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Exploring the Relationship Between
Institutional Structure and Integrative General
Education

Prof. Paul Hanstedt (Washington and Lee University).

Overview

The purpose of this paper is to examine the ways in which institutional
structure in tertiary education might enhance or diminish the possibilities
of an integrated approach to general education.

For the purposes of this paper, “integrative” or “integrated” general
educationreferstoanapproachthathighlightsthenaturalinterconnectedness
between various fields and courses with each other and with the greater
world, including aspects of the students’ lives—their personal goals, for
instance, or their professional aspirations, or their spiritual lives.

It's important to note that integrative practices can occur at all levels of a
general education program:

The Institutional Level — At the institutional level, general education
can be considered integrative if the adopted structures are designed to

foreground connections between the various disciplines and/or required



courses. For instance, an integrative structure might require all students
to take a core course that explores how the various disciplines must work
together to solve a major problem: climate change, for instance. These core
courses can be taught by faculty from across the various disciplines and
colleges. Or a structure may be considered integrative if all of the offered
GE courses fall under one of three themes that have been pre-determined
in conversations with faculty, students, and administration: Well-being,
for instance, along with Global Cooperation and Addressing Poverty. The
particular themes or topics of this approach are open to discussion, as long
asthey fulfill the criteria of allowing entrance to courses from all disciplines.

The Course Level — At the course level, integration can occur through
carefully-designed courses that foreground the ways in which our fields
are already connected. A chemist, for instance, might design a course on
art restoration. A literary scholar might design a course foregrounding the
many ways science has influenced literature. A history professor might
design a course on spiritual movements in socio-historical contexts. Many
institutions offer integrative courses that are team-taught (two colleagues in
the room with students), team designed (designed together but taught separately)
or some further combination of the two (team-taught lectures on Mondays;
separate discussion groups on Wednesdays).

The Assignment/Assessment Level — An integrative assessment might
be something as simple as a question on the final exam that asks a student
to make connections between the current course and their major field of
study. Since few students raised on traditional methodology taking this
course would be anticipating such a question, it would likely be more
effective to tell students prior to the exam to anticipate this or a similar

question. Consequently, they would have some time to consider the question
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and provide a more thoughtful answer — one that would not only satisfy the
exam criteria but actually have an impact on their own thinking about how
academic subjects connect to one another. Arguably, a better method would
be to assign this as an essay topic that allows students greater time to think
about the question and answer it in a more detailed way. Variations on this
approach are relatively simple: ask students to articulate what ideas or skills
in their major might help in the study of the course; ask students what ideas
or skills in this course might help in the study of their major. Similarly, since
an integrative approach to general education asks students to synthesize not
only their courses with each other, but their courses with life beyond the
confines of academia, there are any number of questions one might ask
students to address in an essay or exam question: what did you learn in this
course that you feel might help you understand the world around you? What
did you learn in this course that might help you better relate to your family
and friends in the future? What did you learn in this course that helps you
understand the political challenges the world is currently facing?

Integration and University Culture

I have taken the time to distinguish these various levels of integration
because, finally, the question of the relationship between institutional
structure and culture and integrative general education is one of degree.
Indeed, the three levels described above might be thought of as a ladder of
sorts: universities that are, for whatever reason, culturally and structurally
amenable to integration can be integrated at all three levels: the institutional
level, the course level, and the assignment level. Universities that are less
adaptable — either culturally or structurally — might be integrated only at



the lowest level of assignments or assessments.

It is important to note that my metaphor of the ladder is very deliberately
chosen: one ascends a ladder by beginning on the lower rungs and moving
their way up. Consequently,

integration at the institutional level likely will not succeed unless there is
also integration at the levels (or rungs!) below it; similarly, integration at the
course level likely will not succeed unless there are assignments/assessments
that ask students to very deliberately make connections between their
various general education courses and their lives outside of the classroom.

Put another way: when it comes to integration, the single most important
feature is that students are being asked to think seriously and deliberately
about how any one course’s content connects to aspects of their studies and
lives outside of that course. Without that feature, an integrative approach
to general education will likely have very minimal impact on students and
their thinking.

Integration that reaches all the way to the institutional level might occur
at universities where, for instance, faculty from across the disciplines
have high levels of familiarity with and trust of each other. In a culture of
this kind, it is easy for scholars from different fields, disciplines, and pre-
professional schools to communicate with one another and share ideas. A
culture of this kind also has a high level of mutual respect: scholars in the
social sciences recognize the value of the teaching and research of scholars
in the arts; faculty from the school of medicine respect and value the work
of their colleagues in the humanities; faculty in politics appreciate the
insights of their peers in economics and psychology. This mutual trust and
respect make it easier to decide how integrative courses might be designed

and implemented to engage all students.
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Integration at an institutional level also may be influenced by structural
features, such as the administrative models. Are the various colleges or
schools administered separately? Are they funded separately? Are the various
administrative bodies in conversation with one another? Is there a culture
of collaboration among the colleges, disciplines, and departments? Is there,
at the administrative level, both shared trust and a shared understanding
of the need to prepare students for a complicated, rapidly changing world?
If there is not, does the provost have the power to initiate these important
conversations?

Integration that reaches the course level is likely more achievable
faculty are, individually, already performing research that is integrative in
nature—and are being recognized for and rewarded for that work. Keep in
mind, again, that “integrative” research does not necessarily mean highly
interdisciplinary work: a biology professor whose research touches on the
immunization of children in developing nations is naturally performing
integrative work that could be brought into her classroom with some
thoughtful course design that does not require her to step out of her area
of comfort. The art historian who is interested in Hispanic murals in urban
settings could easily design an integrative course that foregrounds the
interactions between art, culture, history, urbanization, and public policy.

Here again, institutional structure is as important as institutional culture:
for integrative courses to succeed, faculty must be not just allowed to bring
these courses to fruition, but recognized and rewarded for that work.
Messaging must occur from multiple sources that helps students understand
why these courses exist, and the benefits of them. The faculty must not be
left to feel as though they are carrying the weight of this work on their own.

Integration that begins and ends at the level of assignments/assessments



requires several features: first, faculty must have a clear understanding of
the value of integrative thinking and be willing to set aside some space in
their grading criteria and some time in their course to allow for students to
engage it thoughtfully and deliberately. This will likely mean that faculty will
be able to cover less content than they may be used to in a general education
course. This is okay. Our job, finally, is to prepare students not just for what is
known, but for what is unknown. The former is easy. The latter is hard, but
essential. The world is changing very rapidly. Our students must be capable
of facing problems and challenges they've never seen before. This requires
the kinds of intellectual agility that comes from having practiced integrative
thinking often: students must have experience thinking about how different
classes and fields and ways of thinking compare and/or contrast. They must
have time to explore how ideas in one field might be translated into another:
how for instance, is the analysis of a complex statistical data set similar to
the analysis of a long novel? What can one teach us about the other? How
can we learn to do one better because we've learned to do the other first?
Learning these skills takes time. Instructors must be willing to build that
time into their courses, be it through lectures, discussions, or other means.
Only when students have had time to practice these kinds of thinking is it

appropriate to assign them integrative work that is graded.

Concluding Remarks:

Finally, it is important to note that we have a tendency to approach
university culture as normative. Every institution has its culture, its rules,
its behaviors that are not just accepted, but assumed: thisis how things are
done, thisis how it is appropriate to behave, this is what a good course (or
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major, or class) looks like.

In reality, different institutions, even within in the same country,
approach the complex challenges of higher education in different ways. And
though every institution has a tendency to view their approach as “normal,”
all of our institutional culture and practices are constructed they have come
to be as a consequence of social and historical beliefs and practices.

I mention this as I conclude these remarks to make one very important
point: there are times when the level of integrativeness at a particular
university are absolute. They cannot be adjusted, no matter how hard we
try, no matter how many conversations we have, or shifts we make to
administrative or instructional practices. Universities may be inclined, then
to look at the three levels I've outlined above and say, “Well, we can only
integrate at the level of assessments.” Or “We cannot integrate at all. This is
simply not possible, given our institutional culture and practices.”

Very often, though, institutions have the ability to shift their culture and
practices. Sometimes in very small ways. Sometimes in very large ways.
Afterall: if we createdthe rules and behaviors that are considered “standard,”
we can change them. It is sometimes very difficult to do so. It requires a lot
of very challenging conversations, a great deal of time thinking carefully
about our goals for our students, our resources and their allocation, and our
own assumptions about who we are as scholars and instructors. It requires
a very forward-looking, almost visionary approach to leadership. But it can
be done.

And, if we are to truly prepare our students for the world they will enter—a
complicated world that is messy and unpredictable, everchanging—it must

be done.

29 November, 2022
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The Struggles of Liberal Arts and Integrated
Education in Europe

Samuel Abraham

The concept of integrated education should be universally
ingrained in undergraduate education because of its benefits to
students’ learning and their acquisition of intellectual skills, and
its combination of academic knowledge and practical skills that
are essential for professional life. Integrated education synthetizes
knowledge from various disciplines in order to solve problems and
subsequently uses this experience to apply such study and experience
in further research or future predicaments in one’s life and career.
There is no better purpose for education than teaching students
to utilize what they have learned in the classroom in their future

vocation and civic engagement.

However, attainment of high-quality integrated education requires
substantial financial support, pedagogically skilled teachers and,
above all, will on the part of politicians and university administrators
to see such efforts as worth supporting. This combination of inputs



is difficult to attain in an age when the focus of universities is not
integrated learning for students but the attainment of a high position
in international ranking indices. These indices prioritise research,
publications, and the prominence of the professors guaranteeing
PhD programs. The quality and methods of undergraduate tuition
do not provide points in the Shanghai International Ranking Index,
for instance, and, hence, it is not a priority for major universities in

Europe.

Liberal arts and science programs do not comply with this
widespread trend of downplaying the status of the bachelor’s degree.
Not surprisingly, the status of liberal arts education is often belittled
or even denigrated by academic elites in Europe.

Thus, the vast majority of European undergraduate degrees are
taught in the most unintegrated, mono-disciplined silos of individual
departments. Education at the bachelor’s degree level in Europe is
mostly taught in large classrooms where semester-long lectures
are topped with exams at the end of the semester. There are many
reasons for this status quo in Europe,” but suffice it to say is that the
pockets of educational institutions that organize curricula focusing
on so-called ‘student-based learning’ -- among which are programs
with integrated education -- are sparse and relatively small.

In addition, surrounded by and evolved from mono-disciplinary

education, even the smaller European programs that include liberal

1) Kritika & Kontext 60/2022 https://kritika.sk/#document(60)
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arts, STEM or interdisciplinary programs, do not automatically
practice integrated education. The reason is that the educators in these
programs, themselves educated in the single-discipline departments,
mostly offer a so-called ‘distributional model’ where students take
a variety of narrow-discipline subjects. The aim is to train students
in various subjects in order for them to find major the best suited to
their character and interest. A proximate equivalent to the integrated
program in Europe is ‘problem-based learning’ as practiced at several

liberal arts programs in the Netherlands and the UK.

Priorities and Obstacles

It is important to clarify the relationship of integrated education
to liberal arts programs in Europe. Many of their attributes overlap
but there is a reason why they are not identical. They face the
same obstacles, and their responses depend on the environment in
where they are located. In the United States, integrated education
is a standard feature of many liberal arts colleges even if it is not
necessarily designated by the name ‘integrated education’. There, the
bachelor’s degree or ‘college degree’, lasting four years, has been a
cornerstone of preparation for a professional career for two centuries.
Part and parcel of this has been improvements in pedagogical skills.
Professional development - the continuous improvement of teaching
methods - has become an essential feature of almost every liberal
arts college. These mostly private and well-endowed colleges are
residential institutions with rich extracurricular activities, including

societies and sport clubs, which foster character building and



camaraderie among students that last for the rest of their lives.

In addition, American colleges stress the civic component of
education, another domain of integrated education. Every mission
statement of a liberal arts college stresses how civic education, and
education for global citizenship, is integral to the overall outcome of
the degrees from such colleges.

In Europe, the background and condition of liberal arts education
is different. Historically, liberal arts — the seven liberal arts within
Quadrivium and Trivium - were essential feature of the first
European universities. However, starting in the 19th century, the
European universities - copying the University of Berlin’s focus on
research and Bildung - increasingly stressed the research capacities
of their educators-scholars rather than pedagogical and ethical
aspect of university education. Although originally the concept of
Bildung contained besides research and narrow specialization also
a moral component and self-reflection, the latter two have gradually
disappeared from the core of modern European universities.? With
the stress on research, publications and post-graduate education, the
pedagogical aspect of education - so vital for students’ learning and
character formation - has been relegated to an appendix rather the

essence of Universitas.

2) Hans Adriaansens, the doyen and founder of liberal arts education in the Netherlands,
stressed this aspect when he wrote in 2017: “Paradoxically, the focus on research that evolved
at German universities that claim Bildung as their foundation but prioritize only the research
component rather than acquiring self-knowledge was devised by Humboldt, who stressed
both. He also believed “that teachers and learners are jointly doing research and that it is this
form of jointly acquiring knowledge that defines university education”. (Adriaansens, 2017)
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The Return of Liberal Arts to Europe

The emergence, or re-emergence of liberal arts in its modern
manifestation was possible only after the Bologna Agreement (1999)
that divided the old five-year-long model into bachelor’s and master’s
degrees. This return of undergraduate education into the European
educational sphere allowed also return of liberal arts to Europe. Both
in the Netherlands and in central and eastern Europe, liberal arts
programs and institutions have had American connections, contacts
and even support. However, the faculty hired to teach in these new
liberal arts programs were mostly academics from traditional,
narrow-disciplined departments with little pedagogical training and,
except the UK, the concept of professional development has been
unknown. Thus, teaching and learning centres have been only slowly

introduced at these liberal arts institutions.

Whereas small seminars classes, with the stress on teaching
intellectual and soft skills, has been essential part of liberal arts
education in Europe, the courses taught in these small seminars are
from multiple subjects but mostly from narrow disciplines. Many
courses in these programs can be called interdisciplinary but these
might not necessary all be integrated courses. Thus, the integrated,
even interdisciplinary aspect of education is possible and even
welcome but not essential for liberal arts programs in Europe. The
teachers, who enthusiastically embraced many aspects of liberal arts,
were mostly educated in narrow disciplines and thus the concept of

integrated education - if at all familiar - might sound attractive but



not essential to their conception of liberal arts. The closest concept to
integrated education is the problem-based learning offered at some

liberal arts colleges, mostly in the Netherlands and the UK.?

A further difference between US and European conceptions of
liberal arts relates to the moral aspect of education. Programs in
the United States emphasise character building as being an essential
part of integrated education, but this is more tenuous at European
liberal arts and science institutions. There are a couple of reasons
for this difference. First, the already mentioned heritage of research
and mono-disciplinary universities in Europe, stressing Weberian
value-free education for social sciences and humanities, has naturally
seeped into these newly formed programs. Second, none of the
European programs have a religious affiliation or origin although
moral and ethical studies often represent a substantial part of the
curriculum. However, it is questionable, as Cardinal John Henry
Newman convincingly argued,? whether any educational institution
can automatically produce a moral human being - a global citizen in
today’s parlance.

Yet, the aim of a liberal arts education is to aspire, through critical
thinking, debating, ample extracurricular activities, and reading
primary texts and literature, to shape the moral and ethical profile
of the student. The latter cannot be guaranteed by any educational

3) In the Netherlands, the University Colleges in Rotterdam and Maastricht, and in Warwick
in the UK, have ‘problem-based learning’ as a signature feature. Groningen call this ‘project
based learning’. Other schools might have individual courses based on similar concepts.

4) The Scope and Nature of University Education (1852) p. 99
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system, but liberal arts education is in the best position to make
student distinguish good from evil and at least to expose what is and
should be the moral fortitude of student. This needs to be stressed
because the language of “integrated education” often mentions the
capacity of such an education to produce global citizens. As in the
case of liberal arts education, this goal is an aspiration: a hope, not a

certainty or inevitability of the educational process.

Obstacles to student-based learning

Integrated education, the same as liberal arts education, faces
several internal and external obstacles to implement its aims.
Relatively high costs make such studies harder and harder to justify,
while the elaborate pedagogy necessary for such studies is time-
consuming in terms of faculty time and not well appreciated. The
teachers must balance their time between intensive teaching and
research, which is increasingly difficult in an academic era defined
by the dictum: “publish or perish”.

The external impediments in Europe to these small-scale, high-
quality educational institutions are derived from an environment
where major universities represent mono-disciplinary fortresses.
Hence, there is limited chance that liberal arts will become a major
player in European undergraduate education. The general educational
system of higher learning is characterized by massification, narrow
specialization and an obsession with rankings. One should thus
recognize and acknowledge that the wider academic community has
limited interest in, or even tolerance towards, liberal arts studies or

integrated education.



In Europe, narrow specialization is ubiquitous and dominant.
Liberal arts and integrated education can provide an alternative
education for at least some students. It is nevertheless destined to
remain a small-scale endeavour and a niche for a limited number
of students. The goal should be that high school students should be
aware of the possibility to embark on studies that are challenging,

intensive and, in the end, rewarding.

And there is no doubt that such education is needed today more than
ever. Challenges like political polarization, economic crisis, climate
change and inequality have become ever more significant. In the
long term, education will play the key role in tackling and hopefully
remedying these problems. To that end, educators must ask, how
does education prepare the younger generation for a rapidly changing
world? No less important, what remains in the modern university to
inculcate students with the ethical values and moral outlook that were
integral to the original Artes Liberales project as well as the German
tradition of Bildung and are assumed to be essential in integrated
education? For now, the answer remains: not enough. If students are
not aware of moral dilemmas and what is ethically unacceptable, our
future politicians, scientists, scholars, and artists are likely to pursue
their own self-interest and security rather than the common good.
To protect the future of our environment and our democracies, a
more enlightened model of higher education is an objective to which
undergraduate education should be committed.

Liberal arts and integrated educational are models that are able to
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prepare students to tackle the challenges of the future. Hopefully, they
will become more integral parts of undergraduate education around
the globe. They have much to learn from each other and there is much
space for cooperation. ECOLAS - the European Consortium of Liberal
Arts and Sciences - issued in June 2021 a manifesto urging European
educators and politicians to review the status of undergraduate
education after the pandemic.” The ECOLAS Manifesto has application
globally because the challenges to democracies are similar. Politicians
and major universities are not, unfortunately, preoccupied with the
the quality of undergraduate education. Hopefully, they will pay more
attention to this domain in the future.

5) https:/kritika.sk/pdf/60/2.pdf
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