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The Project
Common/Uncommon Ground

JUDITH SUMMERFIELD

The City University of New York
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—Waiciam James, “Faow s Ceatam Bunosess s Hosay Boncs,” 1983

‘Certainites are shetn fo be combuntible, not by being brought into contact with other vertainties’
ar with doubts, but by beng kindled by the presence of 1deas of another erder; approximations are
revealed etween metizns mormally remone from one anotber. Thoughis of differens spectes twke wing
amd play round cne anotber, regponding fo cach stbers movements and provoking one ansiber fo

Sresk exeriions,
—SiCHAEL QARESHOTT, “WoicE OF PosTRy i THE Corversamion oF Mawkeo,” 1962

REPRESENTATIVE STORIES

My friend's son, Michael, now a fireman in New York City, had struggled to finish
college for many years. He had wanted to be a high school physical education teacher
and had shuttled back and forth between the CUNY senior college, where T was teach-
ing, and its sister community college down the road. He finally gave up and was
accepted into the New York City Fire Department.

At Thanksgiving dinner last year, we had time to talk. We talked about the psy-
chological toll of September 11 on the men and women of the fire and police
departments. I knew that he had lost a number of friends and that he himself had
gone for counseling. Then we began to talk of the soreness he stll felt about not
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finishing college. He was trying to figure out what had happened, and why college
had not worked for him.

He asked what 1 was doing now, and I told him I had begun a project on liberal
education, getting faculty and administrators across the University to ralk together
about the purposes of a college education. He interrupred: *1 think one of the prob-
lems for me was that I didn®t understand what I was doing, and 1 got stuck in all those
required courses at the beginning—that’s what you mean by liberal education, don't
youi—They're kind of like rites of passage that you've got to get through before you
et to what you really want to de. But they don't add up. Tt didn’t make sense to me,
why we had to tuke those courses. And the teachers didn't seem to know, either”
“Alsa,” he said, T don't know what a college means when it says it’s a liberal arts col-
lege. Youd think that if a liberal education was really important, more than just
words, that students would get it.”

FACULTY ASSUMPTIONS AND BELIEFS

At the beginning of the CUNY General Education project, a group of us, faculty
and administrators, sat down together to talk about our experiences as undergrad-
uates. If we had :m:,"t]'ling in COMMmMaon, no mattér our hai:kgmund or :iptcll!lllmtinn
or current work, it was that we had all been, at one time or another, an undergradu-
ate. | asked that we take a moment to describe what we might call a “liberally educa-
tive experience” as an undergraduate. That was the prompt, and as with any faculty
group, there were a number of questions about the assignment: Should the experi-
ence be within or outside the classroom, at the beginning or end of college, and so
on? It was up to the participants, we agreed, to define their own terms.

The stories we told were, of course, journeys. Unsurprisingly, they were cast as
metaphors of movement, exploration, discovery, and falling in love. They told of mav-
ing from one space in time to another, reversals, transformations, starting out in one
place and ending up in another, growing up, entenng new worlds, assuming new iden-
tities, of coming to know and to be known by others, of being recognized, believed
in. Some told of writing the first big paper—and realizing that they could do it: They
had ventured into new intellectual spaces.

Robert Whittaker told of his having been set on a particular path: His father was
a dentist, and he was to be one alse, until he encountered the biology “cat lab." That
did it for biology and dentistry: He found his eruc love in Russian literature,

Fred Purnell also lked about changing his mind: He had begun in science
(determined to study butterflies) and tock a required philosophy course “which
changed my life.” The professor taught them how to investigate the big questions,
heow to think about the world in Wiys he had never imagin:d. Donald Scott talked
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of moving from a small town in Ohio to the East Coast. It was a new world, a new
culture, The experience he described that has stayed with him was mecting a great,
passionate lecturer, Perry Miller, the American historian, and coming to the reali-
zation that he wanted to be ke him.

Karen Steele talked about going to college in the south during the Civil Rights
movement, and being in a place and time where what was happening in college made
sense only in the context of the outside world, and the need for social justice. That
hope for a just world, she said, has never left her. Nadine Posner talked of being
a philosophy major, and of wanting to explore unknown worlds, the unfamiliar, to step
outside herself. I talked about taking courses with the American social historian,
Robert Colodny, who asked me in an independent study 1 took with him in my senior
year if I could read a book he was recommending in the original Porruguese. He
knew tourteen languages, and approached European history from multiple per-
spectives, the palitical, economic, scientific, literary. He knew the world in ways that
I'wanted to, and he imagined that I could, as well.

Marlene Gottlieh and Annette Schaeffer, who had attended CUNY colleges
as commuting students, talked about coming to understand the power of “raking all
those disconnected required courses™ belatedly, years later. The experiences did not
make much sense while they were going through them. Afterwards, they realized
that this had been the chance to do philosophy and history, more languages. They
looked back—a bit nostalgicall—on what had not been a particularly felicitous
experience while they were in the middle of it. Others talked about going to college
in the 19705 when there were few requirements, except for Freshman Composition,
which meant you could explore various options on your own.

I have since done this impromptu experiment with & number of groups and
ndraduals, inside and outside CUNY. I am struck each time that [ initiare the
conversation that no one has stopped me to challenge the premise: What are you
talking about? What do you mean by a liberally educative experience? Nor do they
respond with what William Labov, the sociclinguist, might call a “withering rejoin-
der" {Labov 1972): “8o whar? Why even have this conversation?” Even with a group
of current doctoral students and with college alumni, the question opened up a dynamic
conversation about “liberal education” being liberating, about new ways of knowing and
thinking, of new perspectives, of gaining a critical edge, leaming ways of knowing the
waorld, and how important, now, in the globalized world, we need to know and under-
stand each other, to embrace multiple perspectives and points of view.

The ralk about curselves, as faculty, as administrators, veered off in & number of
directions: We ralked about the differences of the residential and commuter campus,
of the often pastoral setting of the small liberal arts college and the urban cacophony—
the noise and rush of New York. We talked about CUNY students, how they are the
“same” as we were, how they are different. How they are only focused on careers, as
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some said, how they do not have the advantages that some of us had, by living in
dorms, how they have to work, often full time (48% of CUNY s students work more
than 20 hours a week),' how they are older than we were, how they are supporting
families, how they are not conventional American college students, and how at the
same time they are, how so many of them do not have the fluencies they need in stan-
dard American English, how difficult it is for them, how we wish that they had the
chanee for the kinds of experiences that we had, how there is something vieal, alive
in these stories about our own “Liberally educative” experiences, and that we wish our
students had the chance to know what the university can give to them—and what
they can give to us, and how easy it is o fall into generalities abour “we and they”

Marlene Gottlieb, Professor of Spanish, talked about not talking about stu-
dents’ “deficiencies,” their lack of preparedness, but rather figuring out how to teach
to—and exploit—their strengths, their multiple languages and cultures. How two
define and how to facilitate a liberal education=—a liberating education=—for CUNY's
guarter of a million students, who commute, work, live transnationally, go back and
forth between nations, cultures, and languages, who struggle to make a living, raise
families, and complete a degree, who do not have the foggiest notion of what we
mean by a liberal educarion, that was—and is—the challenge.

We agreed early on that we needed 1o make explicit thar which we ook for
granted, the tacit knowledge that “we” had about the purposes of a liberal education.
It was gratifying to know that we were all, somehow, members of the same club of
beliefs and values, however vaguely defined, that we reaffirmed this set of beliefs at
this early stage of the project and throughout the next years, that we abided by a belief
systemn that valued this peculiarly American way of higher education, that no mat-
ter what the undergraduate degree—business, education, computer science—there
is a counterpart, that of the liberal arts and sciences. Flow to make that part of an
undergraduate education “real,” to make it visible and daily, knowable and meaningful,
was what we surmised we had to tackle, That would be the work of the project.

MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES: THE VIEW FROM "CENTRAL”

My friend Michael is right: There is an enormous gap berween the unspoken
promises and expectations of what is called a “hiberal education” and the actual day-
to-day practices of undergraduate education, between what is said and what actually
happens in the lives of students and faculty. This is not news—Ernest Boyer, in his
landmark studies on American higher education, framed the arpuments decades ago,
as he described the fragmentary nature of the undergraduate experience (1987). The
parts were not talking to each other, and the “disconnects” prevailed, between the profes-
sions and liberal education, among the distribution requirements, the major, and the
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clectives. The metaphor of “disconnects,” as Dale Coye points out in Change (1997),
reaches into the fabric of American schooling, the disconnects between high school
and college, between college and what our students at Queens College refer to as
the “real world.” YWhat we began to do at CUNY, throughout the University, was
to investigate the disconnects between the promises of a liberal education and the
practices, between what we say and what we do.

When I began the General Education Project at CUNY in the spring of 2003, it
was from the unique—and liminal—perspective of a Faculty Fellow at CUNY's
“Central Office.” T took a leave from my role as English faculty at Queens College, one
of the senior colleges at CUNY, to begin a University-wide investigation of general edu-
cation. In my mind, I was taking an ethnographic tumn, in a decidedly nowice role of
anthropologist, rrying to find out what 1 eould abour how General/Liberal Education
worked in practice throughout the University. The starting point, given oy work in nar-
rative studies (Summerield 1996, Summerfield and Summerfield 1986a, 1986b),
would be to get to stories, faculty stories, stadent stories, to begin to uncover assump-
tons, belief systems, to find out what we were thinking, as faculty and administrators.
T was critical, I thought, to bridge that gap, to get faculty and administrators ralking
with each other. If there was a great divide berween students and faculty, there was an
even greater divide between the “we and they” of faculty and administrators.

The ideal was clear—to ger the colleges focused on strengthening undergrad-
uate education; rhe method—how to get the colleges from their varying locations,
their different, and differing perspectives, talking to each other and finding com-
mon ground, was not. Louise Mirrer, then Executive Viee Chancellor, who had
brought me to the Central Office, hoped that we would look carefully and thought-
fully ar what CUNY students need as college graduates ro go out into the world.
What do we mean by a liberal education? That was a critical question, and the start-
ing point. Mirrer (2002) put it well, at the inaugural meeting of the Project: “We
all probably share in the belief that we want a quality education for all our students,
the challenge is how to go from here to there.”

I had ventured forth to do this Project from the perspective of one CUNY College
and out into the multiple dimensions of the entire system, through the lens of the
Central Office—"Central,” as CUNY"s administration is called within the system.

CUNY is the largest urban, public, commuter University in the country, with sev-
enteen undergraduate colleges spread throughout the five boroughs of New York
Ciry. My home college, Queens College, is situated within Queens County, one of
the “outer boroughs.” The Central Office 1s housed on the Upper East Side, across
Manhattan from CUNY's oldest senior college, City College. CUNY"'s history
begins with City College or CCNY, which was founded in 1847 as the “Free
Academy” to “educarte the whole people” of the city of New Yorl. In its heyday in
the mid-twentieth century, with its succession of Nobel Prize winners, including
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Jonas Salk (1914-1995), the medical scientist who developed the polio vaccine that
has been available since 1955 and has saved countless people from contracting the
disease, it was known as the “poor man's Harvard.” Marthew Goldstein, CUNYs cur-
rent Chancellor, alumnus of CCNY, is keenly aware of the genesis of City College:
He writes of the power of liberal education in the foreword to this volume. City's
initial focus, which persists today, was engineering—and the sciences, and eventu-
ally architecture—but always with a commitment to the Liberal Arts.

The city'’s colleges grew up along with the city itself, spawning senior and com-
munity colleges within the five boroughs, each developing as a distinctive institution,
with its local history and particular functions, In 1870, Hunter, 2 Normal college to pre-
pare women as teachers, was opened on the Upper East Side, a few blocks from whart
is now the Central Office. Baruch College, originally downtown “City,” and CUNY"s
premier business school s in lower Manhattan, as is the Borough of Manhattan
Community College (BMCCY), founded in the 1960s, in close proximity to Ground
Zero, It is the one CUNY College to have suffered damages from the destruction of
the World Trade Center. BMCC 15 the largest commumty college in the system, with
17,000 students, Hostos, in the South Bron, with 4,500 students, is the smallest.

Within each of the other four boroughs, the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, Staten
Island, the city's colleges, which charged no tuition until the mid 1970z, serve one of
the most diverse student populations in the country. The colleges of New York were
brought together in 1961 under one administrative roof, to create CUNY, The City
Un'wtnait}-' of Mew York, as a federated system.

While the Central Administration, with a Chancellor and a central Board of
Trustees, now manages the entire University system—from budgets to buildings to
human resources—each CUNY college, its president, administratars, and faculoy,
oversees what happens in the day-to-day lives of its students and faculry. Whar is
taught —and how it is taught—happens within the college academic departments,
Faculty determing curriculum and pedagogy. There is no centralized curriculum,
either within the majors or within general education, but there is the promise of what
Chancellor Goldstein calls an “integrated University” (2003).°

THE CRITICAL FIRST YEAR OF COLLEGE
AND GENERAL EDUCATION

When I left my college for Central in 2003, I brought with me several decades of
teaching CUNY students—and a recent knowledge of teaching new college freshmen
in their eritical first vear. At Queens College, a group of faculty created a space in
the Freshman Year Initiative (FY1), where we could learn how best to teach first-year
students. We were creating a “community of practice,” with the "experts” working
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together to bring the new students into the various cultures of the college. In the ideal
community, senior faculty were teaching first-year students alongside junior and
adjunct faculty, as well as junior and senior undergraduates, who served as mentors
and guides to the new students. We all learned from each other. The program is still
a flourishing site for innovative teaching,” (See Davison and Lantz Goldhaber, this
volume, and Summerfield 1999),

During the 1990s, I worked closely in FYT with Kevin Birth, a coltural anthro-
pologist at Queens, who began to do ethnographic research with first-year students
in FYT about how they see their lives s college students. His investigations—and the
conversations we had—made me realize that we needed to ask different questions from
those typically asked of first-year students.* When he asked students in the fresh-
man program, “why do you want to go 1o college?” they typically talked about “gerting
a good job.” Birth suggests that we need to see this notion of “getting” in students” dis-
course in at least two ways: “[Flirst, the notion of getting as related to ‘acquiring some-
thing," and second, the metaphor suggests a ‘moving through space: getting ahead,
getting higher, or getting somewhere” " (personal correspondence, 2001). Smdents
are tulking, he suggests, about making a change, moving from one space to another.

For many of our students, this means moving up the social ladder, and, ultmately,
moving from the working class of their parents’ generation to the middle class. Many
of cur students are, still, the first in their families to attend college. Furthermore, what
college is, is not part of the cultural fabric of their lives, That still is CUNY's history,
although the story is not so simple: Many of our students, who come to the city as
immigrants, have parents who are more educated in their native countries than are
the parents of CUNY's American-born students. In either case, coming ro college
is coming into a new culture. So Michael is right: There are “rites of passage,” into
the customs of college that are not made explicit. CUNY 1s, after all, 2 commuter col-
lege {although two Manhattan colleges are now building dormitories), where both
students and faculty are on the move, While more and more of CUNY's colleges are
making explicit the rites of passage through formal freshman arientations, ongoing
freshman seminars, and highly organized first-semester academic communities,
there are still numbers of students who, in ts.king a new bus 1o new bui].d'll'lg in their
own borough, find themselves in new and indecipherable territory. The college cul-
ture—more “free” time, less supervision, more independence—takes thern by surprise;
too many never move in from the "periphery” (Lave and Wenger 1991).°

Birth probed the issues differently: When he asked these same Queens students
“What makes college-educated people different from non-college educared people?,”
or “What does college do for a person?” their answers focused on two notions, one of
self-development, “knowing who [ am,” and the other, of leaming to be “responsible”
or “independent,” of learning to manage in the world on their own. They do not, as
Birth says, connect the two “in an integrated way” (personal correspondence, 2001).
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They expect something to happen in college, perhaps, that will bring the two, the
self and the world, together in meaningful ways.

Birth's further studies with FYT freshmen ar Queens College have taken him to
questians abour agency, belunging, and deference in the classroom. He looks closely
at the language students used in interviews about the “unremarkable activity” of “sit-
ting,” as a “common phenomenological” activity (Birth 2006). In probing the complex
cultural world of CUNY, in relationship to the remarkable diversity of its students, he
noted that students deseribed themselves repeatedly as “just siting there.” Through
close syntactic analysis of this most unremarkable of phrases, Birth suggests that we
need to take seriously questions about notions of the self, and in particular, concep-
tions of the self and notions of American individualism, power, and entry into vari-
ous cultures. We need to listen hard to students' language and explore the complex
“common” ground in which we are all standing—or sitting.

How students” intellectual growth—or intellectual maturity—is promoted in col-
lege, or connected to a “liberal” education is not part of students’ expressed expec-
tations, but their need to know whar college is for calls for us within higher education
to recognize students’ expressed—or implicit—expectations about why they are in col-
lege.* If liberal education is important, then we cannot rely on the hope that it some-
how will be experienced by students as such. Birth’s investipations of the “commaon
phenomenological experience of sitting” served as a framework for what has come
to be an exploration of another unremarkable activity: general education. No mat-
ter whar specific degree or major students choose in their academic careers, the most
common phenomenological curricular experience is the general part of that degree.
The &aﬂcngﬂs of the General Education pmjc,ct at CUNY involved mming to some
agrl:um:nt an W]'Iﬂ'[ We mean h_}’ our ﬂ:n‘ns, ;TI pnrﬁculm’, g:ru:nﬂ Ed'l.ll:arll[“'l llﬂd “t‘]-
eral education, and to do so by investigating practices, words and structures, “systems
and constellations of shared experiences,” as Birth reminds us.

GENERAL/LIBERAL EDUCATION: OPERATIONAL DEFINITION

Early on in the Project, it became clear that we would not be able to get on with
the process unless we clarified what we meant by these two key terms, and while
we still, three years later, struggle with the enormity of the task of finding, explor-
ing, or staking out common ground, we agreed that General Education was the more
neutral, less value-laden term of the two,” and for our purposes, it represented a set
of organizational structures that could be quantified: There exists art all seventeen
undergraduare CUNY colleges a set of actual requirements that all students must
take as a portion of their college degree, no matter their major program. This set
of requirements, however they are organized or wharever they are named, is whar
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we call “general” education, These requirements appear as college credits earned on
a college transcript. Getting to this understanding took some doing, particularly as
we were looking at the quality of the shared experience, as well as naming and count-
ing course requirements, which, in itself, is a formidable task. What we mean by lib-
eral education and how we define the term is less determined, as we will see”

GENERAL/LIBERAL EDUCATION: INVESTICATING
SETS OF PRACTICES

To get to the realities of how we do undergraduate education at CUNY—to get the
conversation going—these were the starting goals, We decided on two small work-
ing groups of “experts”; one, a group of faculty; the second, a group of administrators—
academic deans, and assistant or associate provosts. [ wanted to hear what the talk
would sound like in each of the wo groups. We needed to tackle the questions abour
what kind of liberal education for the twenty-first century we should provide for
our students, from a variety of perspectives. We had, first of all, seventeen under-
graduate colleges, each with its own curriculum, its own local customs and institu-
tional purposes. A small planning group came up with the notion of a pilot project,
beginning with six of the seventeen colleges.

From the Central Office, we sent an invitation to the six college presidents, ask-
ing them for faculty and administrators on the commirtees who eould speak o ques-
tions about general education at the respective colleges. In the letter, we framed a
number of central questions around the University'’s mission to “strengthen under-
graduate education”;

The questions [abowut libesal education] ase very much in the public eye across the counmry:
Trw o we bring students into the wniversity and keep them not only enrolled but alse
engaged; how do we seconeile tensions between requirements for general education and for
the professions; how do we ensure 2 quality education for all; how do we sespect and strengthen
acollege’s distinctiveness at the same time that we establish common goals; how do we allow
for transferahility from one college to another; and how do we deliver on the promises ne
educare students for the ctizensy? (Mirrer 2002)

Tt was time, we said, for CUNY to enter the national debate. We would work from both
ends of the spectrum, from the top administration, getting the presidents engaged, and
at the same time, we would work on the ground, in the field, getting those close to the
academic enterprise, the students, involved.

We were to bring o the initial questions our various identities within the insti-
tution, as faculty, administrators, but, most significantly, as scholars; We were to look
at what we began to call “sets of practices,” both academic practices and administra-
tive practices. Boyer is right: The disconnects reach to the tensions within all parts of
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the instirution itself. Faculty and administrators are largely disconnected and distrustful
of each other. The administrative and academic are typically two distinet realms. At
CUNY, there is a particular strain of distrust of the Central Administration: We wanted
to make a clearing where we could pool our collective wisdom to work together.

We wanted for both faculty and administrators to see themselves as scholars,
as researchers, and we called for them to approach their assignments as historians,
anthropologists, literary and culrural critics, economists, socio-linguistics, to talk to
other faculry, administrarors, and students. We were to remind ourselves, again and
again, to see the world through the eyes of students—to pay attention to the lan-
guage we were using. We needed to “go meta,” to take nothing for granted, to eriti-
cally examine the words we were using or, for that matter, mis-using. What would
students make of the college catalogue, the Web site, the countless letters of infor-
mation they receive from various offices, who are working independently? We were
to read what students read. We were to read our own texts, the mission statements,
the public statements about liberal education/general education.

We also assigned ourselves articles and books to read, as we moved our con-
versation into the national conversation. Numbers of CUNY colleagmes were already
engaged in national organizations, such as AACSL and Carnegie, and were talking
with others nationally about the issues. All the colleges were, at one stage or another,
wrestling with accreditation, through Middle States, and through the professional
organizations, business, engineering, accounting, to balance the two parts of a college
degree, the specialized and the general.

Our assignments asked us, first, to ateend to the discourse and the structures of
liberal/general education: how “it” was represented in the everyday practices of the acad-
ermy; the daily texts of higher education, in the advertisements, catalogues, brochures,
Web site, in advising guides, new freshmen handbeoks, in new college faculty hiring
ads. How did we represent this *it,” as we came in the working group to call what we
found. No wonder our students were often confused. The messages did not jive; they
were often incoherent, contradictory, confusing, or incomprehensible. The mes-
sages were out of control, particularly as we had moved into the electronic age, and
we realized that whart the literature about higher education had been telling us for years
was correct—that our own colleges had lost control of the messages and the practices,
Indeed, “liberal/general education” had gotten lost, both as ideal and reality.

WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT? THRASHING
ABOUT IN WORDS

Tt was one thing to ralk about our own experiences and our beliefs in something that
we had elusively identified as a hiberalizing event—finding our feet as undergraduates
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in the papers we wrote, the faculty wha believed in us, the new worlds we entered.
That was the easy part. Unpacking the discourse of liberal/general education at our
own colleges was a fear, and we argued, sometimes heatedly, particularly in the fac-
ulty group, about what it was we were actually talking about. The differences
between the two groups were marked: While the administrators talked abour how
the requirements we were calling general educarion were organized, the faculry
typically did not know the requirements of their own colleges, We were hardly on the
same page.

It took several months 1o agree that there was something to talk abour—and,
at the end of thar first semester, we recognized that we had only just begun. To ini-
tiate anything out of Central was suspect: The groups were certain that eventually
all would be revealed, thar the University would mandate a universal general edu-
cation curriculum. Curriculum, they kept reminding us, was in the hands of faculey,
particularly through the structures of faculty governance.

Ar one meeting, a faculry member asked, “All right, what's broken® Another
one responded, “Nothing’s necessarily broken. This kind of conversation should be
ongoing—if we're talking about curriculum, it’s a dynamic thing."

We agreed, though, thar we needed to talk ro each other if for no other reason
than that our students are mobile within the system, transferring from community
to senior college, and back the other way around, as well. Studenes started at one
place and moved to another: One college had already instituted General Education
requirements in the upper division, beyond the first 60 credits. Most of their grad-
wates were, in fact, “rransfer students.”

The hope of an “integrated University” meant, at the least, that students would
take “equivalent” courses within the system, that we could share resources, faculty, and
programs. The CUNY system of seventeen undergraduate colleges is a federation of
three tvpes of college: seven temior collger, which grant baccalaureare and advanced
degrees; six cammumnity cofleges, which grant associate degrees, including the AA., A5,
and AALS, (Applied Associate of Science Degree), and four comprebensive eolleges,
which grant both associate and baccalaureate degrees. Each sector defines the degrees
in differing—and at times contradictory—terms.

The first questions, then, had to do with the requirements, courses, activities
that students “took” in common. We were to look within and across the University
for common ingredients of a general education. We were looking at what we named
these general degree requirements that were outside the major. We found a dizay-
ing array of course lists and a confusion of terms within and across the seventeen
Camprises:

Core

Core Curriculum
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General Core

Core Courses

Core Comperencies

Core Requirements

Core Distribution Requirements

Core Sequence

Core Skills

Core Understandings

Core Values

Associate Degree Core

Baccalaureate Degree Core

Areas of Distribution

Distribution

Distribution Requirements

General Education

General Education Requirements

General Foundation

General Requirements

Liberal Ares

Liberal Arts Requirements

Liberal Arts and Sciences

Liberal Arts and Sciences Curricula
Liberal Arts and Sciences Core Curriculum
Liberal Arts and Sciences Requirements
Liberal Arts and Sciences Area Requirements (LASARY)
Liberal Arts and Science—General Education

We did not agree on the termineclogy or on what we were acmalty talking about. The
CcOTVErsations, at times, got tense. Several representatives from the community colleges
insisted that we were bu.ridn.g up the WIONE m:;T['J::)' had nalhirlg, thr:y insisted, that
all stadents, no mareer what their degree, took in commaon, nothing that they called
“General Education.” At one point, someone said, “Oh, you mean ‘the Core,” is that
what you mean by a general education?” Whart these constellations—core, require-
ments, curriculum, sequences, understandings, competencies, skills, values—meant
depended upon local culture, oral histories, unexamined assumptions. To change the
system usually resulted in adding on new sets of requirements to existing struc-
tures—but leaving the existing structure intact. At some colleges, this constellation
of requirements, wharever it was called, added up to 70 of the 120 credits for a col-
lege degree.
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TWO CULTURES: THE DISCONMECTS BETWEEN
COMMUNITY AND SENIOR COLLEGES

An intense clash between two worldviews, of the community and senior colleges,
surfaced almaost immediately—and still persists—-as we dug deeper into the differences
between the two institutional structures, culnuires, functions, and into our expectations
of students. We agreed, though, that we had to step outside our respective territories,
as we looked for a commeon ground of a general education. To do so, however, meant
that we needed to recognize profound differences in the ways the two types of insti-
rutions organized the college degrees.

Although [ insisted on an operational definition of general education as those
college degree requirements not designated as the major (or minor) area of special-
ization, the project was—and still is—standing on shaky ground because the two cul-
tures are organized in different ways. At the senior college, the bachelor’s degree is
defined by 120 credits, with the commeon expectation that the major will be declared
in the upper division (after 60 credits). In practice, the General Education credits
can be spread cut over the four years, and, indeed, the creation of upper-division
General Education requirements is now being instituted at 2 number of senior
colleges.

At the communiry college, by the end of 60 credits, the student is expected to
have fulfilled most, if not all, of the General Education requirements, as mandared
by the Stare, The wrestling over what we meant by these requirements took us to an
imposed common ground that virtually none in the senior colleges knew existed—
but all in the community colleges lived by—the State Regulations (New York State
Education Department 2003).

What most participants from the senior colleges did not know was that the gen-
eral education portion of a college degree is State mandated. Every college degree,
the bachelor’s, associate’s, and the applied associate’s degree, by New York State law,
has a portion of that degree designated as “liberal arts and sciences” (LAS). The LAS
portion of the B.A. is two-thirds of the degree, one-half of the A.A. degree, and one-
third of the AAS, (The percentages are modified for the B.S, and the A.5.)

CUNY mandates the credit limits of the degree: 120 for the bachelor’s degree and
60 credits for the associate’s degrees (including the applied associate’s degree). The
major course of study is derermined to be either a Liberal Art or Science (i.e., English,
anthropology, chemistry) or applied/vocational/professional (i.e., engineering, busi-
ness, auto mechanics, nursing, education). For example, a student graduating from
a senior college with a B.A. in English will have the required 120 credits, 60 for
General Fducation, 30 for the English major, and the remaining 30 for electives. For
the AA. degree, 30 eredits are designated for the LAS portion; that is, the 60-credit
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degree would be equally divided between the liberal arts and science portion and
Tht R'I]l‘.'l.:llal.lzfd Pn]‘gfﬂ]'i]. T‘]'EE E-rLI.'I'j.I:I'.I.t Wllll most I."Lk:].}' I'I.H'I't a ‘m.ajcu'" il'l. an arca tl'lat
is designated to be a “Liberal Arts or Sciences,” with a concentration in English.
For the A.A.5. degree, in say, early childhood, the porton of the degree was one-
third, or 10 credits.

For the State of New York, the division berween the LAS and the *vocational”
is clearly defined. The senior colleges set expectations for liberal arts and sciences
to be both “general” and “specialized.” In fact, the accrediting agencies of special-
ized degrees, business and engineering, make clear how the requirements need to
be balanced. For the community colleges, the balancing act is intense, particularly in
the applied degrees, and for students, the stakes are high. They need to know the dif-
ferences between the various degrees offered ar the community colleges: The applied
associate’s degrees do not have the same currency as the associate’s degree in trans-
ferring to the senior colleges.

Most of us in the senior colleges had never seen the State requirements, but com-
munity college colleagues live by the Stare “Regs,” as they are increasingly pressured
to squeeze into the professional degrees, particularly the AAS., a small number of LAS,
To review and reform community college curricula in hundreds of applied programs
is a mammoth task, one that is beginning in 2 number of the colleges. Within the
Project, there is reluctant agreement that even in the applicd programs, there is an LAS
companent—genetal education—that needs to be integrated into the whole callege
degree. The community colleges, however, are focusing more and more on defining
General Education as a set of proficiencies that needs to cut across the 60 credits of
the college curriculum: Wrin ng Across the Cumiculum, Math Across the Curmicuhum,
Reading, Quantitative Reasoning, Information Literacy, Oral Communication.

The two systems organize these college degree requirements differently, and,
historically, they are constituted to serve different functions. The senior colleges are
firmly situated within the traditions of “liberal arts and sciences,” and the commu-
nity colleges are shaped, fundamentally, by applied or vocational programs. [f the
tensions between the professions and the liberal arts permeate the colleges, they are
mrensified when we try to bridge the community/senior college divide.

We agreed that the discourse and structures of CUNY needed to be scrutinized
in light of the larger histories of liberal and progressive education, that these terms
were vexed, complex, loaded. We agreed that we needed to know more, and that
while we had tentatively accepted a functional definition, there was this something
clse, this elusive “it," called liberal education that we needed to unpack, historically
and locally.

We began to become experts on the issues: We had to learn about our own col-
leges, as well as the entire system, and realized that if we were having difficulties sort-
ing out what we were talking about, then how difficult was it for our students?
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THE PROMISES OF A "LIBERAL” EDUCATION

What is a college education for? Mot surprisingly, the promises of a liberal education
are announced loud and clear in all CUNY college mission statements. Unpacking
the discourse of the mission statements takes us to the center of often-heated debate
in higher education: how to organize a college curriculum, and how to deliver it. Ar
least three categories of assumprions—whar we expect from our students—are abvi-
ous: the moral, epistemological, and vocational. Taken rogether, as they typically are
in the colleges’ mission statements, they represent the tensions within the institution
that leave faculty stalemated, unable to change, because the curriculum, itself, rests
on nur]'ﬁng less than hlﬁtur}', P{JH s, id:ulﬂg‘)’, and on how we envision students,

A sampling of CUNY college mission statements takes us to the clashes of val-
ues that persist in any discussion or attempt to change a curriculum. These mission
statements of several CUNY colleges, selected here from both community and semior
colleges, make the case for the axiological, moral, or civic—educating the citizenry
for the democracy:

The Liberal Arts and Sciences curriculum prepares a student to be an
accomplished and productive human being,

To prepare students to become leading citizens of an increasingly global
SOCIELY.

To offer a liberal arts education that gives students the preparation for
enriching their lives, enhancing their understanding of the world, think-
ing constructively and independently, and making creative contributions to
their local community and to society.

To prepare students to become full participants in the economic and civie
life of the city, the nation, and the world.

The promises take us to the tacit assumptions, those beliefs and values that shape our
sense of what college is for, and how, in many cases, our students need o be—or to
become. Many of the statements point to the future, to a menaf imperative, to how “we”
want “them” to be: to the way we expect our students to live their lives. These tensions
between developing the self and learning how to manage in the world were echoed in
the students Birth interviewed. The mission statements take us to the ontological:

To lead enriched hives.
To be accomplished and productive human beings.
To become full participants in the city, nation, and world.

To become leading citizens in an increasingly global world,
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Interestingly, the mission statements not only encapsulate a history of American
higher education but also those “new” challenges, articulated boldly in the “Harvard
Red Book,” of an increasingly “diverse” student body (Harvard 1945). Ar the end
of World War L the fact of “diversity” emerged out of the numbers of servicemen,
through the GI Bill, entering Amencan colleges. Ar this turn in history, diversity takes
us into heady debares abour the role of the University in an increasingly global
world-—and economy. Indeed, new mission statements express such awareness—and
tensions:

To provide a strong foundation tor students of diverse backgrounds, prepa-
rations, and aspirations in order to further their success in their chosen
vocations, their future education, and their community involvermnent.

To promote an understanding of and respect for such differences as gender,
agee, ethnicity, culture, religion, sexual orientation, and physical ability.

Some mission statements take an epistemological men, calling for core or common
knowledge:

To provide access to a common body of knowledge.

To offer its exceptionally diverse student body a rigorous knowledge of the
Liberal arts and sciences.

More and more, the epistemological—a focus on knowledge or “rontent” —is being
eclipsed by the pragmatic, the practical, and by a growing list of “competencies” or
“proficiencies” or “skills,” particularly at the community college:

To develop the ability to think analytically and creatively.
To advance the use of :mcrging rec]mulugies_

To provide learning experiences that ensure that students become compe-
tent in critical thinking, descriptive analysis, problem solving and inter-
pretation, and in the commumnication of these skills,

The conflation of the moral, epistemological, ontological, and vocational results in
a confused set of values and practices, and “immeasurable” goals, which are more and
more called upon to be measured. The Collegiare Learning Assessment Test (CLA)
is the first in what will certainly be a series of tests to “measure” the value of 2 General
Education. The recent Commission on Higher Education calls for standardized tests
to be developed to mensure the effectiveness of a college education (Spellings 2006).

What we had to admit was the profound disconnect berween the lofty ideals
of the goals of a liberal education and the disorganization of the actual practices of
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“curriculum,” what srudents were required 1o do to get a degree. The disorganiza-
ton pervades the system: on the ground, students take one course after another,
often not knowing why or how to connect the dots. The CUNY Gen Ed Project
calls for each college to organize those practices so that they make sense to students
and to faculty.

GENERAL EDUCATION: THE LARGEST "MAJOR"

Having spent many of my several decades at CUNY within a single department in
one of its senior cl;ﬂl:gcs, 1 know that most of what we do in ]'ligh:r education lies
within the narrow confines of our own cloisters—the department or program or office
where we work. Rarely do faculty and administrators talk together as colleagues who
are involved in a commron enterprise.

Bound:u‘iq:.ﬁ are ﬁx::_{, a.nr.l tl'u: divisi:ms—and distrust—run dl:l:p bctwcl:n thc
two groups. Large institutional issues take center stage, particularly at the public uni-
versity, where the big conversations about resources, budgers, and decreasing state
funding hold sway. How we actually do the work of the acaderny with our students,
from scheduling courses that accommaodare their frenetic lives or designing curric-
ula that make sense to them, gets lost in the daily work of the two cultures: on the
one hand, teaching and research; on the other, management of the resources.

Paradoxically, the largest comman enterprise, shared by the entire university, is
General Education, that set of courses, requirements, and activities that falls outside
the major. Even so, general education slips between the cracks of both the admin-
istrative and the academic realm: *It” remains elusive as a project, is characreristically
overseen by no one, and exists nowhere. It 1s not a department or a program. It does
not have an office. It is an amalgam of the liberal arts and science departments, yet
is neither owned nor governed by anyone. No one takes responsibility for it. o one
rants for it or tries to bolster its staff, promore its faculty for tenure and promotion.
No one seeks granes for it. It is by far the “largest major” at most institutions—
but without a department or chair or governance structure—or @ coherent admin-
istrative organization. It fails typically at both ends—the administrative and the
academic (see Smath 1993).

Each semester, thousands of seats are required to cover the necessary general
education courses to run the college, mostly in the lower division: One CUNY senior
college provost counted more than 14,000 Gen Ed seats needed for the fall semes-
ter alone, more than the five largest departments put together. Drecisions, for what
courses are considered to be part of the Gen Ed roster, are left in the hands of the
individual academic departments, which typically act in isolation from one another.
The common ground lies fallow,
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Looking at the General Education offerings at any college (not unlike an
nvestigation of mission statements) is a plunge into the history of that institution
and of higher education in America and the history of curriculum development as
a socio-political construet. [See Philip M. Anderson, this velume.} At the begin-
n'mg of the twenty- first century, the :ull:gc d:gn:: 15 nrg'.mizncl o pmvid: students
with a dual intellectual experience: “broad” exposure to a range of ideas, books, ways
of thinking, areas of thought or knowledge, and a “deep” knowledge of a subject,
through a concentration or a major.

The broad—or general education—nhas taken form in one of two ways:

«  a“core” curriculum, promising, in its ideal form, a set of common academic
experiences, or

s “areas of distribution,” meising a range nfﬂp:ricnccj and choices from
a menu of offerings.

The Core at CUNY's Brooklyn College, a set of ten courses (with some options),
follows in the footsteps of the core curriculum at Columbia University and at the
University of Chicago, but most CUNY colleges offer hybrid curricula, mostly dis-
tribution models, Some [ists of “required options™ have not been pruned for a decade
or more. One college lists over 400 offerings in General Education, 60 of them in a
foreign language but, in fact, most of these courses are offercd only rarely, if at all,
That department still harbors the belief, one supposes, that the language will reurn
as 1 requirement, and the administration is hard pressed to shine the hard light of
n::.]iry on the ﬂ:rnain'mg fﬂﬂ_‘l.‘lll‘:,'_

Uniil the General Education Project, General Education at most of CLINYs col-
leges, whether a core or areas of distribution, had not been fundamentally revised since
the mid-1970s or early 1980s. Like Harvard's Core, General Education at the CUNY
colleges has been a reaction against the “freeing of the curriculum” of the 1960s, when
Queens College, for example, gave up its venerable core and eliminated all require-
ments except for Freshman Writing, In 1976, Queens introduced an “areas of distri-
bution” model, the Liberal Arts and Science Area Requirements that came to be
known as LASAR, That system, as Danald M. Scott describes in this volume, needed
to be rethought, from the ground up. The Project opened up the space tor the colleges
te examine their largest major and to explore commeon ground. To examine General
Education practices meant realizing that the CUNY Calleges that had not yet
engaged in a revitalization of their largest major needed to do so, and as the Project
turned to examining common ground, that is precisely what began to happen.

Ta i.m-'cﬁtig'.lt: General Education as the ]:I.[EEE!: majnr meant that we had to look
at # set of practices, within both the academic and adminastrative realms. We had
to look at how General Education was organized, who was in charge, and how Gen
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Ed requirements were renewed and reviewed. We inquired into who delivered the
messages of Gen Ed and who taught Gen Ed (full or part-time faculty; how the
departments valued these requirements that were outside the major), Was Gen Ed
a Cﬂuegc—wide rcsponsibijir}'? Was tea:hing Gen Ed courses valued as a schu]ar]}r
activity? What structures were in place for “transfer students,” and who constitut-
ed the majority of graduates at most CUNY colleges?

DEGREE REQUIREMENTS OUTSIDE OF GENERAL EDUCATION

‘We have uncovered additional requirements that are typically outside the officially rec-
ognized general education requirements. This “hidden” college curriculum, which is
often seen as “service” courses, falls into several categories. First, under the rubric of Basic
Skills or Degree Requirements or College Requirements, we find a set of courses that
all students must typically take: Freshman Composition, Mathematics, Foreign
Languages, Physical Education, and Speech or Oral Communication. Students with
appropriate New York State Regents” test scores can apt out of Foreign Languages or
Mathemarics, unless they need these courses as prerequisites for their majors.

Second, under the rubric of College Proficiencies, more and more colleges are
adding what is being called a “horizontal curriculum.” Writing, quantirative reasoning,
information literacy, oral communication—these competencies are embedded within
some, but not all, of the area requirements. For example, at most CUNY Colleges, 2
number of writing-intensive courses {usually rwo or three) are required for graduation,
beyond the required Freshman Composition course. The set of requirements is being
organized into “across the curriculum” programs: writing, math, and so on.

If these requirements are not embedded into already existing requirements,
either within General Education or the major, they become additional obligations,
added on to already swollen menus, with students scrambling to add/fit *W" course
into their schedules at the end of their college careers.

Finally, for 85% of CUNY students ar the Community Colleges, it is develop-
mental education in the *basic skills”™ f_rcadlng, writing, and mathematics) that must
be completed, as well, and often before students enter the “regular” curriculum. For
many students, these hidden costs of a college degree, in money and time, and
incomprehensibility, often result in students’ leaving college.

COMING TO COMMON GROUND

At CUUNY, the largest public University in the nation, we have, for the first time as
an entire system, put the question of how we educate our smr]tnts,gmcmﬂ_'}r. on the
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administrative and academic rables. The Presidents of the Colleges, in their annual
reports, now report on the progress they are making in revitalizing and reorganiz-
ing General Education.

The term itself, General Education, is functioning as common fare, and while
there 15 still discomfort in some circles abour our use of that term, we have come
to agree that there are organized practices that need clarification for the colleges and
the University, for students, faculty, and the administration.

We have agreed that we need to distinguish between these two key terms, gen-
eral education and liberal education, to come to a common language to guide our dis-
cussions and initiatives for improving Undergraduate Education, We are still struggling
with the task. Whar we have come to, in the General Education Project, is, above all,
that we have work to do, and, by engaging in the work as a common enterprise, we
have a chance to effect profound change within the largest public university in the
country. This collection of essays makes visible the early phase of this work.

We took important steps in these early explorations that shaped the work for the
next three years: We examined our own assumptions and beliefs, trying to understand
the “it," further. We looked closely at the words, what we called liberal/gencral edu-
cation, We studied the promises we were making, through a careful examination of
the college mission staterments, Evenrually, we began to investigate organizational
structures, to se¢ how we practiced what we preached, who was in charge of what,
who was teaching what. We began to look at whae we actually do.

What started as an experimental phase in January 2003 has grown to a University-
wide Project that seems to have staying power: We have created an intellectual space
where we can examine our work, as scholarly administrators and faculty.

In the succeeding three years, we have brought all seventeen undergraduate col-
leges into the Project, as well as doctoral students in the Whiting Across the
Cuerriculum, who serve as CUNY Wiiting Fellows.” The Fellows program was man-
dated by Board Resolution in 1999 to support the development of Writing Across the
Curriculum {WAC) across the entire University. Various committees have formed,
tocusing on key projects: integrative learning, faculty development, disciplinary knowt-
edge, convening University-wide projects. We have held University-wide General
Education Conferences: In 2004 the First Annual General Education Conference was
held at LaGuardia Community College. A University=wide seminar on Integrative
Learning was organized in preparation for the conference. The 2005 Second Annual
General Educarion Conference was held at Queensborough Community College,
with Lee Shulman, President of the Camnegie Foundation, giving the keynote
address,

The work for the next three years, at least, is cut out for us, Shulman left us with
a provocative challenge, o “profess the Liberal Arts” (2005). His opening argument
in “Professing the Liberal Arts” hits the mark:
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Liberal learning, we are warned, is pursued for its own sake, and cannot be subordinated 1o
the wims ufu]:]:|iuaﬁun or vocation. | come to offer a :Ilﬁx;k.i:q.;a]ll:rn;lﬁ'n':vi.cw. Twish argus
that the problem with the liberal arts is not that they are endangered by the corruption of
professionaliem. Indeed, their problem is that they are ot professional enough. [fwe are 1o
preserve and sustain liberal education, we must make it more professional; we mee larn fo
rafer the fihenad arts. (Shulman 2004, 547)

In the end, Shulman reminds us that we are talking about students’ learning, and from
their learning in professional settings, we can take our cues, our pedagogical strate-
gies, what he calls “signature pedagogies,” In the end, we are talking about what hap-
pens in the classroom, and the kinds of understandings and experiences that we come
to as fully engaged people. We come back ra the beginning of the chapter, what we
heard from Michael, who took those introductory courses as “rites of passage” that
he did not understand, and what my colleagues at CUNY thoughe of as their liber-
ally educative moments. They had been asked into the club, but he had not. Their
stories tell about being invited into the conversation, brought in from the periphery,
expected to eventually learn to become expert. That is Shulman’s profound contri-
bution, that he makes it real for us, he talks about educating students to take their
place within professional communities of practice. They come in as novices—uwe all
do—and somehow along the way, we are brought into the secrets of the trade, the
profession, the major, the club itself. All the “liberally educative” stories that the fac-
ulty told, in one way or another, were of being allowed in,

When we enter college, we are entering an ongoing conversation—and too often
no one stops long enough to invite us in. The “great” teachers, we find out, when we
En:g';n to Hl'udJ.r them, are aware of the novices—and, with generous heart, apen the
deors, make the clul inclusive—and perhaps make the process of learning more
explicit.

That's what Shulman is talking about.

Qur project at CUNY, in many ways, has just begun, This volume is a first effort
to make our work visible, halting, at times, that it is. We are faculty not working in
isolation, but rather working together to tend a field that has lain fallow for wo long,
to produce something good and sustaining for us all. Ar this writing, CUNY has
been accepted into the Camegie Academy of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
(CASTL) Institutional Leadership Progeam, where we will work with other public
university systems to strengthen undergraduate education." Our focus will be on
Liberal/General Education, which, perhaps in the next three years, we will be able to
define, organize, and improve more fully, for the entire college community. To do this
wark, 1o investigate, interrogate our own practices means more than changing the mis-
sion statement or adding & quantitative reasoming requirement. It is not enough for
the college curriculum committee to pass # new set of college requirements. This work
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takes us all to the most common enterprise that we engage in— it is the most dif-
ficult, and, in the end, it could be the most important.

ENTERING THE CONVERSATION: CONMNECTING
THE PERSONAL ANMD THE PUBLIC

In the end, it is what happens for the individual student, how the world of college works
for him and for her. I end with a bit more about the story that was awakened for me,
when I devised the *liberalizing” exercise for my colleagues, and in so doing, entertained
the large question about what college is for. In doing my own assignment, [ learned a lot.

The rrajectory of the four courses [ took with Robert Colodny might be read,
now retrospectively, as the move from general education to the specialized, and alse,
as a journey of my own intellectual life as an undergraduare. That journey, I believe
now, had to do with the need to make sense of my life in the shadow of my father's
story, his escape from Russia during the Russian Civil War, and his struggle to find
a safe place, after the destruction of the world and family he had known in Europe.
1 think now that I was also searching for intellectual and emotional space to live with
certain ambiguities about my own life, abour gender, religion, and class, about fit-
ting in and where the personal could be protected, bur also translared into a pub-
lic sphere, where I could enter the larger—ongoing—conversation of the University.

Colodny was the instrument, and the world that he opened to me was knowl-
edge itself. He was a European historian, and later a historian of science. He was,
as I saw it then, and | see it now, a staggering intellect, 2 participant as well as a spec-
tator of twentieth-century history, a veteran of the American Lincoln Brigade, and
an early and outspoken critic of American involvement in Viernam. We never, how-
ever, 5pq1-|<1: of our lives.

The three European history classes that | astended were all jam-packed lecrure
halls of graduate and undergraduates—standing room only. Colodmy was by then leg-
endary, remarkable not only for his erudition and passion, but also for his delivery,
his pedagogy. He was a conventional figure for the fimes: tweed jacket, pipe, tousled
grey-streaked hair, Later, 1 would watch him grip the banister to descend the stairs—
and learned that the injury he had suffered in the Spanish Civil War had left him
partially blind and paralyzed on the left side. As he became mere and maore the
romantic figure—after being called before the House Commuittee on Un-American
Activities for alleged Communist activity—it was said that the injury also left him
unable to attend to *normal™ daily r:spnnsihiltti:ﬁ, such as I'C]T]l:mh:l"l]‘lg to carry
a wallet. His wife was said to pin a 85 bill to his inner jacket lapel, and some of us
swore that we caught sight of the dollar bill when he walked. We did not, | am sure,
but he became a figure of keen interest.
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His lectures were anything but conventional: the world, as he represented ir, was
threaded together by cause and effect, moral intention and consequence, by those
in power determining the untold fate and stories of the multrudes. History was the
drama of the ages, and it was our rcsponslll:r'llit}' as L'nllcgl: students to enter the bat-
tlefields, the stories, and the poetry. How could the human brain comprehend that
14,000,000 Russians had lost their lives during what came to be known as the
Russian Civil War, the historical moment thar my father had fled the Ukraine? We
needed to hear the Pushkin poem, of the voice of the mother who lost her anly son,
to realize that those who survived the wars were its most tragic victims.

In Colodny's class, we struggled with questions about how to represent events,
about memory and loss, from that war or any other, of one disaster or another. How
relevant those meta-questions, now, when we it in our seats before any number of
screens, and register the daily loss of hurricanes and droughts, and various human
invasions and wars thae still plague the planet. His Struggle for Madrid, as his
lectures, were attempts to get to the “truths” of history, to listen to those who bore
witness, and to struggle to listen to those who may have had alternative versions of
what comes to be recorded history. “There may be errors in the account that fol-
lows," he says in his foreword to his book on Spain, "but there is little malice, and
if Truth has been affronted, the witnesses may yet speak, and from the debate that
ensues, the margin of error may be reduced” (Colodny 1958, 10).

It was, ultimately, his expectation of us, his students, that made me sit up
straight in my seat: The notes 1 still have of those three courses are in a handwrit-
ing that | hardly recognize. I wrote on narrow-lined paper, front and back of the page,
trying, I suppose, to take down everything Colodny uttered. I re-read now, randomly,
decades later, through these faded pages, and 1 am struck by the power of his voice,
on this first day of class of nineteenth-century European History:

Historiography without philosophy is senseless chronicle, a blind con-
glomeration of useless facts.

To be is to be related.

Since man makes his own history (however badly) bur suffers it more
than he controls it or understands it, nevertheless, he makes it,

Men make their history in terms of beliefs and values; you can't say “impe-
rialism made war” Men make war; men may believe in war, in imperial-
ism, nationalism.

Judgment is a moral act.

War is politics continued by means of violence.
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All these notes were taken on the first day of class, when he was setting the stage
for history as drama. | find, in caps in my notes, his expectations that our forty-page
term paper would not be a summary. (1 was a sophomore.)

DO NOT RECONSTRUCT THE NARRATIVE.
USE THE HISTORICAL IMAGINATION.

The forty-page paper that 1 did write for the course | called “The American Response
to the Russian Revolution.” I dug into American newspapers on file in the library,
eyewitness accounts, journals, and later histories about how we responded here to
those momentous days in March and November. I needed to undersrand what my
father had spent much of his life also trying to understand: how history had unfolded
under his young feet. He was n:nding in Russian and in Y'ldd'lsh, and I was now read-
ing in English, and when I came home for Christmas that year, [ presented him with
my findings. He thanked me for enlarging his knowledge: He was thrilled.

Coladny offered me the way to build another kind of conversation with my
father, who had, until then, been my first mentor. Colodny taught me whar school-
ing might be for—and how I could bridge the two worlds of home and the acad-
emy. This was not a deliberate part of his curriculum; in fact, one could remain
anonymous in his large lecture halls, but the eall for a historical imagination brought
with ir, as well, a moral imagination, and my early love of fiction was being called
now to think abour history in new ways, It was not as | had thought in high school:
facts, facts, facts, | was finding ways to understand my father's stories, that T had
grown up on. If all was related, then, I could connect the private and the public, the
personal and the political; fact and fiction, story and history. I could bring a num-
ber of worlds together. This was a license 1 had not expected in college.

My last course with him was an independent study, a book a week, alternating
between fiction and non-fiction: T stll have the list of the books T read on the
Russian Revolution, some of which I had read or skimmed during the second course:
D Zbivage, John Reed’s Ten Days Thar Shook the World, John Maynard's Russia in
Flix; some part of E. H. Carr’s voluminous history of the Sovier Union, a memoir
of the Russian expatriate, llya Ehrenberg.

T would visit Coh'ldn}"r. office in the Cathedral of l.ca:ning once a week, and we
would talk. Mostly, I think, I'd Isten. I remember coming in to find him reading:
I remnember the books piled everywhere, stacked in the shelves, on the floor, on the win-
dowsill. As | noted eardier, he was said to know fourteen languages, and one day when
I walked into the office, he was holding out a book and said, “Do vou read Portuguese?”
“Only Spanish and French,” I said. “Well, then, you'll need to find this in translation.”

1 recovered, eventually, from the shame of being found wanting, falling

below his presumed estimation of me, and realized, much later, thar he had assumed,
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nonetheless, that I could have known Portuguese, that I, therefore, could have been
expected to know any number of things, and that what had prevented me from envi-
sioning myself as being fully capable of knowing any number of things was in my
mind=and not his.

I have recalled that moment throughout my life, as I recall him. In the process
of writing about him, I found this statement of his in a piece he wrote for the uni-
versity newspaper, entitled, "Reflections on the Contemporary Problems of Liberal

Education™

A university can never be more certain that it is properly functioning than when its faculcy
is accused of subversion, because then some entrenched ideal 15 under assault and some tra-
ditional holder of power feels the tempest of new and renewing ideas. (1970)

Cur Project at this most public of universities, calls for us to interrogate those
entrenched ideals and practices, unsettling the certainties, the starus quo, as well as
the bastions of power, as we consider how to do the job of educating our students.

NOTES

—

Addirional statistics about CUNY can be found at: hitpa(fwww.airacany.eda,

2. Forathorough examination of CUNY's history, see Roff et al. {2000), For a sense of the heat that
CUNY"s Open Admissions policies have generated, and ensuing debate about access and excel-
lence, see Marshak (1973); Lavin, Alba, and Sitverstein (1981); Traub {1995), and Lavin and
Hyllegard's response {19%6), Sec also Soliday {2002) and Gill (2000). For a foray inte New York
Cit}"s fhanginﬁ d:_'mugn'phil:l, EE u_'_u.(uli. L:ﬁﬂtgt Professor nl'e’lmhrnpo]uﬂr S‘.’ll‘ljtk{lmj

3. The Freshman Year Initiative at Queens College, ander the leadership of Judith Summerfield,
received two back-to-back Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary Education (FIPSE)
Grants, from 1993-2000, rotaling maore than §1,000,000, In 1996, FY1 received 3 TIAA-CREF
Hesburgh Award for Faculty Development. In 1998, Judith Summerfield was named “New York
State Professor of the Year™ by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.
Cusrently, under the leadership of Professor Martin Braun, FYT is part of o FIPSE dissemina-
tion grant, developed by Professor Mark Carnes, Barnard College.

4. Births investigation was prompred, in pare, by Astin’s annual surveys of the American Freshman,
anel his dhesire to probe students” initial respanses 1o a set of questions about why they think they
are in college (See, for example, Astin 2003). What [ represent here was part of our conversation
abour his research {personal comespondence, November 1, 2001). For a review of the lirerarure
on the American freshmen {and women), see htpefwww.greis.uclaedu,

5. Lave and Wenger (1991) discuss “legitimate peripheral participation,” 2 powerful conceptual and
];lr\;\gmntic frameweork for lmi]ding a 'r_n:mml_mi[?‘ o[‘i‘n‘m:[i.{t: where noviees, lhrough wm'king
closely with experts, meove in from the “periphery” and develop expertise within the situated learn-
ingr context,

£, Thereis o vast literanire om why students o to eallege and what they get out of enllege, which includes

Asting national surveys and repores (1993), as well as surveys of college graduates (Light 2001}, jour-

nalistic characterizations (Karabell 1998; Moffatt 1989), and even thowe from professors in disguise
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as freshmen (Nathan 2006}, For a critical look at college, schooling, and leaming, there are increas-
ingly these schalars, including Bruner, (1996), Cale (1996), Werssch (1985), Lave and Wenger
(1991), Kinchebos {2004), and Kincheloe, Steinberg, and Villaverde [ 1994), who critique assumptions
and eonstructs of the *sudent™ aprart from socio-political formarons of self and culture.

7 There is, of course, the philosophy of liberalism and its singular focus on individuals—on their
mpqm:.ihﬂi:igs,un Theirri.gh::—-thar is inurrirahl}- bound up'm the hhnui.uldmlnpm!m of fih-
eral education. When we speak today about “liberal education” we are speaking within a long-
develaping conceptualization abaut the relationship of the state to seciety, 1 realize within mysslf
4 tension berween my emotional response to the individual “awakening stories” that are shaped
by liberal education and the desire to effect change ar a structural, instintional level. By trying
e make the University more coherent—baoth for individual studenes and for the instinurion s a
whole=1 xm arempting to bridge what is evoked by *liberal” and “general "

8. Todive into the debates about beral and general education takes us to the history of higher edu-
cation in America and the formation of the democracy, 25 Sean Egan and Phil Anderson explore
in theeir essays in this volume. Further reading includes higher education histories (Veysey 1965;
Lueas 2006), a5 well as experiments that range from a return to classieal Athens ar Berkebey in
the 1960z (Tussman 1997) 1o criviques of liberaliem and the Universiey a5 & growing corporate
enterprise {Readings 1997), a5 well as studies of buw American colleges have not got it right (Bok
2006], and whe gets lefe out of elite collegres (Golden 2008),

9. One of CUNY's contributinns 1o American higher educarion is in the field of rhetoric and com-
posation, including “basic writing,” which developed out of Open Admissions in the 1960s, Mina
Shaughnessy’s nesearch on student writing in Errers and Expectasions (1977), as well as a host of
sclvolarshup on teaching and learmng resulted ina paradigm shife 1n freshaman COmpasition—a
respect for the writer and serious attention 1o the patterns of erros. See other approaches o teach-
ing writing to CUNY's students in Ponsot and Dieen {1982); Summerficld and Summerficld
(1986}, s well as further research on CUNY's remedial programe and testing (Sternglass 1997;
Gleason 2000, Soliday 20020, See Maher (1997} for 1 biography of Shaughnessy. The Writing
Across the Curriculumn (WAC) Prograrm st CUNY, the result of 4 1999 Board of Trustees man-
date thar writing be enhanced in all academic deparmments and programs across the University
coincided with a report on the University “adrifi” and the elimination of remediation/open
admissions at the senior colleges. The WAC Program has developed into a thriving intelieetual
community of practice.

10 See the CASTL Institutional Leadership Program's description at httpaYwwwcasnegicfoundation.
org/general/subasp?hey = 21 &subkey= 2025 &topkey= 211,
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What Is m This Book?

JUDITH SUMMERFIELD AND CRYSTAL BEMEDICKS

The Ciry University of New York

Owr title, Reckaiming the Public University: Conversations en General & Liberal
Education, represents the mission of our project—i#e reclasm—as well as the spirit of
our intervention——o bald a conversation. This book brings us into the national con-
versations on “liberal” and "gl:ncml" education, n:s‘p:cl‘mg the uunlplr_til'lts of those
terms and pushing at their historical and rhetorical legacies. In the late 1990s,
CUNY was considered a university “adrift,” having fallen, critics insisted, into dis-
array. Recurrent budget crises and heated public debates over what constituted
acceptable student performance threatened to focus the agenda more on staying
afloat than on moving the university forward, Now, under the leadership of Chancellor
Matthew Goldstein, CUNY’s star has fsen; and it s time for all those invelved in this
most public of universities to attend to our shared business of teaching CUNY"s quar-
ter of a million um:]crgrndu:nts.

To reclaim the public university is to focus our energies on teaching all our
students well, educating them for a new, increasingly complicated age. To deliver
on this promise, we must interrogate the general education we provide for our shu-
dents, for this is the vast, unrecognized ground we stand on. Ir is what students
and faculey do mest in common. If we can get educaring our students right, gen-
erally and liberally, then we will have laid a claim to what the public university
needs to be—and provide that critical balance and integration of the general and
the specialized. It is what makes American higher education unique across the
globe.



