
AN ALL-UNIVERSITY POLICY ON LIBERAL EDUCATION 

Introduction 

In June, 1964, the All-University Council on Liberal Education presented 

to the faculty Senate a position ~ on undergraduate liberal education. The 

1964 paper provides relevant and important background to the propositions advanced 

in this policy statement, end a shortened version of the two opening paragraphs 

of that paper follows: 

The ection of the faculty Senate in June, 1962, establishing the All
University Council on Liberal Education, charged the Council with 
responsibilitj for initiating a University-wide policy which would 
establish a "liberal education" component for programs leading to the 
Bachelor's degree offered by any college of the University. This charge 
was made as the product of two positions widely supported by the Univer
sity faculty. The first position was that all Bachelor's degree 
programs offered by the University of Minnesota should help students 
toward a broad and balanced understanding of self, nature, and society. 
Thus some educational purposes should be held in common by all colleges 
of the University and these purposes should be represented in the form 
of the educational prcigram foll~wed by all students seeking the Bachelor's 
degree. The All-University Council is to seek policies that v1ill assure 
these common purposes and forms in undergraduate education at Minnesota. 

The second faculty position was that persons charged with responsibility 
for undergraduate education at the University of Minnesota, as elsewhere, 
need constantly to address themselves to the problem created by the 
rapid gr~wth of knot"ledge. This problem is often described as the 
fragmentation of any general community of educated men and Homen. 
Under the pressure of expanding knotllledge and an increasingly complex 
society, departments of instruction have multiplied rapidly; the range 
of materials represented by instruction is increasingly beyond the 
compass of any person; the specialized vocabularies, skills, and methods 
of inquiry used by academic disciplines have become increasingly unavail
able to any but those who give long years of rigorous attention to their 
mastery. The product of growing and increasingly specialized knowledge 
seems to be a loss of ability on the part of educated men and ~mmen to 
communicate with one another on matters relating to their separate areas 
of specialized interest and competence, or even on matters t·Jhich should 
be of common concern to all men. The loss of any general culture 



.t I 

- 2 -

characteristic of the w~ll educated intensifies their separation 
not only from one another, but also from the community at large. 
A function of the All-University Council is, therefore, to seek 
policies and ~rocedures in undergraduate education which will 
lessen the fragmentation of the academic community. 

As the product of study and discussion in the 1964-65 academic year, the 

council now proposes to the Senate a statement which, if ratified by the Senate, 

would become policy for all colleges of the University offering Bachelor's degree 

programs. This report is presented in three major divisions: 

I. The statement of the policies proposed for action, 

li. Interpretations of the policy statement which would become part of 
the explanatory materials for any policy adopted, 

III. A statement of "next steps" proposed for co-operative consideration 
by the council and the several colleges to advance further the 
general mission of the council. 

The council wishes to emphasize that the following policy statement is the 

first effort of the University of Minnesota to establish a common framework for 

Bachelor's degree programs of all colleges of the University. Experience in the 

use of this framework may demonstrate the need for modification and the council 

stands rea~y to undertake changes as they seem warranted. 

I. 

Policies Proposed for Action 

1. All colleges should include as part of their published formulation of purposes 

for programs leading to the Bachelor's degree a statement concerning the purposes 

of liberal education and the importance of such purposes to the program of the 

college. A model is presented in Section II of this report, but colleges may 

modify it to make the statement consistent with the general manner in which the 

college describes its purposes and programs. 

2. All Bachelor's degree programs should require students to present evidence of 

study and/or competence in each of the four interacting divisions of knowledge 

represented in the curriculum. The purposes of such a distribution reauirement 

should be, first, to assure that all graduates of the University hold in common 

some skill in managing the instruments of inquiry and communication; second that 
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they hold in common some significant knowledge about nature, life, society, and 

man's artistic and philosophic achievements; and third, that they hold in conunon 

some understanding of the methods and purposes of natural scientists, social 

scientists, and hu~anists. In designing its distribution requirement for the 

Bachelor's degree, each college should observe the following stipulations: 

A. The description of the distribution requirement should be based on the 

system developed by the Council on Liberal Education. This system for 

describing the curriculum names four categories of knowledge and the 

major sub-divisions as follows: 

I. Communication, language, symbolic systems 

a) English and foreign language communication skills 

b) Linguistics, rhetoric, logic, philosophic analysis 

c) Mathematics 

~II. The physical and biological sciences 

a) The physical universe 

b) The biological universe 

III. M.im and society 

a) The analysis of human behavior and institutions 

b) The development of civilization: Historical and philosphical 
studies 

IV. Artistic Expression 

a) Literature 

b) The ilrts. 

B. The distribution requirement should meet or exceed the following credit-

hour floors and/or provide procedures for validating a level of student 

competence and understanding equivalent to that which might be reasonably 

achieved by effective use of the credit-hour requirement: 



1. Nine credits in English composition 

2. 48 additional credits distributed among the four categories of 

knowledge, with no fewer than nine credits exclusive of English 

composition in each. 

3. The distribution floor set by the Council is not intended to be 

exclusive of the student's major. Professional collegesadmitting 

students to a limited number of prescribed majors may well wish 

to frame their distribution requirement in terms of categories or 

sub-categories lying outside the major. If a college assumes that 

its majors will inevitably take 12 or more credits in one of the 

four categories, the minimal requirement of the Council on Liberal 

Education would be met by a requirement of 36 credits in the 

remaining three categories. 

C. The statement of a credit-hour distribution requirement should be 

accompanied by a clear statement of the courses or types of courses 

acceptable for fulfilling the requirement. 

D. Where students are offered the option of fulfilling all or any part of 

the distribution requirement by examination, a clear description of 

this procedure should accompany the statement of the distribution 

requirements. 

E. The All-University Council reserves the right to review standards for 

validat{ng fulfillment of the distribution requirement. 

3. In designing a distribution requirement, colleges are asked to study the 

practicality of developi~r· policies or procedures which ~ill help achieve 

several Jesirable goal$ here enumerated. The Council is continuing its own 

study of ways in which these goals may be atteined for all students, and ~e ask 

that colleges taking particular actions in support of any of the goals inform us 

as to the nature of the action. 
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A. Placement of some part of the student's study in areas outside the area 

of his major concentration in the last two years of the student's under-

graduate experience. 

B. Inclusion of some study likely to assist the student in perceiving his 

own contemporary culture in comparison to and contrast with cultures 

removed in time, space, and world view. 

C. Inclusion of some study likely to give the student prespective on the 

historical and philosophic significance. of the type of enterprise re-

presented by his major area of concentration. 

D. Attention to the desirability of stud.fmg both the physical and biological 

sciences and their impact on society. 

E. Attention to balance in the student's program between large lecture 

courses and courses engaging the student actively in the work of 

analyzing and synthesizing knowledge, preparing and presenting dis-

courses and engaging in discussion with teachers and fellow students. 

4. These policies will be effective beginning in fall quarter, 1966. If a 

particular college faces insuperable obstacles to putting the policies into. 

effe.ct t:s of that date, the college is asked to reauesi: ~ "delay for cause" from 

the All-University Council. 

II. 
Interpretations of Section I 

1. Policy Statement No. I 

A suggested form for the statement on the purposes of liberal education 

follows: 

"The University of Minnesota believes that all of its students, what 

ever their area··of. specialization or their vocational goals, should hold 

in common the search for a liberal education. In the broadest sense 

a liberal education is one which frees us from the limitations placed 

by ignorance on our pm-Jers of judgment and choice. More specifically, a 
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liberal education 3sks of us that we seek control over the general 

intellectual instruments for acquiring and communicating knowledge, 

primarily the instruments of language and number; that we seek under

standing of the l-Tays in which scientists contribute to man's knowledge 

of hUnself and his environment; that we seek historical and philosophic 

perspective on the nature of our own lives and the world in l'lhich we 

live; and that \'le seek appreciation of the creative insights into life 

and nature provided by literature and the arts. To help students 

achieve the goals of liberal education, the College of ex-

-pects ea.ch. s-tudent ;to 'distribu·te some part 'of his -cours·e loJ'ork in areas 

of study other than those most closely linked to his specialized or 

vocational interests." 

2. Policy Statement No. 2-A 

A. The Council is aware of the impossibility of devising a single set 

of categories which will provide an unambiguous description of the 

scope of liberal studies in the University. The system of categories 

outlined above seems to the Council to fit as closely as possible 

the lines of demarcation currently drawn by faculty members 

between the various kinds of basic disciplines found in the 

University. 

B. The Council's initial policy for a floor requirement in liberal 

education (see 1-2-B), uses only the four major categories of 

the system. College faculties, however, may wish to go beyond 

the Council's floor in specifying certain sub-categories in 

their distribution requirements. 

3. Policy Statcnent No. 2-B 

In setting a nine-credit floor for each of the four major cate

gories, the Council is mindful of two important limitations to this 
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prescription. First, the nine-credit requirement may, in the judgment of 

a given faculty, be quite inadequate for some of the major categories. 

The difference between the 48 credit floor set by the Council and the 

36 credits that a nine-credit requirement in each of the four major cate-

gories would provide, is designed to encourage colleges to place additional 

emphasis in their requirements at points they think particularly crucial 

to the liberal education of their students. Second, the nine~credit 

floor for each of the major categories does not represent a Council 

judgment that all areas of study are necessarily of equal importance. 

Judgment ~s to the relative importance of the various categories can and 

should be exercised by the college faculties and may, in the presence of 

additional evidence, be expressed in future policy proposals of the 

Council. 

4. Policy Statement No. 2-C 

By the end of fall quarter, 1965, the Council proposes to distribute to 

the several colleges a classification of courses judged available and 

suitable for fulfilling distribution requirements in any of the categories 

and sub-categories. (Credits in some courses will be distributed between 

two or more sub-categories.) This listing will serve as a general guidel~ 

to college faculties preparing their own distribution requirement specifi-

cations. 

III. 
For Further Study and Action 

In order that the faculty may be informed of the lines of study and action 

now under consideration by the Council, we list here a series of problems or 

issues with which the Council is likely to be concerned after the adoption of an 

initial University-wide policy statement. Study of these problems and issues 



• 
-0- • 

may result in the development of further policy proposals by the Council. 

1. The Council proposes study of the practicality of establishing a pass

fail grading system for students taking courses in areas far removed from 

their field of special interest or competence. lt is our hypothesis that the 

grading system is a real barrier to student participation in courses which 

might be particularly useful to their liberal education, but which also 

threaten their sense of achievement at the University. Some consideration 

of this barrier seems warranted. 

2. The Council ia interested in encouraging the development of more resource

ful examination techniques as a means of validating satisfactory completion 

of certain distribution floors, whether used in combination with course wor.k, 

or as an alternative to course work. 

3. The Cc.,mcil is interested in the substance of courses thought particu

larly suitnble for the education of the non-specialist. Our intention is to 

reopen the perennial questions of: What kind of science education is most 

suitable for non-scientists? What kind of humanistic education is most 

suitable for the specialist in science? etc. 

4. The Council is interested in developing studies of the effect of various 

curricular patterns on student performance. Such research will require 

improvement in our ability to make effective use of the data collection system 

of the University. 

5. Curricular objectives listed in section I-3 for study by the college 

faculties also represent problems which the Couhcil proposes for its own 

further study. 


