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I would like to take this opportunity to welcome back those 
of you who are returning to the campus this Fall, and I extend a 
particular welcome to those students who are registering at Guelph for 
th~e first time. I hope that you had an enjoyable summer and that you 
will find the coming semester to be intellectually stimulating and 
challenging. A University experience has much to offer, both academic-
ally and through participation in extra-curricular activities, and I 
encourage you to make use of the opportunities available at Guelph. 

This is a special issue of the University }Jews Bulletin, 
containing the Report to Senate of the Committee to Study Liberal 
Education. The Report will be discussed at the September meeting of the 
University Senate on Tuesday, 16 September, and voting on the nine 
recommendations contained in the Report will take place at the October 
meeting. 

I urge you to read the Report and consider carefully its 
recommendations. I personally believe that the recommendations, if 
implemented, will have a significant long-term impact on the value of 
the education that a student receives at Guelph. If you have comments 
or suggestions, please submit them to Professor Doug Odegard of the 
Department of Philosophy, who was chairman of the Committee, or Mr. Walter 
Vaughan, the Secretary of Senate. 

With my best wishes, 
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D.F. Forster Y 
President 
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Introduction 
In September 1972 the report, Aims and 
Objectives of the University emphasized the 
importance of continuing to offer a liberal 
education in each of the University's under-
graduate programs. In October 1978 the 
Committee on Academic Priorities, in its five-
year plan covering the period 1978 to 1983, 
re-emphasized the importance of liberal educa-
tion but expressed concern about the extent 
to which the priority is actually incorporated 
in programs. As a result, in March, 1979, 
Senate appointed a special committee to study 
the nature and quality of liberal education at 
the University and to recommend changes 
where appropriate. 
The committee held 13 meetings in Winter and 
Spring 1979, prior to distributing a Discussion 
Paper in July. It received a total of 83 written 
responses from interested individuals, groups 
and academic bodies. To ensure that the 
Paper's proposals received as wide a discussion 
as possible, it held meetings in the Fall with 
staff, with a number of interested student 
groups, and with faculty and graduate students 
from each of the colleges. To obtain further 
information, it submitted questionnaires to 
department chairmen and directors of schools 
and to a small group of alumni. It met 23 
times in Fall 1979 and Winter 1980 to consider 
the various reactions to the Discussion Paper 
and answers to questionnaires, and to pre-
pare the following report to Senate. 
The committee is extremely grateful to those 
who took the time to respond in writing, to 
attend meetings, or to complete the question-
naires. Their comments frequently helped to 
identify serious problems and pointed to 
possible ways of solving them, and they kept 
us sensitive to the needs of the University at 
large. 
The report contains 10 sections. The first 
defines a liberal education. The second re-
affirms the value of a liberal education in the 
sense defined. The third indicates some ways 
in which the University falls short of achieving 
its liberal aim. The next six sections outline 
measures for improvement. The final section 
summarizes the committee's recommendations. 



1. Defining a 
Liberal Education 

An adequate definition of a liberal education 
is needed in order to provide a clearer basis 
both for assessing the p;-esent situation and for 
recommending changes_ The definition must 
be general enough to be theoretically satisfying 
and yet definite enough to make a difference 
when applied to actual practice. It must also 
preserve something of the sense in which the 
expression "liberal education" was used in the 
report, Aims and Objectives of the University, 
and in subsequent discussions. As a result, it 
must protect the necessary connection between 
liberal education and a good university educa-
tion. Moreover, it must protect the connection 
given the particular circumstances which exist 
at Guelph. In other words, it must avoid 
assigning features to a liberal education which 
are totally unrealistic or unnecessary in the 
present situation. 
In the Discussion Paper we defined a liberal 
education as an education which develops a 
broad-based intellectual, moral and aesthetic 
maturity. The response to the definition from 
the community was generally favorable. 
Moreover, the definition satisfies the above 
conditions of adequacy. Suitably understood, 
the notions of intellectual, moral and aesthetic 
development can be used to separate benefi-
cial from harmful practices. The definition 
accords with the emphasis in the report, 
Aims and Objectives, on the promotion of an 
"inner self-fulfilment and the development of 
the intellectual qualities needed for respon-
sible citizenship" (p. 6). Furthermore, there is 
clear room for arguing that developing intellec-
tual, moral and aesthetic maturity is a neces-
sary condition of offering a good university 
education in Guelph's particular circumstances. 
The key notions of intellectual, moral and 
aesthetic maturity should be understood as 
follows: 
Intellectual maturity involves an ability to 
exercise independent judgment when formu-
lating questions and assessing answers, an 
ability to defend a position well, both orally 
and in writing, an ability to read extensively 
and to learn from established leaders in a field, 
and a realization that even well-established 
conclusions may be refuted by further inquiry. 
It also involves an understanding of some of 
the major ways in which knowledge is attained, 
as well as an appreciation of the role which 
knowledge plays in the development of human 
civilization. An intellectually mature indivi-
dual is someone who both has knowledge and 
understands the nature and broader signifi-
cance of that knowledge. 
Moral maturity involves a sensitivity to 
questions of ind iv id ual and social responsibility, 
an ability to distinguish moral judgments 
from expressions of personal or conventional 
preference, an understanding of the different 
kinds of principles which might be brought to 
bear on specific moral issues, an ability to 
satisfy rigorous standards of reasoning when 
reaching moral conclusions, an appreciation of 
the difficulty of resolving complex issues, and 
a disposition to remain tolerant of opposing 
moral views without thereupon becoming 
tolerant of serious wrongdoing. A morally 
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mature individual must be able to assess 
nobility of character or determine the justice 
of a policy in the full realization of the tradi-
tions which have shaped, and continue to 
shape, our moral thought. Developing moral 
maturity is not a process of indoctrination in 
accordance with a rigid code. Yet neither is 
it a matter of encouraging blindness to the 
major ideas which have influenced, and do 
influence, our moral views. 
Aesthetic maturity similarly involves a sensi-
tivity to the range of contexts in which 
questions of beauty arise, an ability to dis-
tinguish aesthetic judgments from expressions 
of personal taste, an understanding of the 
different principles which might be brought to 
bear on specific aesthetic questions, an ability 
to satisfy appropriate standards of reasoning 
when drawing aesthetic conclusions, an 
appreciation of the complexity of some 
aesthetic questions and their relationship to 
other evaluative questions, and a disposition to 
remain tolerant of opposing aesthetic views 
without becoming indifferent. Again, mature 
judgments are formed only in the light of an 
understanding of the major critical standards 
which shape human aesthetic thought. In 
many cases this requires an acquaintance with 
the works of art, past and present, which help 
to set those standards. 
We endorse the view in the report, Aims and 
Objectives, that a liberal education requires a 
combination of depth and breadth of study. 
Intellectual maturity cannot be developed 
without concentrated study at advanced 
levels in at least one subject. Breadth is needed 
to ensure the independence and freshness 
which comes with a wider perspective, to 
promote a fuller understanding of the differ-
ent ways of acquiring knowledge in different 
disciplines, and to ensure that attention is paid 
to both evaluative and non-evaluative questions. 

We therefore define a liberal education to 
mean the development of intellectual, moral 
and aesthetic maturity through a combination 
of depth and breadth of study. 

Thus defined, a liberal education is not the 
same as a liberal arts education, although the 
two have several things in common. A liberal 
education does require students to arrive at 
their own conclusions in the light of studying 
what some of the finest minds have contri-
buted to the advancement of knowledge. But 
such works are not restricted exclusively to the 
arts or to the past. Major contemporary and 
scientific works can equally provide materials 
for developing the necessary intellectual 
maturity. Moreover, in principle at least, 
instructors in any course can bring to bear 
some of the general considerations which have 
influenced, and continue to influence, our 
moral and aesthetic judgments, and they can 
challenge students to form their own judgments 
in the light of those considerations. The 
development of moral and aesthetic maturity is 
not the exclusive domain, or responsibility, of 
programs in the humanities. It can also be 
undertaken in other kinds of programs, includ-
ing those that are designed primarily to train 
students for professional or specialized careers. 
A liberal education should not be confused 
with a general education, since the latter often 
lacks the required depth. Nor should it be 
confused with a permissive education; although 

it must preserve the freedom to study outside ...., 
a narrow field, it can still regulate that study 
to ensure the necessary intellectual, moral and 
aesthetic development. 
The expression "liberal education" can, of 
course, be defined in other ways. In Roman 
society, for example, a liberal education was 
conceived as an education reserved for free 
men, and in Victorian England as an education • 
for the leisured classes. We feel that such alter-
natives have little relevance in the present 
situation. They either embrace a notion which 
is far removed from the notion contained in 
the report, Aims and Objectives, or they 
describe a form of education which is clearly 
not essential to a good university education in 
contemporary society. By contrast, we feel 
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that the present definition captures a relevant ...., 
notion and describes something indispensable 
to a good contemporary university education. 

2. The Value of a 
Liberal Education 

The report, Aims and Objectives of the Univer-
sity, assigned a high priority to liberal education, 
recommending "that in undergraduate pro-
grams the University continue and reinforce 
its emphasis on liberal education" (p. 17). 
We think that the priority should be reaffirm-
ed in the sense in which a liberal education is 
defined in Section 1. In other words, we 
recommend that the University adopt as a 
high educational priority the development of 
intellectual, moral and aesthetic maturity on 
the part of every one of its undergraduate 
students, through a combination of depth and 
breadth of study. 
There are three main reasons for making such 
a recommendation. 
First, a university fails to satisfy the standards 
which should be governing higher education 
if its students are not disposed to read exten-
sively, or are unable to think for themselves, 
or are unable to write and speak well, or have 
closed minds, or fail to reflect on the know-
ledge they acquire, or cannot make mature 
moral or aesthetic judgments. This is why 
several other North American universities have 
recently reviewed the liberal quality of their 
educational programs. They want their gradu-
ates to be well-educated, not simply well-
trained. 

Second, a liberal education can have decided 
benefits for students. Breadth of education 
can be useful both for personal development 
and for employment purposes. Skills in 
writing, speaking, and the exercise of mature 
independent judgment are of obvious utility. 
The confidence and willingness to tackle 
serious moral problems, combined with an 
understanding of the principles involved, can 
be helpful in resolving professional and per-
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sonal dilemmas. The ability to make informed ...., 
aesthetic judgments can enhance professional 
opportunities and be a constant source of 
personal enrichment. 

..... 



Third, a university's being committed to a 
liberal education is of benefit to society. 
Society still looks to universities to graduate 
potentially good citizens and responsible 
leaders, and universities cannot satisfy such a 
need unless their graduates exhibit intellectual, 
moral and aesthetic maturity. Society needs 
individuals who can think for themselves 
while respecting the views of others, and who 
can take a broader view without becoming 
superficial. There is also a need for individuals 
who can combine technological skill with 
informed aesthetic judgment. Furthermore, 
the moral fibre of a democratic society is very 
much a function of the moral maturity of its 
individual citizens. 

Responses to the Discussion Paper and com-
ments made at meetings show the community 
generally accepts the importance of a liberal 
education in the sense defined. A few students 
expressed concern that emphasizing a liberal 
education might interfere with their training 
for a profession or graduate school. A few 
faculty were similarly concerned that an over-
emphasis on liberal education might damage 
the professional quality of their programs. 
Yet most of the concern focused on the 
specific measures which were proposed in the 
Discussion Paper. Very few challenged the 
general principle that a liberal education is a 
worthwhile goal. 

Although we have not been directed to 
examine the assumption that the University 
ought to keep liberal education as a high pri-
ority, we felt that in order to carry out our 
terms of reference, we first had to make 
explicit what we took to be the definition of 
a liberal education implicit in the report, Aims 
and Objectives of the University, and then 
confirm the priority for that definition. 
Having done this, we can now turn to the 
primary task of examining the extent and 
quality of liberal education at Guelph, with a 
view to recommending changes as necessary. 

3. The 
Present Situation 

There is a gap between the University's offi-
cial goal of offering a liberal education for 
each of its students and its actual practices, 
although the character of the gap varies signi-
ficantly from one part of the University to 
another. Among the factors which contribute 
to the gap, the following seem to be the most 
serious. 

(i) Tendencies Toward Overspecialization 
Responses to, and meetings on, the Discussion 
Paper pointed to a number of pressures which 
incline both faculty and students to restrict 
their efforts too narrowly. 
In the case of faculty, there is not enough 
communication across disciplines, even when 
research interests do genuinely overlap. 
Faculty are not widely encouraged to pursue 
interdisciplinary studies and, when they do 
pursue them, they often lack the opportunity 
to teach the material in courses. There is a 
tendency to reserve institutional rewards, 
such as selective increases and promotions, 
for success in specialized research and special-
ized teaching. The need to maintain a good 
research standing forces faculty to narrow their 
focus as the body of knowledge expands. 

In the case of students, there is often not 
enough useful information available about the 
content of courses outside their major subject. 
The need for breadth is not always emphasized 
by counsellors. Students are sometimes 
counselled to broaden their courses solely in 
the interests of improving employment pros-
pects, not in the interests of a liberal education. 
Students are sometimes reluctant to take 
courses in areas outside their major subject 
for fear of lower grades. There are not enough 
good introductory courses for students who do 

not intend to go on in the same subject. Pre-
requisites are sometimes felt to be an artificial 
barrier to taking outside courses beyond the 
introductory level. The perception by adm inis-
trative units that a program's health is largely 
a function of enrolment size creates pressure 
to keep students as close as possible to courses 
in their own major. 
This is not to say that every practice in the 
University is too narrow. Some faculty do 
communicate across disciplines. There are 
joint appointments. Faculty do teach courses 
in outside departments. Th~re are good inter-
disciplinary and interdepartmental courses. 
Moreover, some students do pursue outside 
interests; some programs and counsellors do 
encourage such breadth; and some introduc-
tory courses do serve the needs of outside 
students. Yet there is a general feeling that 
much more could be done along such lines. 

(ii) Lack of Reflection on Educational Goals 
In many instances, the units responsible for 
the operation of degree programs and their 
constituent sub-programs have not examined 
thoroughly their own educational goals, or 
considered how those goals relate to the 
University's goal of providing a liberal educa-
cation. In particular, goals have not been 
described in a way which makes a real differ-
ence in the practical operation of the program. 
As one department put it, "We arc not in tune 
with the idea of a liberal education." True, 
some units have worked hard on clarifying 
their objectives and others have devoted 
some thought to the task. But it is not the 
widespread and continuing practice which one 
might reasonably expect, given the priority 
which the University assigns to liberal 
education. 

(iii) Weaknesses in Program Structure 
The structural features of some degree pro-
grams and sub-programs work against the goal 
of providing a liberal education for every 
student in the program. 
For example, although B.A. students are 
required to take courses in both the humanities 
and the social sciences, they do not have to 
take courses in the natural sciences. They are 
recommended to do so, but many do not 
follow the recommendation. Although some 
take a course in the history or philosophy of 
science, this option would be more valuable 
if complemented by a suitable course in the 
natural sciences, especially if there were co-
operation between the instructors. Unfor-
tunately, as things now stand, there arc few 
natural science courses which students can 
profitably take without prerequisites and 
there is little co-ordination among natural 
science courses and humanities courses which 
discuss the sciences. 
Some sub-programs in the B.Sc. program face 
a similar problem of narrowness, although for 
a different reason. Instead of containing 
several unrestricted electives, they contain very 
few. Some highly specialized honor programs 
leave room for no more than two courses out-
side the natural sciences, and in some cases 
these turn out to be elementary courses in 
writing or formal logic. The argument some-
times given in discussion is that the space is 
needed to prepare students for admission to 

3 



Ontario graduate schools. Yet we have seen 
no hard evidence to support the argument. 
Moreover, even if it were sound, there is still 
a question of whether a high University 
priority should be compromised in order to 
comply with graduate schools which have a 
different set of priorities. At the very least, 
a stronger argument is needed to establish the 
wisdom of such a move. 

(iv) Courses 
Responses to the Discussion Paper pointed to 
a number of things which reduce the liberal 
quality of courses in the University. 
There are not enough good broadening courses, 
i.e., courses which accommodate students 
from other disciplines and pay sufficient 
attention to methodological, historical, inter-
disciplinary, moral and aesthetic matters. 
Introductory courses are sometimes designed 
simply as a first step toward specialization in 
the discipline. When they do have a useful 
liberal content, there is sometimes no oppor-
tunity to take a second such course in the same 
discipline. 
Frequently, students are not challenged to 
exercise their own judgment and are required 
simply to memorize information or techniques. 
Large enrolments and an excessive authoritari-
an ism on the part of some instructors may be 
major causes. 
Often there is not enough work on writing or 
speaking. Large enrolments sometimes make it 
difficult to assign written work and result in 
the use of computer-marked examinations, 
thereby eliminating even short, written assign-
ments. 
The amount of material and number of assign-
ments in courses sometimes leaves inadequate 
time for reflection and synthesis, especially on 
the part of full-time students. Some students 
find the accumulation of assignments in the 
final weeks of a semester so great that they 
have to absent themselves from classes in order 
to meet deadlines. The need to fit material 
into a 13-week period is thought by some to 
exaggerate the problem. In 1973, The Report 
on the Organization of the Academic Year -
The Three Semester System at Guelph, 
indicated that some courses require more time 
than others to achieve their objectives (IA, 
p.19). Courses which have pronounced liberal 
objectives would seem to be a case in point. 
There is often a lack of continuity between 
semesters and a lack of integration among 
courses, even on cognate topics. The three-
semester system again seems to make this a 
more difficult problem than it would be 
otherwise. The report on the three-semester 
system commented that faculty who are new 
to the system receive relatively little orienta-
tion (IA, pp. 18-19). The comment seems 
valid, at least to the extent that faculty are not 
being constantly made aware of the possible 
dangers of fragmentation or overloading. 
Timetable conflicts sometimes make it impos-
sible for students to take outside courses 
which would best promote their liberal 
education. 
There is some feeling that students could 
derive more educational benefits from some of 
their courses if they could take them on a 
pass/fail basis. The idea is not that the present 
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system requires too much effort but that it 
requires the wrong kind of effort for the 
purposes of a liberal education. 

(v) Financial Constraint 
Budgetary cutbacks have forced some depart-
ments to reduce their offerings and in many 
instances the cuts have been made in areas of 
most importance to liberal education. Courses 
that are largely designed to educate students 
from other disciplines sometimes attract low 
enrolments at present and hence are particu-
larly vulnerable. Moreover, there is little 
money for experimentation or innovation. 
As a result, an anti-liberal spiral is created, as 
course reductions create further enrolment 
decreases, which lead to further cuts, and so 
on. 

(vi) Education and Values 
Various non-academic elements of the Uni-
versity actively contribute to the moral and 
aesthetic development of students. Student 
Services offers evaluative counselling in several 
different areas. The Orientation Committee 
helps students adjust to the distinctive 
demands of a university environment. The 
residence system is a rich source of living-and-
learning opportunities, as are student govern-
ments. The art collection, the noon-hour 
music program, and the dram a tic productions 
combine to provide the kinds of experience 
which contribute to the formation of good 
aesthetic judgment. Student clubs bring 
faculty and students together on matters of 
common concern. Such activities are to be 
commended and should be encouraged to 
continue. They have, to a large extent, helped 
to implement the recommendation in the 
report, Aims and Objectives of the University, 
to integrate the University's academic and non-
academic resources in the learning process. 
Nevertheless, there is some feeling that even 
more effective integration is possible, that the 
practical evaluative concerns of students 
outside the classroom could be more closely 
linked with theoretical classroom inquiries. 
One potential obstacle to such integration is 
the feeling, held by some faculty, that aca-
demic studies should be entirely value-free, 
that formal education should be concerned 
strictly with what is the case, leaving moral 
and aesthetic concerns to the individual and to 
various non-academic parts of the University. 
Although it is true that some academic sub-
jects are independent of value judgments, it 
does not follow that teaching those subjects 
in a way which provides a liberal education is 
similarly independent. Nor is it true that such 
subjects can never be effectively taught or 
studied in close conjunction with evaluative 
concerns. 

(vii) The Lack of a High Profile for Liberal 
Education 
Although the University accepts liberal educa-
tion as a high priority, it does not publicize 
this fact as much as one might expect. As a 
result, a climate has not been created in which 
students who come to Guelph generally expect 
to receive a strong liberal education, and in 
which both students and faculty constantly 
strive to achieve such an objective. Again, there 
seems to be a gap between the University's 

theoretical goals and the practical day-to-day 
decisions which shape its progress. -
The above conditions do not provide grounds 
for censure; nor should they be a source of 
pessimism. Given the competing demands on 
its decreasing resources, the University has 
done a respectable job of pursuing liberal 
goals, and there is reason to think that it can 
build on its success. The situation is not 
perfect, however, and the task is to find the 
best means of improving it. 

I 

4. An Instructive 
Experiment 

In the Discussion Paper we proposed a distinc-
tive type of distribution requirement as a 
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means of increasing the liberal content of the .... 
University's programs. The proposal was 
widely criticized, mainly on the grounds that 
there would not be enough faculty qualified 
or motivated to teach the proposed liberal 
courses, that the courses would probably not 
realize their lofty aims in practice, that a 
handful of liberalizing courses would be 
inadequate, that enrolments in the courses 
would be too large, that the courses would 
not be sufficiently co-ordinated, that time-
tabling problems would be insurmountable, 
that natural science requirements would be an 
intolerable barrier to arts students, and that 
many programs could not afford room for as 
many as six liberal courses. 
The objections are not all persuasive. Indeed, 
they do not form a coherent whole, since 
some argue that more should be done, others 
that less is required. Nevertheless, we are now 
convinced that the original proposal would be 
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unworkable, chiefly for want of suitable ~ 
faculty to teach the special courses. Indeed, it 
was on a slightly ironical note that we reached 
such a conclusion, since the reason for doing 
so confirms the impression that faculty special-
ization is a real obstacle to liberal education. ~ 
Another significant reason for not adopting a 
University-wide distribution. requirement 
emerged during discussions in college and 
department meetings. Authority for program ~ 
development is invested in the first instance in 
program committees which oversee a student's 
progress from semester one and which feel a 
strong allegiance to the contributing college(s) . ..,; 
There is no tradition of assigning initial respon-
sibility for the early stages of a student's educa-
tion to a central University body. Moreover, 
there is a variety of structure and purpose in ..,; 
the different programs, and as a result the ways 
in which they try to provide a liberal education 
for their students are often importantly differ-
ent. Because of the authority of program 
committees and colleges, we feel that any 
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attempt to introduce a central liberal pattern 
would confront insuperable difficulties, and 
because of the diversity of program structures, _. 
we feel that a uniform pattern is probably not 
the best type of solution in any case. 
Therefore we now recommend the changes 
proposed in the next five sections, as being 
more compatible with the University's parti-
cular circumstances and more conducive to 
real improvement in the long run. 
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5. A Liberal Review 
During the course of our examination of the 
way programs are operated at Guelph, it 
became clear that a systematic investigation 
of their liberal character would require 
program committees and their affiliated 
administrative units to conduct an extensive 
review of their own operations. We did not 
think that such a review should be requested 
without explicit Senate approval and without 
Senate-approved guidelines. But we think that 
a careful review should be conducted if real 
progress is to be made. Program committees 
and their affiliates would then have to develop 
a statement of objectives which has some 
practical significance and which leaves clear 
room for liberal education. Those bodies 
which are closest to the situation would then 
be diagnosing the problems and initiating 
solutions. Moreover, the resulting discussions 
of liberal aims in departments, schools and 
colleges would help to give liberal education 
a higher profile in the University. Some of 
this discussion has already started in some 
areas of the University, partly as a result of 
the activities of our committee. But it has 
not yet been conducted thoroughly at all 
departmental levels. Nor has it been con-
ducted formally in accordance with principles 
approved by Senate. 

To be most effective, the review should ini-
tially be undertaken by program committees 
in close consultation with their affiliated 
departments and schools. A program com-

.- mittee should determine the extent to which 
its program and each of its various sub-
programs satisfy the criteria outlined in Section 
6. It should also describe the specific means 
which are being adopted to satisfy the cri-
teria and compare them with the means 
outlined in the description of a model pro-
gram in Section 7. If it decides that the criteria 
are not being adequately satisfied, it should 
propose practical measures for improvement. 

The results of the review should be submitted 
in a report to a Senate-appointed Advisory 
Committee to the Vice-President, Academic. 
After thorough consultation with representa-
tives from the program committee, the 
Advisory Committee would forward the re-
port, along with its own recommendations, to 
the Vice-President, Academic. The recommend-
ations would then be forwarded to the appro-
priate University bodies. We feel that the 
Advisory Committee would be most effective 
if in the first instance it were not a committee 
of the Board of Undergraduate Studies. It 
could then more easily make recommenda-
tions which should be submitted to bodies 
such as the University Committee on Faculty 
Policies or the President's Budget Advisory 
Committee. The problem of liberal education 
has several dimensions, and the committee 
responsible for co-ordinating the University's 
efforts should not be restricted to just one of 

..._ those dimensions. 

After a period of three years, the role of the 
Advisory Committee should be reviewed. If 
a decision is made to retain the Committee, 
consideration should then be given to bringing 
its reporting procedures within established 
lines. 

a.. 
6. Criteria for 

Assessing Programs 
Jn its report to the Advisory Committee, a 
program committee should indicate in some 
detail the extent to which its program and sub-
programs satisfy the following criteria. Pro-
grams cannot all be expected to satisfy every 
criterion equally well. But if a program is 
unable to satisfy a criterion, the program 
committee would be responsible for justifying 
the shortcoming in its report. Failure to 
satisfy several criteria should be considered a 
serious weakness. 
(i) A program should impart a coherent body 
of knowledge at a reasonably advanced level 
in at least one subject. Students should 
approach the research face in selected areas as 
well as master the basic material. Planners of 
general programs which require no more than 
ten courses in one subject should be particularly 
careful to ensure that the level of study is 
sufficiently penetrating while still providing a 
basic coverage. 
(ii) A program should develop a capacity 
for independent critical judgment while pre-
serving a respect for relevant authority. 
Students should be given the opportunity to 
formulate their own questions and draw their 
own conclusions, in accordance with suitably 
rigorous standards. They should not be obliged 
to spend all their time simply absorbing inform-
ation from others. 
(iii} A program should make it clear that 
even the firmest of judgments is subject to 
honest error, that no views are absolutely 
sacrosanct. An attitude of toleration toward 
peer criticism should be developed, both by 
precept and by example, and some materials 
should be studied which allow students to 
debate issues with their instructors on a basis 
approaching equality. 
(iv} A program should develop the ability 
to communicate effectively, both orally and 
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in writing. Since improvement comes only 
with constant practice and careful guidance, 
every course in the program should require 
students to speak well and to write well. 
Although attention to such matters is a time-
consuming process, it is a central part of 
liberal education and should be given a corre-
spondingly high priority. 
Some faculty and students have argued that 
good writing should be taught much earlier 
than university, that the problem should be 
addressed in admission requirements. But we 
can see no practical way of reshaping admis-
sions to guarantee an ability to write correctly. 
More importantly, the present criterion con-
cerns good writing, not just correct writing. 
A program should develop the ability to 
present intellectually challenging materials 
in effective written form, not just the ability 
to spell correctly and observe the rules of 
grammar and syntax. 
(v) A program should require students to 
read extensively. It should particularly re-
quire them to read works which have had, or 
are having, a profound effect on both special-
ists in a subject and educated laypersons. 
(vi} A program should place material in its 
historical setting, making clear how the central 
views in a subject change, how they are con-
nected with other parts of the intellectual and 
social environment, and how they are apt to 
undergo change in future. Achieving a 
historical perspective both deepens one's 
appreciation of how a subject evolves and 
broadens one's understanding of how such an 
evolution relates to changes in other subjects 
and disciplines. 
(vii} A program should create an under-
standing of the basic concepts and methods 
employed in a subject and an appreciation of 
how they differ from concepts and methods 
employed in other subjects. The differences 
addressed should be both at general levels 
(e.g., science vs. the arts} and at specific 
levels. 
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(viii) A program should ensure that students 
avoid becoming overly narrow even in the 
final stages of their program. Measures should 
be adopted to enable senior students to inte-
grate knowledge acquired from their concen-
trated studies with knowledge acquired from 
their broader inquiries. This can make both 
kinds of knowledge more significant, help 
students develop an increasingly comprehen-
sive theoretical perspective on the world, and 
stimulate them to continue their personal 
studies after graduation. 
(ix) A program should ensure that students 
understand the distinctive nature of a moral 
question, the kinds of reasons which can be 
given to support a moral position, the com-
plexity of basic moral issues, the need for 
tolerating opposing views without becoming 
morally indifferent, and the need for rigorous 
thought as a condition of effective moral 
inquiry. In short, it should ensure that a 
disposition to reach defensible conclusions on 
important moral issues becomes an integral 
part of a student's educated way of life. 
(x) A program should similarly develop the 
ability to make and justify aesthetic judgments. 
Courses in subjects as different as fine art, 
I iteratu re, astronomy, landscape architecture, 
environmental biology and physiology can 
draw attention to worthwhile features of the 
universe in a way which challenges students to 
identify the kinds of reasons which might be 
offered to support such judgments. 
(xi) A program should acquaint students 
with relevant developments in Canada and the 
rest of the world. A liberal education is 
damaged if a program refuses to extend a 
student's vision beyond national frontiers. 
Yet it is equally damaged if it focuses atten-
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tion exclusively on developments outside 
Canada. Wherever possible, a consideration of 
both national and international matters should 
be included. 

7. Means 
of Satisfying 
Liberal Criteria: 
a model program 

In its report to the Advisory Committee, a 
program committee should indicate the speci-
fic ways in which its program and sub-programs 
satisfy the criteria outlined in section 6. We 
are persuaded that the ways can justifiably 
vary from one program to another. Yet we 
feel that it is potentially helpful to describe 
a number of promising measures, on the 
understanding that if a program has not 
adopted them, the program committee would 
indicate in its report why alternative measures 
are desirable in its case. 
We shall call a program which adopts the 
following measures a "model program." This 
terminology is not intended to imply that any 
program which departs from the model must 
be second-rate or less than ideal. The term 
merely implies that satisfying the model is 
one good way to liberalize a program and that 
any committee that feels that another pattern 
is at least as good would have a responsibility 
to describe that pattern and demonstrate its 
effectiveness. 
The first three measures concern a program's 
elective structure, and it will be useful to 
employ the following terminology: Each 
program of courses divides into completely 
unrestricted courses (free electives) and courses 
which are restricted to some degree. Restrict-
ed courses divide into courses which are 
central to developing an area of expertise 
(core courses) and courses which complement 
the central courses in some specifiable way 
(restricted electives). 
(i) A model program would contain some 
free electives since students should be able to 
make some choices solely in accordance with 
their individual needs and preferences. 
(ii) The core courses in a model program 
would bear as much of the liberal load as 
possible. As far as possible, they would collec-
tively develop depth of understanding, inde-
pendent judgment, open-mindedness, skill in 
writing and speaking, a historical perspe".tive, 
an understanding of basic concepts and 
methods, a desire to read fundamental writings, 
moral maturity, aesthetic maturity and an 
appreciation of a subject's national and inter-
national dimensions. They would not just pay 
lip service to such ideals but would adopt 
measures which make a real difference to 
students in the program. For example, steps 
would be taken to have written assignments 
and oral performances carefully assessed; 
students would be given a background which 
enables them to think for themselves and an 
opportunity to do so; and students would be 
challenged to adopt moral positions on diffi-

cult issues and called upon to defend their 
principles in a theoretically satisfying way. 
(iii) The core courses could not normally be 
expected to bear the entire liberal load. They 
could not give sufficiently intensive treatment -
to methodological, historical, moral and 
aesthetic concerns. Moreover, even the most 
diverse set of core courses could not acquaint I 
students with the full range of approaches 
adopted in different disciplines. Students in 
a model program would have first-hand 
acquaintance with university-level work in -each of the natural sciences, social sciences 
and humanities. For example, they would 
understand differences among the physical, 
biological, earth and mathematical sciences, 
differences among I iterature, history, fine art 
and philosophy, and similarities between -. 
history and geography, logic and mathematics 
and psychology and physiology. Some restric-
tions on electives would be needed to achieve 
this goal, although the particular nature of the -. 
restrictions would depend on the diversity of 
studies already embraced in core courses. 

(iv) Those responsible for administering a 
model program would have enough knowledge .... 
of courses in other programs to ensure that 
when electives were restricted for the purposes 
of liberal education, the permissible courses 
would in fact be well-suited to the task. For .... 
example, there would be little point in trying 
to further the liberal education of mathematics 
majors by restricting one of their electives to 
a humanities course if the requirement could """ 
be satisfied by taking a standard course in 
formal logic. Such a choice would simply 
add another course in formal technique and 
not improve the student's understanding of ...._ 
the nature of formal inquiry, unless the course 
were specifically designed for this purpose. 
Counsellors in a model program would know 
whether the course did have such a design. 
(v) As far as possible, courses in a model 
program would be sufficiently co-ordinated 
that studies in subsequent courses would 
build on work accomplished in earlier courses 
and instructors would have a clear understand- ""' 
ing of how their courses contributed to the 
overall education of their students. 
(vi) Measures would be taken by the college -
dean(s) and chairmen who administer a model 
program to ensure that faculty recognize the 
dangers of overloading inherent in the three-
semester system. Faculty would be made to 
realize what the total work load of their 
students is like, and they would endeavor 
collectively to create the time which students 
need to synthesize material properly, both 
within and between courses. 
(vii) A model program would contain at 
least one senior course enabling studen~s to 
integrate knowledge gained from their core 
and elective studies. This would typically be 
a seminar course and would bring together 
either students and faculty from different 
disciplines on a common theme or students 
and faculty from the same discipline on differ-_. 
cnt integrative themes. Assessment in the 
course might be on a pass/fail basis. 
(viii) A model program would contain some 
interdepartmental or interdisciplinary courses. _. 
They would not be artificial patchwork courses 
but would exhibit a strong unity of purpose 
and be carefully planned. 



--

(ix) A model degree program would contain, 
as one option, a sub-program designed pri-
marily to offer a liberal education and only 
secondarily concerned with career or graduate-
school preparation. The precise structure of 
the sub-program would vary with the specific 
requirements of the degree program. 
The above features of a model program are 
not exhaustive, but they do represent some 
things which can be done to achieve the aim 
of offering a liberal education. Moreover, 
they provide a useful set of topics for program 
committees to discuss when preparing their 
reports to the Advisory Committee. We 
think that the deliberations leading up to the 
written reports, and the subsequent dialogue 
between program committees and the Advisory 
Committee, would themselves be significant 
factors in improving liberal education in the 

,..... University, quite apart from any formal recom-
mendations which would result from the 

,..... 

-
... 

process. 

8. Restricted Electives 
Restricting electives for the purpose of offer-
ing a liberal education is most effective if the 
courses to which choices are restricted are 
independently known to adopt a liberal 
approach. The Advisory Committee should 
therefore be assigned the task of identifying 
those courses in the University which are most 
likely to be good liberal electives. To avoid 

large enrolments, as many courses as possible 
should be identified, in as many subjects as 
possible. This information should then be 
made available to program committees, depart-
ments, schools, academic counsellors and 
students. 
A course should be designated a good liberal 
elective only if it satisfies a significant 
number of the following criteria. 
(i) The course should be designed primarily 
for educational purposes, not for the purpose 
of training. It should be so structured that 
students could sensibly choose to take it on a 
pass/fail basis if such an option were approved 
by the University. 
(ii) It should consider material at an intellec-
tually challenging level, explaining basic 
concepts and avoiding a superficial survey. 
(iii) It should enable, and challenge, students 
to use their own judgment while retaining both 
a respect for relevant authority and an apprecia-
tion of human fallibility. Material, presentation, 
class size, assignments and examinations 
should all contribute to this end. 
(iv) It should require students to express 
themselves well, both orally and in writing. 
Classes, assignments and examinations should 
be designed accordingly. 
(v) It should discuss the approaches or 
methods adopted in its own area and compare 
them with approaches or methods adopted in 
other areas. 
(vi) It should place its material in a historical 
perspective, in a way which shows how basic 

ideas emerge, change and give way to new 
ideas. 
(vii) It should consider moral issues as an 
integral part of the course. The treatment 
should not be perfunctory but should be as 
systematic and rigorous as possible. 
(viii) It should draw attention to aesthetic 
features of its domain, clarifying the relevant 
principles and subjecting them to critical 
examination. 
(ix) It should consider developments within 
Canada and compare them with international 
developments, even if this simply means 
choosing a mixture of examples to illustrate 
a general theory or indicating differences in 
research orientation. 
(x) It should consider any overlap with 
neighboring disciplines. 
(xi) It should utilize any relevant mathemat-
ical skills. 
(xii) It should utilize any relevant skills in a 
foreign language. 
(xiii) There should be an opportunity to take 
a second course in the same subject, with as 
much continuity as possible. 

9. Additional 
Measures 

We see the liberal review by program com-
mittees and the designation of liberal electives 
by the Advisory Committee as primary instru-
ments for improving the quality of liberal 
education at the University. But we think 
that a number of secondary steps can also be 
taken to help the situation. 
(i) Responses to the Discussion Paper made it 
clear that several non-academic elements of the 
University are actively engaged in liberal 
education, especially in the area of moral and 
aesthetic development. We wholeheartedly 
endorse the efforts of Student Services, the 
Orientation Committee, the residences, student 
governments, the Art Curator and the noon-
hour music program to help students form a 
mature assessment of themselves and their 
social and cultural environment. Nevertheless, 
we think that closer connections might be 
established between such non-academic acti-
vities and relevant academic pursuits. Efforts 
should be made to see that when relevant 
questions are raised in an academic context, 
their practical application to particular situa-
tions at Guelph is appreciated and exploited 
for educational purposes. For example, an 
academic investigation of questions connected 
with human freedom might have a bearing on 
the concerns of Student Services or on the 
problems confronted by student governments. 
The non-academic parts of the University 
should be able to play a central role in strength-
ening such connections. 
(ii) Responses to the Discussion Paper 
indicated that a fear of low grades deters 
some students from choosing electives well 
outside their areas of concentration. We think 
that serious consideration should be given to 
the feasibility of allowing students the option 
of taking a limited number of courses on a 
pass/fail basis. 
(iii) There is some feeling that the weightings 
used in Tenure and Promotion Committees 
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tend to discourage interested faculty from 
adopting a more liberal approach in their 
teaching and research. We think that the 
situation should be studied more closely by 
the Committee on Faculty Policies and that 
if a serious problem is identified, g~idelines ' 
should be developed to alleviate it. 
(iv) There is some feeling that decisions to 
limit or reduce budgets are not sensitive 
enough to the extent to which programs con-
tribute to the liberal education of students at 
the University. We think that the Advisory 
Committee should investigate the general 
basis on which financial decisions at all 
appropriate levels are made and if necessary 
recommend steps to correct the

1 

sitution. ' 
(v) To give liberal education a higher profile 
in the University and stimulate more exchanges 
across disciplines, we think that the University 
should introduce a Lecture Series expressly 
designed to promote interaction between 
faculty members in different disciplines. 
Lectures could be co-ordinated by the 
Advisory Committee and be given both by 
visitors and by University faculty, including 
faculty from all the constituent colleges. 

10. Summary of 
Recommendations 

In view of the foregoing considerations, we 
offer the following recommendations: 
(i) That the University adopt as a high educa-
tional priority the development of intellectual, 
moral and aesthetic maturity on the part of 
every undergraduate student, through a com-
bination of depth and breadth of study (Sec-
tions 1 and 2). 
(ii) That Senate appoint an Advisory Commit-
tee on Liberal Education for a three-year term 
and that the Advisory cdmmittee be directly ' 
responsible to the Vice-President, Academic 
(Section 5). 
(iii) That each program committee review in 
detail the liberal character of its program and 
sub-programs and report the results in writing 
to the Advisory Committee; that the report 
indicate the extent to which the program and 
sub-programs satisfy the liberal criteria set 
forth in Section 6 of the present document, 
making clear what specific measures are being 
adopted to satisfy those criteria and com-
paring such measures with the measures 

outlined in Section 7 of this document 
(Sections 6 and 7). 
(iv) That the Advisory Committee identify 
those courses in the University which are most 
likely to be useful electives for the purpose of 
liberal education, using criteria set forth in 
Section 8 of this document (Section 8). 
(v) That the Advisory Committee investigate 
whether decisions to limit budgets at all levels 
pay sufficient attention to the needs of liberal 
education and, if necessary, recommend 
measures to improve the situation (Section 9). 
(vi) That those responsible for organizing 
relevant non-academic activities in the Univer-
sity, such as Student Services, the Orientation 
Committee and student governments, be 
asked to explore ways in which the academic 
concerns of the classroom can be brought to 
bear on their sphere of activity (Section 9). 
(vii) That the Board of Undergraduate 
Studies appoint a committee to examine the 
feasibility of allowing students to take a 
limited number of courses on a pass/fail basis 
(Section 9). 
(viii) That the Faculty Policies Committee 
be asked to investigate whether decisions in 
tenure and promotion committees discriminate 
against faculty who assign a high personal 
priority to liberal education and, if necessary, 
formulate guidelines to help correct the situ-
ation (Section 9). 
(ix) That the administration be asked to 

introduce a Lecture Series expressly designed 
to promote interaction between faculty 
members from different disciplines (Section 9). • 

NOTE: The Committee met throughout the 
period March 7979 to April 7980. Some 
members were unable to serve for the full 
period. Specifically, Professor }.F. Bligh 
replaced Professor K. W. Graham in September 
7979; Mr. /. Hu/land replaced Mr. L. Barrett-
Lennard for the period May to August 7979 
and Miss N.5. Lee replaced Miss}. Krever in 
September 7 9 79. The appendix containing the 
Discussion Paper, j u/y 7 9 79, a list of respondees 
and an outline of the present Undergraduate 
Program structures is not included. Copies of 
the appendix are available from the Secretary 
of Senate. 

Committee Members: 
Faculty: 
J.F. Bligh, English Language and Literature; 

.... 

J.D. Brooke, Human Kinetics; H.W. Chapman, -
Biomedical Sciences; S.E. Dixon, Environ-
mental Biology; K.W. Graham, English 
Language and Literature; B.M. Millman, 
Physics; D. Odegard, Philosophy (Chairman); 
F. Vaughan, Political Studies; W.N. Vaughan, 
Secretary of Senate (Secretary). 
Students: 
L. Barrett-Lennard, B.Sc. Program; 
j. Hulland, B.Sc. Program; J. Krever, B.A.Sc. 
Program; N.S. Lee, Graduate Student C.B.S. 
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