Changes to the Sciences Requirements.  Following the recommendations of colleagues 
in the Natural Sciences, the proposed model maintains a two-course requirements in 
sciences. However, two substantial changes have been made. First, the distinction 
between Physical and Life Sciences has been eliminated, both to simplify the requirement 
and to eliminate what some colleagues in the Natural Sciences have thought to be an 
increasingly arbitrary and artificial division. Second, the Laboratory requirement has 
been broadened (in the “Scientific Inquiry” Sphere) to include other, non-laboratory 
methods of inquiry the sciences employ.  

9.   Verbal Expression Requirements.  In response to strong student and faculty interest in 
developing students’ abilities to express themselves in formal presentations, discussions, 
and debates, the proposed model requires that students take two (2) courses that focus on 
the development of those skills, much the way that Writing Intensive courses focus on 
parallel skills for producing written work. Because different disciplines develop these 
skills in different ways, at least one Verbal Expression course must be taken within the 
major, just as with Writing Intensive courses. 

10.  Information Literacy Requirement.  Similar to the Reflection requirement, the 
Information Literacy requirement will also be integrated into the courses in the 
Knowledge Domains. This addition underscores the importance that information literacy 
plays in one of our core values, critical thinking.  

11.  Quantitative Literacy Requirement.  Many faculty have expressed the concern that 
under the current Gen Ed program students may graduate from IWU without the 
numeracy skills required to be a good citizen and a critical, responsible consumer of data 
in the Information Age.  

12.  Physical Education.  We have also discussed altering the Physical Education 
requirement but have decided to keep it as is for now. P.E. does not count towards units 
earned and does not impact the framework. The faculty may revisit this requirement at a 
later date if they wish. 

13.  Scope of the Program.  The proposed model is designed for BA/BS students. As 
happened with Gen Ed revision in 1996, if this framework is adopted by the faculty, 
professional schools may meet to discuss from which, if any, requirements their students 
should be exempt.  

14.  Course Units. 12-14 course units required in the new model (from 10-13 course units in 
the current model).  

 
Rationale for Pathways: Why a Guided Pathway in General Education? 
●    Integration 
○   Intentional integration has been an emphasis in higher education literature since the 

early 2000s. It means intentional comparison, connections, synthesis, in order to 
make meaning from a seemingly disparate group of courses.  

○   The best students already make connections between their courses and between their 
other educational experiences, comparing different habits of mind. What we want to 
do is make that intentional for all students. 
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○   Both integration and reflection have been shown to impact students’ sense of 
engagement and their later satisfaction with their college experience. 

○   Some literature suggests that integration promotes a nimbleness of mind that is 
required by the 21st-century workplace.  

 
●   The Pathways requirement offers an integrated and scaffolded thread of courses which: 
○   engages students with significant questions through multiple disciplinary and 

interdisciplinary lenses; 
○   builds strong connections between curricular and co-curricular learning; 
○   asks students to be intentional, reflective learners.  
○   This requirement makes integrative learning intentional for students and is shaped by 

faculty who cross boundaries and collaborate to provide a pathway of courses that 
accomplish integration through, for example 
■   assignments that build upon work completed in a previous course in the Pathway; 
■    projects that take place across the courses in the Pathway; 
■   co-curricular activities that are shared by students in the Pathway. 
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An Illinois Wesleyan University Journey 
Pathways and Explorations:  

An Integrative Journey through the Liberal Arts 
 

Liberally educated Illinois Wesleyan students cultivate a spirit of inquiry and 
adventure as they seek knowledge and wisdom about what it means to be a human 
being and citizen of a free society. Through broad and deep study in the 
humanities, the social sciences, the natural sciences, and the arts, they value 
knowledge as a cornerstone of self-‐development, creative expression, and lifelong 
learning. Our students communicate effectively and participate in civil dialogue 
about complex issues facing local communities, the larger society, and the world. 
They nurture their ability to challenge the status quo, to participate in democracy 
through their reasoned arguments, and to navigate competing interests and 
incommensurable values. Working closely with faculty advisors and mentors, IWU 
students become rigorous, imaginative, and resilient independent thinkers able to 
reflect on, reason about, refine, and revise their own values and beliefs. 
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Pathways 

Pathways give all IWU students the opportunity to explore significant questions from 
multiple perspectives as they develop the habits of mind that enable them to integrate and 
reflect on their work as scholars, artists, and citizens of the world. A student’s chosen 
Pathway will include three courses taken in the Explorations that connect to one another 
as part of a faculty-designed grouping of courses and lead to a project or artifact as a 
culminating experience within the IWU Journey. Students may petition to design their 
own Pathways Concentration.  

 
Gateway Colloquium (GW) (1 course):  The IWU Journey begins with a first-year, 

writing intensive seminar, focused on a theme or topic that models the habits of 
mind necessary for a broad and deep engagement with the liberal arts, including 
integrative and reflective learning. Gateway faculty introduce the Pathways 
concept and help students to think about paths they might choose as they take 
courses that spark their interest in a specific theme or area. 

 

Pathways Concentrations: A Pathways Concentration is a cluster of courses 
organized by groups of faculty around a significant question or theme, e.g. 
“Visions of Empire,” “What Does It Mean to Be Human,” “Social Justice and 
Sustainability,” “Famine, Food, and Migration,” and so on. Students will 
choose a Pathway and take three courses in it during their time at IWU, 
allowing them to engage with and analyze those themes and perspectives from 
various disciplinary and interdisciplinary viewpoints. A student may apply to 
design his or her own Pathways Concentration through a petition to Curriculum 
Council or other appropriate body. Pathways Concentration courses count 
towards Explorations Knowledge Domain Spheres (categories) and 
Designations (flags). Students’ Pathways will be recorded on their transcripts. 

 

Culminating Integrative Experience: This is where students make sense of the 
relationship between their Pathways courses and, perhaps, other work 
completed in the Explorations or in the major (s). This project could be a 
research paper, a piece of fiction, poetry, music, a play, whatever form the 
student deems appropriate for integrating and reflecting on their Pathways in 
consultation with the instructor in the third Pathways course.  
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Explorations 
The four Knowledge Domains below represent the best of the Liberal Arts at IWU, 
offering a broad exploration of knowledge and skills for developing the wisdom to 
navigate a 21st-century world. All courses in the four Knowledge Domains engage 
students in the essential intellectual activities of the Liberal Arts, namely critical 
reading and evaluation of diverse sources, conversation about significant and 
fundamental questions, and the creation and dissemination of knowledge.  
 
Reflection: All courses in Explorations require students to engage in reflection, the 
means by which the interdisciplinary connections between courses and experiences 
in a liberal arts education are identified and solidified. Through intentional, 
guided reflection, students tease out the connections between seemingly disparate 
courses and experiences and in so doing arrive at more nuanced understandings of 
themselves and their world. Reflection as used in this context is not a narrative of 
how a student feels about a course, but rather a synthesis of how what the student 
has already learned and experienced informs new and emerging understandings. 
Reflection plays a crucial role in a general education program and is therefore 
interwoven as a requirement into every general education course in Explorations 
Knowledge Domains.  
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Power, Citizenship, and Identity (4-6 course units) 
Courses in this Knowledge Domain engage students in the ways in which key 
facets of identity are linked to and shaped by power, institutions, culture, and 
ideology. They help students grapple with what it means to be a national and 
global citizen, to develop empathy for experiences unlike their own, and to be 
concerned with the complex issues that confront the contemporary world. 

 
Contemporary Social and Cultural Institutions and Issues (CSCII) (1 course): 
Study of contemporary cultural, social, and/or geopolitical systems and the issues 
that animate them. 
 
Internationalism (I) (1 course): Analysis of the world’s peoples and problems 
from multiple perspectives. Courses may take a contemporary, comparative, and/or 
historical approach. 
 
U.S. Identities and Differences (UID) (1 course): Study of the systemic power and 
systemic oppression that create, reflect, and maintain social and cultural identities 
in the U.S. and the ways in which individuals and social groups have responded to 
and challenged those systems of power and oppression. 
 
Second Language (SL) (1-3 courses): Study of a second language through the 
promotion of cultural understanding, intercultural communication, and global 
citizenship.  
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Artistic Expression and Interpretation (2 courses) 
Courses in this Knowledge Domain engage students in the ways in which artists 
use their skill with words, paint, music, and movement, and the ways in which 
critics interpret those expressions through close textual and/or visual analysis. 
These courses help students develop empathy and appreciation for the fine and 
popular arts and hone their critical interpretation skills.  

 
Art and Imagination (AI) (1 course): Courses heighten students’ awareness of the 
aesthetic aspects of human experience through the study of music, visual arts, 
theater arts, or creative writing. 
  

Literary Analysis (LA) (1 course): Critical reading and interpretation of literary 
texts in their social and cultural contexts.  
 

Values, Cultures, and Traditions (2 courses) 
Courses in this Knowledge Domain engage students with the complex 
development of historical, religious, cultural, and/or philosophical traditions and 
ask students to consider the world as it was, is, and should be. All courses in this 
knowledge area ask students to engage in the close reading and analysis of primary 
texts, broadly defined. 
 Cultural, Historical, and Intellectual Change (CHIC) (1 course): Courses 
emphasize the formation, persistence, and change of social, cultural, and/or 
intellectual institutions. 

 
 

Analysis of Values (AV) (1 course): Courses examine one or more normative value 
issues – questions of what ought to be – arising in social, cultural, political, 
professional, religious, artistic, or other contexts. 
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Scientific Inquiry and Perspectives (3 courses) 

Courses in this Knowledge Domain nurture students’ curiosity about the world 
around us and the methods for turning that curiosity into the kinds of knowledge 
that can help to solve significant world problems. By completing each course in 
this Domain, students will develop their skills in scientific methods, 
experimentation, and interpretation. 

 
 Scientific Perspectives on the World (SPW) (1 course): Courses examine a 
scientific issue (regional, national, global) from diverse perspectives, emphasizing 
the intersection between the natural world, science, and humans. Courses may be 
taught across the sciences, social sciences, or humanities, but science is the 
primary focus. 
  
Scientific Inquiry (SI) (1 course with a lab, field observation, or experimentation): 
Courses emphasize the process of science, asking students to use the scientific 
method to understand how knowledge is generated. Issues of correlation and 
causation, experimental design, data analysis, and/or confidence is addressed. 
  
Formal Reasoning (FR) (1 course): Courses enable students to develop an 
understanding of formal systems, including geometric, symbolic or numerical 
systems, and to use formal reasoning for inquiry and problem solving, including 
real-world problems.  
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Course Designations 
Course designations refer to content or skills that are a significant part of specified 
courses taught across the curriculum. Students can satisfy course designations in 
Explorations, majors and minors, and electives. 

 
Engaging the Common Good 

IWU is committed to both social justice and sustainability, viewing both as 
significant for 21st-century national and global citizenship.  

 
Social Justice (SJ) (1 course designation): Courses carrying this designation pay 
particular attention throughout the course to social justice issues, whether 
theoretical, historical, or contemporary.  
  
Sustainability (S) (1 course designation): Courses carrying this designation pay 
particular attention throughout the course to issues of sustainability. 

  
Significant Skills Designations 

While many of the skills IWU students develop over their four years here are 
embedded in the Knowledge Domain courses and their majors, others require 
special designations attached to existing courses. Such designations may be 
attached to any course across the curriculum. 

 
Effective Communication: 
Writing Intensive (WI): 2 course designations (1 before the end of the sophomore 
year and 1 in the major) 
Verbal Expression (VE): 2 course designations (1 in the major) 
  
Literacies: 
Information Literacy (IL): 2 course designations, (1 might be in GW and 
elsewhere, which would reduce the number of IL designation requirements to 1).  
Quantitative Literacy (QL): 1 course designation 
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Our Goals for a Revised Educational Program for IWU 
Fall 2015 
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Timeline 

 
1.    April 2017 – An IWU Journey program presented to faculty for a provisional 

vote. 
2.   Summer AND Fall Work: Reflection; Pathways; Gateway; Science; Diversity; 

Information Literacy; Verbal Expression; Sustainability; Assessment; 
3.   August, 2017: Fall Faculty Conference (if GETF is chosen): present summer 

work; 
4.   September-October: Finalize details; 
5.   November 2017: Present final plan to faculty; 
6.   Faculty Vote in December, 2017; 
7.   Spring 2018: Faculty develop Pathways; work on new courses; 
8.   March/April 2018 - Admissions starts creating advertising materials; 
9.   April 1, 2018 - Faculty need all language of IWU Journey particulars to plan 

their course offerings for CC proposals; 
10.   June 1, 2018 - Admissions starts to communicate the IWU Journey program for 

prospective students; 
11.   Sept. 2018 - Faculty begin to submit CC proposals  
12.   Oct. 1, 2018 - Registrar needs mechanics of program to build the new IWU 

Journey system in banner; 
13.  Jan./Feb. 2019 - Faculty submit course info for Fall 2019; 
14.   Mid-Feb 2019 - CC FINAL deadline for course proposals for Fall catalog; 
15.   March 2019- Advising / registration for Fall; 
16.   May 1, 2019 - Catalog language for Fall catalog 

 
  

  
 
 


