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General Education Requirements at
North Carolina’s Public Universities:

What Do Students Get in the Core Curriculum?

By George C. Leef

Summary: Colleges and universities ought to provide their students with more than just a diploma for
completing a number of courses. They ought to give them a well-rounded education that will equip
them for good citizenship and a productive life. Historically, many schools have done that by establish-
ing a core curriculum of courses covering the fields of knowledge that an educated person should be
familiar with: American history, the classics of our literature, natural science and mathematics, logic,
fine arts, and the social sciences. Students could choose their majors and some electives, but all stu-
dents partook of the same basic, liberal arts education. Throughout the UNC system, one finds tremen-
dous differences among the schools with their treatment of general education requirements.  All pro-
claim the importance of a well-rounded education, but only a few insist that their students take courses
that would be regarded as crucial components of a sound education. Most of the UNC campuses under-
mine their general education programs by allowing students to choose from a wide array of courses that
will satisfy their “distribution requirements.” Many of the courses that earn general education credits
are too specialized, too politicized, or too academically trivial to be appropriate. Because of the lack of
a true core curriculum, students at most UNC schools can graduate without ever studying American
history, the pinnacles of our literature, our economic and political institutions, and other important
subjects. Until the UNC system begins to take general education seriously, it is the responsibility of
parents to try to guide their children toward the courses that help to lay a solid educational foundation,
and away from courses that do not.

U sually, there is a wide gap between the curriculum that college students would most desire, and the
curriculum that does the most toward preparing them for productive, responsible citizenship. Given
the choice, many students would accumulate the number of credits needed for graduation by taking

whatever courses seemed to be the most interesting, entertaining, and easiest. The result would be a college
diploma to hang on the wall and the right to put a B.A. degree down on the resume, but an education in name
only. Some students, to be sure, would seek out courses that provide a strong educational foundation and put in
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the effort to derive the greatest benefit from them, but the number of such students is probably small. As Lynne
Cheney has written, “In the absence of an ordered plan of study, some undergraduates manage to put together
coherent and substantive programs, but others move through college years with little rationale.”

Each of the schools that comprise the University of North Carolina system has certain “general education”
requirements built into its curriculum. The reason for having done so is to ensure that students receive a broad
educational foundation grounded in the most important academic fields and works. It is necessary, however, to
look beyond the formalization of the general education requirements to ask if they in fact are giving students that
educational foundation. It is one thing to pay lip service to the idea of general education and quite another
actually to ensure that every student takes well-taught courses that cover the expected material.

This study will analyze the general education requirements at each of the campuses of the University of North
Carolina system, with the exception of the very specialized North Carolina School of the Arts. It will endeavor
to find out whether the general education requirements are adequate to the task of giving students the strong
educational foundation that is desirable. For each school, we will ask:

• What courses, if any, are mandatory for all students?
• How much discretion do students have in choosing courses that fulfill mandatory areas of study?
• Are the courses that satisfy general education requirements appropriate in content and rigor?

What Should a Sound General Education Program Include?

A college or university’s general education requirements are the design for the common core of knowledge and
thinking abilities that every educated person should have. Precisely what must be included is a matter on which
reasonable people can certainly disagree, but the following elements have stood the test of time at some of
America’s most famous institutions of higher education.

First, the general education requirements should help students to develop crucial habits of mind: inquiry, logical
thinking, evaluation of evidence. Those are not necessarily taught in any one
course, although a logic course is a good start.

Second, the general education requirements should make students more literate,
which is to say, more proficient in their reading, writing, and speaking. Courses
in English will be the backbone of literacy development, but it should not be the
exclusive province of the English Department. All professors who teach general
education courses should have to pay attention to and strive to improve students’
literacy.

Third, the general education requirements should familiarize students with math-
ematics and numerical data. In a world filled with numbers and statistics, respon-
sible citizenship calls for an understanding of the correct – and incorrect – uses of
data.

Fourth, the general education requirements should provide students with a sense
of history. People with a grasp of history are much better able to see the complex-
ity, uncertainty, and limitations inherent in the human condition. Knowing how
we have gotten to our present situation is valuable in comprehending where soci-
ety can and should go in the future.

Fifth, the general education requirements should give students an understanding
of science; not merely a few facts about science or discussion of some contempo-

rary issues where science is relevant, but an appreciation for the methods of science.

Throughout the UNC
system, one finds
tremendous differ-
ences among the
schools with their
treatment of general
education require-
ments.  All proclaim
the importance of a
well-rounded educa-
tion, but only a few
insist that their stu-
dents take courses
that would be re-
garded as crucial
components of a
sound education.
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Sixth, the general education requirements should introduce students to the world of art and aesthetics. Besides
adding greatly to the enjoyment of life, a study of the arts shows the importance of disciplined creativity.

Should the courses comprising the general education component be regular, introductory departmental offer-
ings? Some schools with strong general education programs instead have core courses that are non-departmental
and have been designed specifically for incoming students, Columbia University, for example. The drawback to
having students’ general education consist of a series of Something 101 courses is that introductory courses in an
academic field are not necessarily the best way for students who are not going to major in that field to absorb
some vital knowledge about it. Taking Chemistry 101, for instance, might not be the best way for a student who
is going to major in political science or history to learn the essentials of the scientific method.

How much student time should be allocated to general education courses? There is no precise answer other than
to say that it should be enough to cover the objectives listed above. In a paper she wrote on general education in
1989, Lynne Cheney advocated a curriculum of fifty credit hours, broken down as follows: 18 hours in courses
on cultures and civilizations, 12 hours in a foreign language, 6 hours in mathematics, 8 hours in the natural
sciences, and 6 hours in social science. Fifty credits of general education would be approximately forty percent
of the total number of credits, which would ordinarily leave sufficient time for the student’s major courses and
some electives.

A widespread practice regarding general education is to tell the student that he must choose so many courses
from this list and so many from that list, an approach known as “distribution requirements.” There are, however,
two serious problems with the distribution requirements approach. First, the lists of approved courses tends to
grow over time as professors and deans pressure the administration to designate more courses of theirs as satis-
fying an area requirement. Unfortunately, many of the courses that are added will be narrow or trendy courses
that don’t fulfill the goals of general education. Second, one of the benefits of having a set general education
curriculum is that it gives the students a common thread to their educations. The wider the range of choice under
a system of distribution requirements, the less commonality there will be in the educational experience for the
students.

A final preliminary point to keep in mind is that college courses are not always as advertised. A course billed as
“Introduction to American Literature,” for example, may actually be taught as a narrow, specialized course that
tracks the professor’s current research, rather than a broad survey of the landmarks of American literature.
Schools that take general education seriously will ensure that courses fulfilling general education requirements
will be taught appropriately.

Now let us examine the general education programs at each UNC campus.

Appalachian State University

At Appalachian State, the core curriculum consists of 44 semester hours, of which only 12 hours are required
courses for all students and the remainder are elective. The stated purpose of this curriculum is to serve as “the
framework for students to engage in common and unifying learning experiences within the diversity of the
University.” Because so much of the “core” is elective, however, the extent to which it contributes to “common
and unifying learning experiences” is rather slight.

Mandatory Courses

All students must take six semester hours in English, a three-credit course in expository writing, and a three-
credit course devoted to the interpretation of fiction, poetry, and drama. The writing course is typical of those
found throughout the UNC system, and indicates a perceived need to catch up for the neglect of writing skills
that is common in high schools. To that extent, the general education program is largely fulfilling a remedial
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education function.

All students must also take, as a part of their Social Science curriculum, a sequence of history courses: World
Civilization I, covering human civilization prior to 1500, and World Civilization II, from 1500 to the present.
Each course is three credits.

Elective Courses

The rest of the general education curriculum at Appalachian State is broken down as follows.

Mathematics. Students must take one four-credit course, choosing among six
math courses, ranging from “Introduction to Mathematics,” which covers math
concepts and skills that should have been learned in earlier education, to courses
on calculus and analytic geometry, which certainly are college-level.

Natural Science. Students must take eight credit hours, choosing among two-
course sequences in astronomy, biology, chemistry, geology, and physics. Stu-
dents also have the option of choosing a course giving them a half semester
each in four sciences.

Social Science. Students must take 12 credit hours. Six of those credits are in
the World Civilization sequence mentioned above. Additionally, students must
take two courses chosen from eleven areas: Anthropology, Appalachian Stud-
ies, Economics, Family and Consumer Sciences, General Honors, Geography,
Interdisciplinary Studies, Political Science, Psychology, Sociology, and Tech-
nology.

A total of 39 courses are designated as satisfying the Social Science requirement. Students must choose two
courses from two different departments.

The courses offered range from some that are worthwhile and should arguably be mandatory, such as Principles
of Economics and American Government and Politics, to others thatare not good general education material,
including “Gender, Race, and Class,” “Family Development Over the Life Cycle,” “Social Problems in Ameri-
can Society,” “Sociology of Sport,” and “Gender and Society.”

The ‘core curriculum’
at Appalachian State
has only a small core
of required courses
surrounded by numer-
ous electives.  No
American history
is required.  No
foreign language
study is required. No
courses in logic,
economics, or govern-
ment are required

Appalachian State Curriculum Analysis

27%

73%

Mandatory Courses
Elective Courses



5

Humanities. Students must take twelve credit hours, consisting of four courses in at least three different depart-
ments. At least one course must be a literature course, and one a fine arts course. To fulfill this requirement,
students have more than 90 courses from which to choose. Those choices include foreign language courses, but
no foreign language is required.

Again, some of the courses that are offered here are ones that would be considered to be pillars of a college
education, for example, English Literature, American Literature, Introduction to Philosophy, and Logic. Others
that students may choose, however, are not of the kind that should fulfill “core curriculum” requirements be-
cause they are too specialized or lightweight. These include: “Appalachian Music,” “Dance History,” “Introduc-
tion to Film,” “History of Rock Music,” and “Modern Theatre History.”

The final two credits in the core curriculum at Appalachian State are in Physical Activity and Wellness. It is not
at all clear why such lifestyle concerns should be a part of the curriculum of a university, much less comprising
a portion of the “core curriculum.” They do little or nothing to cultivate the intellect or develop learning skills.
Nevertheless, students must take one course in the areas of Dance, Family and Consumer Science, Health Pro-
motion, Military Science, or various “Physical Activities” to fulfill this requirement.

Conclusion

The “core curriculum” at Appalachian State has only a small core of required courses surrounded by numerous
electives. No American history is required. No foreign language study is required. No courses in logic, econom-
ics, or government are required. Some of the electives that fulfill “core” requirements are apparently worth-
while, basic courses, but many others are ill-suited to fulfilling those requirements. The Appalachian core cur-
riculum neither provides much of a common learning experience for students, nor gives them any grounding in
a number of important academic fields.

East Carolina University

East Carolina University requires its students to complete 42 credit hours in general education. The general
education courses are supposed to “engender a broad liberal arts base upon which to add the depth of study in the
major.”

Mandatory Courses

The general education requirements at East Carolina include only two courses that are mandatory for all stu-
dents. They are English 1100 and English 1200, three semester hours each. English 1100 is designed “to intro-
duce principles of expository writing and their application to various writing tasks.” The course emphasizes
organization, the creation of coherent paragraphs and essays, grammatical conventions, proofreading, editing,
and other aspects of writing. That course catches up for the poor development of writing skills that is normal at
most high schools. English 1200 provides students with “instruction in critical reading, library research, and
research writing, including analytical and argumentative writing.” Those skills, too, ought to have been mas-
tered before the student reaches college It is unfortunate that so much general education time has to be devoted
to remediation.

Elective Courses

The remainder of the general education curriculum at East Carolina is in the “distribution requirements” form,
calling upon students to choose courses within broad academic fields.

Science. Students must take eight semester hours in science, with at least one course requiring laboratory work.
The selections must be from the Biology, Chemistry, Geology or Physics departments.
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Social Sciences. Students must take 12 semester hours in social science courses. The selections must include
courses from at least three different departments: Anthropology, Communication, Economics, Geography, His-
tory, Political Science, Psychology, and Sociology.

Students here can choose among a large number of courses, some of which would help to build a strong liberal
arts base, but others can hardly be considered fundamental to a liberal education. For example, students can take
“Motherhood of God in Asian Traditions,” “Geography of Recreation,” “History of Sports in Western Society,”
“Leisure in Society,” or “Sociology of Human Sexuality.” Students would be much better off if they were re-
stricted to fundamental courses in disciplines such as economics and political science.

Mathematics. Students are required to take three semester hours in mathematics. This requirement can be satis-
fied with Math 1050, “a broad overview of mathematics and its relevance to life” that does not count toward a
math major or minor. This course appears to be a revisiting of high school math concepts rather than an advance
into more challenging mathematical concepts. Other math courses, however, do appear to require students to
move beyond high school math.

Humanities and Fine Arts. Students must take at least 10 semester hours, choos-
ing at least one Humanities course (including English or American literature, lit-
erature in a foreign language or in translation, philosophy, and linguistics courses),
and at least one Fine Arts course (art, dance, music, speech or theatre arts courses).

Some of the course offerings that fulfill this requirement are thoroughly appropri-
ate for the university’s general education mission – for example, “Human Values
in Literature,” “Introduction to the Great Books,” and “Music Appreciation.”

Other courses that students can choose to satisfy the Humanities and Fine Arts
requirement, however, do not seem to be important components of a liberal edu-

cation – for example, “Introduction to Philosophy of Sport,” “Latino Texts,” and “Introduction to Women’s
Studies.”

Health and Exercise and Sport Science. To complete the general education requirements, students must take at
least three credits in this area, choosing at least one course in Health and one in Exercise and Sport Science.
General education hours should be devoted to crucial academic studies rather than these lifestyle concerns.

14%

86%

Mandatory Courses
Elective Courses

East Carolina Curriculum Analysis

“East Carolina’s
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requirements do little
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broad and well-
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education”
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Conclusion

East Carolina’s general education requirements do little to ensure that the student partakes of a broad and well-
rounded liberal arts education. No history is required. No literature is required. Nor is any logic, economics or
political science. The loose distribution requirements allow students to fulfill their general education require-
ments with an assortment of narrow and sometimes academically dubious courses.

Elizabeth City State University

Elizabeth City State University (ECSU) has a general education program consisting of 33 semester hours that is
designed to “provide fundamental knowledge and skills, and a broad liberal arts and cultural education” for its
students.

Mandatory courses

English. All ECSU students take six hours in English, a two-course sequence in Composition and Literature that
focuses on writing skills. In the second course, students must write a major research paper on a reading selection
from fiction, drama or poetry. Honors students can choose to take more advanced versions of those courses.

Literature. All ECSU students take a two-course sequence in World Literature, in which they read, discuss and
critique “selected masterpieces.” Again, there are honors courses open to more
advanced students.

Art. The prescribed course here is “Art Appreciation” (two credits), but honors
students may instead choose Ancient Art, Medieval Art or Modern Art, each for
three credits.

Music. The prescribed course in music is “Introduction to Music Literature”
(two credits), but honors students may instead choose “Music History” for three
credits.

History. ECSU students take a two-course sequence in World Civilization (six
credits), although honors students are allowed to substitute a two-course Ameri-
can History sequence instead.

Physical Education and Health. ECSU students must take a two-credit course, “Health Concepts.”

Elective courses

In the remainder of the general education program at ECSU, students choose from among short lists of basic
courses.

Social and Behavioral Science. Students must take two courses drawn from different fields. There are three
sociology courses (“Introduction to Sociology,” “Social Problems,” and “Introduction to Anthropology”), two
political science courses (“Introduction to Political Science” and “American National Government”), two geog-
raphy courses (“Introduction to Geography” and “World Geography”), two economics courses (“Principles I
and II”), and one psychology course (“General Psychology”). All are appropriate, basic courses that help to
build a good educational foundation for the student.

Natural Science. Students must complete at least one four-credit laboratory science course, choosing among
biology, zoology, botany, chemistry, physics, or geoscience. The courses are all fundamental and provide the

“ECSU has a very
commendable general
education program.
Important topics that
educated Americans
should be familiar
with are covered,
including literature
and the history of
civilization.”
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student with an introduction to scientific method.

Mathematics. Students must take at least one course, choosing among “College Algebra,” “Precalculus,” or
“Differential and Integral Calculus.” Advanced students can place into “Calculus and Analytic Geometry.” All
of the courses appear to be reasonable for college freshmen.

Physical Education. In addition to the required course noted above, students must take two one-credit courses
from a list including basketball, golf, volleyball, swimming, archery, bowling, tennis and racquetball. Physical
education ought to be voluntary, leaving more time for academically substantive courses.

Conclusion

ECSU has a very commendable general education program. Important topics that educated Americans should be
familiar with are covered, including literature and the history of civilization. Where options are offered to stu-
dents, they extend only to fundamental courses, and not to narrow and abstruse ones. It is also noteworthy that
ECSU has not gone with the trend toward “multicultural” education, sticking instead with general education
offerings that do not attempt to make a virtue of difference.

The ECSU program could only be improved by extending it. A required course in American history would be a
good addition, as would another course in the social sciences. Nevertheless, ECSU comes closer than any other
school in the system to ensuring that its students receive a well-rounded basic education.

Fayetteville State University

Fayetteville State University (FSU) has adopted a core curriculum consisting of at least 45 credits. The core
curriculum is to provide “the academic foundation for all the undergraduate degree programs” at the university.
It is supposed to help students “develop the skills and general knowledge that are essential to success in their
respective major programs and careers after graduation.” The core is, moreover, “designed to promote positive
human values and encourage a love for learning in all students.”

Mandatory courses

Freshman Seminar/University Studies (two credits). All incoming freshmen are required to take a sequence of
two one-credit courses designed to introduce them to college studies. Transfer students who enter the university

Elizabeth City State Curriculum Analysis
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with fewer than 30 credits instead take the two-credit course, “University Studies,” which has the same objec-
tive. General education credits ought to be reserved for substantive coursework.

Critical thinking. All students must take this course (Philosophy 110), designed to enhance their reasoning
abilities. This is a very important part of general education that most schools overlook.

English. All students must take a two-course sequence in English composition, for six credits. These courses, as
has been observed at other schools, compensate for the widespread failure to teach writing skills in high school.

Speech. All students must take Speech 200, an introduction to oral communication (three credits).

Mathematics. All students must take “College Algebra” for three credits, a course
that doesn’t advance beyond mathematics that should be covered in high school.
Then they must choose one additional math course to complete the six-credit
obligation.

Elective courses

The remainder of the FSU core curriculum is handled in the “distribution re-
quirements” style.

Mathematics. Students must complete six credits in mathematics. In addition to
“College Algebra,” students must choose another course. The choices range from
the preliminary “Introduction to College Algebra,” which  covers high school-
level material, to advanced math courses such as “Applied Calculus” and “Cal-
culus with Analytic Geometry.”

Natural Science. Students must complete eight credits in natural science, choosing among basic courses in
astronomy, biology, chemistry, physics, and zoology. The courses are appropriate for general education.

History/Social Science. Students must complete one course (three credits) in history and two in social science,
choosing among 18 courses. Some of the courses are perfectly suited to general education, such as courses in
American history, American government, and microeconomics. Other choices, however, are not nearly so useful
as those in the endeavor to provide FSU students with a sound, fundamental education. Among the course
offerings that should not fulfill the general education requirement are “Principles of Public Administration,”

56%

44%
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Fayetteville State Curriculum Analysis
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“African-American History,” and “Introduction to the Criminal Justice System.” Those are not worthless courses,
but they don’t provide the same fundamental knowledge that the others do.

Humanities/Fine Arts. Students must take at least three credits, choosing among such courses as “Survey of
Art,” “Introduction to Literature,” “World Literature,” “African-American Literature,” “Humanities: Music,
Art, and Ideas,” “Music Appreciation,” “African-American Music,” “Introduction to Philosophy,” “Introduction
to Logic,” and “Introduction to Theatre.” Requiring just a single course in the area of the humanities and the fine
arts is a terrible underinvestment in education.

Physical Education/Health. Students must take two credits, choosing either “Health and Wellness” or two courses
involving sports, including racquetball, bowling, basketball, volleyball, golf, softball, and dance. The university
should make this area voluntary and instead expand the requirement in humanities and fine arts.

Restricted electives. Depending on their degree programs, many students have to take additional electives up to
nine credits. Typically, that will involve choosing to take six credits in a foreign language sequence or choosing
two additional courses from the list of approved courses in History/Social Science and Humanities/Fine Arts.
Students who still have not completed their general education requirement then would have to take three credits
by completing any 100 or 200 level course.

Conclusion

FSU’s core curriculum accomplishes part of its objective with some sound, mandatory courses. The weakness in
the program is in not requiring more courses that are essential to a well-rounded education – American history,
literature, and government, for example. More space for such courses could be found by eliminating the physical
education requirement and using hours from the restricted electives to create more mandatory courses.

North Carolina A & T University

North Carolina A & T (NCAT) has established “core requirements” for graduation consisting of 38 credits. The
university states that it “has approved the principle of greater flexibility in the course offerings that can be taken
to satisfy the core requirements….” Among the stated goals of NCAT are to help students improve their commu-

nication skills, to assist students in developing powers of critical and analytical
thinking, and to aid students in achieving “self-confidence and a positive self-
image.” Those goals, apparently, underlie the core requirements.

NCAT’s core requirements consist of 38 hours, divided as follows:
English – six hours; Social Science – six hours; Natural Science – six hours;
Humanities – six hours; Mathematics – six hours; Health or Physical Education –
two hours; African or African-American Studies – three hours; and Global Stud-
ies – three hours.

There are no truly mandatory courses in the core, but only suggestions, in defer-
ence to the “principle of greater flexibility.”

English. It is suggested that students take English 100 and 101. Both courses
emphasize expository writing to make up for the poor writing skills most stu-
dents bring from high school.

Social Science. It is suggested that students take History 100 and 101. The first is
a survey of world civilizations through the 16th century and the second continues with the 17th century to the
present.

“Students may learn
something about U.S.
history, about our
political institutions,
about the great works
of literature in En-
glish, about logic and
reasoning and other
attributes of the well-
educated person, but
the ‘flexibility’ of the
core allows them to
avoid those subjects.”
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Natural Science. Here the university suggests that the student choose two of these courses: Biological Science
100, Physical Science 100, Physics 101, Zoology 160, Chemistry 101 and Chemistry 102.

Humanities. The university suggests that students take Humanities 200 and 201, both survey courses on the
interrelationships of literature, music, and the fine arts. The first goes from ancient times through the Renais-
sance and the second from the Baroque to modern times.

Mathematics. The university suggests that students take Math 101 and 102, neither of which advances into
calculus or other college-level mathematics.

African and African-American Studies. Students may choose among 16 courses that satisfy this requirement,
including “History of Black Music in America,” “Literature of Afro-French Expression,” “Afro-American His-
tory in the United States,” “History of Black Culture in the United States,” and “Minorities in Mass Media.”
Global Studies. To fulfill this requirement, students choose among 19 courses, including “International Eco-
nomic Relations,” “World Regional Geography,” “History of Latin America,” “The Modern Middle East,” and
“Problems of Contemporary Africa.”

Conclusion

Because of the university’s commitment to “greater flexibility,” the core requirements at NCAT don’t guarantee
that students learn anything in particular. Students may learn something about U.S. history, about our political
institutions, about the great works of literature in English, about logic and reasoning and other attributes of the
well-educated person, but the “flexibility” of the core allows them to avoid those subjects. Less attention should
be given to African or African American Studies and Global Studies in order to create room in the general
education curriculum for additional courses that would help NCAT students receive a stronger fundamental
education.

North Carolina Central University

North Carolina Central University (NCCU) has adopted a core curriculum entitled “Critical Foundations in Arts
and Sciences (CFAS).” CFAS truly is a core curriculum since all students take the same courses, except for

North Carolina A&T Curriculum Analysis

0%

100%

Mandatory Courses
Elective Courses



12

choice in foreign language. The goals of CFAS “were carefully developed to provide students with the prepara-
tion to be leaders in a world of conflict, cultural diversity, information technology and interdisciplinary aware-
ness,” according to the NCCU website. The program is said to have four themes: “writing, critical thinking,
global focus and integrative learning.” Also, “service learning” and cultural exposure are “integral parts” of
CFAS.

There are five units in CFAS.

Communications skills. This unit is to help students “develop skills and competencies in oral and written expres-
sion in English and an additional language,” and to use information technology. Three three-credit communica-
tions courses are required, plus a sequence of two three-credit foreign language courses, chosen from French,
Spanish, German or Japanese.

The first of the communication skills courses centers on English composition; the second continues that study
with an emphasis on expository writing, documentation and research with regard to literary works; and the third
course is on oral communication, both in small groups and public. While the writing courses are no doubt
important in covering a subject that is badly neglected throughout the K-12 education of most students, it is
questionable whether the speech course should be a part of the core curriculum, rather than a substantive aca-
demic course. Many students will have already learned to excel at oral communications just from their life
experiences and it is possible to integrate oral communication exercises in other courses. A speech course is not
valueless, but to put one in the core curriculum is to leave less room in the core – and in a student’s overall course
of study – for other things that may be of greater intellectual value.

Proficiency in mathematics and science. This unit consists of one math course and one science course, three and
four credits respectively. The math course is to develop “problem-solving skills through selected applications,
including inductive and deductive reasoning, basic algebraic concepts, computer literacy, probability and statis-
tics, and other topics.” That course applies high school math rather than advancing beyond it. The science course
(“A Science Odyssey”) draws upon “knowledge from biology, chemistry, geography, and physics.” It appears to
give students a broad-brush introduction to the physical sciences.

Cultural foundations. In this unit, students must take two courses, each for three credits. The first is “Society,
Behavior, and Spatial Orientation.” It is described as “an introduction to society and cultural organization with
an emphasis on diversity in human behavior.” This course appears to be similar to an introductory sociology
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course. The second is entitled “World Societies” and is described as “an interdisciplinary study” of history since
1450 that integrates “political science, economics, anthropology, sociology, art and literature.”

These two courses on cultural foundations apparently do not pay particular atten-
tion to the culture or history of the West, but are instead multicultural. An under-
standing of culture generally is not a bad thing, but unfortunately the NCCU core
stops there and does not ensure that the student learns much about the develop-
ment of our own culture.

Arts and humanities. This unit also consists of two three-credit courses. The first
is described as “an introduction to the study of global cultures,” emphasizing
“philosophy, language, literature, theatre, dance, art, music, and film.” With such
a wide field of study, it is difficult to see how there can be much emphasis on
anything. The second course in the sequence is “an interdisciplinary study of the
impact of the New South on the arts and culture of America from 1896 to the
present through history, literature, film, music, theatre, and visual art.” This course
has a very narrow, regional focus that would be appropriate for an advanced course,
but does not help to give the student a foundation in the art, music, and literature
of America or the West generally.

Personal and social development. The final six credits in CFAS are taken in a
three-credit course on Personal and Social Development and two 1.5 credit courses,
one on health and the other on fitness. The former entails “study of the origin, development and vision of North
Carolina Central University; self-disciplined and self-directed learning; critical thinking and problem solving;
and communication through technology, language and culture.” The purpose of the course is to “assist students
in successful college adjustment and successful academic achievement.” These three credits entail little substan-
tive academic learning, but rather are designed to help students adjust to college. Many students may need that
and benefit from it, but should it be a part of the core curriculum? The same can be said about the health and
fitness courses. Being aware of healthy lifestyles and having “tools for self-assessment and guidelines for be-
coming physically fit” can be beneficial, but should they be matters of concern for universities at all, much less
take up part of the core curriculum?

Conclusion

NCCU’s core curriculum has the virtue of being a real core. All students have to take the same courses and that
provides unity to their educational experience. Unfortunately, the core leaves many important gaps in the student’s
knowledge. There is no required exposure to American history, Shakespeare, logic, or the foundations of our
political system. In place of subjects widely regarded as pillars of a college education, the NCCU curriculum
devotes time to overly broad multicultural studies, to personal development that ought to be covered in non-
credit settings, and to health and fitness classes that don’t expand the student’s intellectual capacities. The core
curriculum at NCCU would be far more beneficial if it sought to give students more grounding in academic
fields that are important to becoming a well-educated American.

North Carolina State University

North Carolina State (NCSU) has an ambitious general education program consisting of 52 hours. The purpose
of the program is to establish “the foundation for a lifetime of intellectual discovery, personal development, and
community service while preparing students for advanced work in various professional disciplines and fields of
knowledge.” Courses that fulfill general education requirements are expected to “introduce students to the disci-
pline of intellectual inquiry and promote respect for moral values and aesthetic experience.” From those courses,
students should “develop an understanding of the human mind and spirit, a sense of history and the duties of
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citizenship, and the workings of society and the world around us.”

The NCSU general education program is set up in the distribution requirements style, usually with very long
lists of courses available to satisfy the requirements in each area. No particular courses are mandatory.

Mathematics and Natural Sciences. Students must take 20 credits (six courses), divided as follows.

Mathematics, Statistics, Logic (two courses). Two of the math courses (“Topics in Contemporary Mathematics”
and “Mathematics of Finance”) appear to entail no advancement beyond typical high school math, but the other
courses available, including several in calculus, statistics, and logic, are appropriate for a collegiate math re-
quirement.

Natural Science (three courses, two of which must be laboratory courses, chosen from two different basic sci-
ences: biology, chemistry, earth sciences, or physics). Most of the course offerings are sound, basic science
courses, but the list also includes a number of courses that would not seem fitting for general education require-
ments, such as “Introduction to Companion Animals,” “Home Horticulture,” and “Wood Anatomy and Proper-
ties.”

Science, Technology and Society (one course; students majoring in science should take a course with a humani-
ties and social science perspective, whereas students majoring in he humanities or social science should take a
course with a scientific perspective). The courses that satisfy this requirement are large in number and vary
tremendously. Among those that satisfy the humanities and social science perspective are: “Science Fiction,”
“American Parks, Parkways, and Estates,” “Women & Gender in Science and Technology,” and “Alternative
Futures.” Among the courses that fulfill this requirement from the scientific perspective are: “Kingdom of Fungi,”
“Eating Through American History,” “Technology in the Arts,” and “Toxic Substances and Society.” Having
this additional three-credit requirement in science seems to do little to advance the student toward a broad-based
and well-rounded education. Other uses for that time would be more beneficial.

Humanities and Social Sciences. To fulfill their general education requirements, students must take 21 credits in
the humanities and social sciences. At least one course must focus on a non-English culture.

History and Literature. Students must choose two courses in history and/or literature. The courses offered are
numerous and varied. In history, students can choose such indisputably appropriate general education courses as
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“Western Civilization Since 1400” or “Modern American History,” but they could instead take “The Middle
Ages,” “Latin America to 1826,” “Modern Asia,” or “Introduction to the History of West Africa.” In literature,
students can choose such staples as “Introduction to Shakespeare, ” “Major British Writers,” or “Major Ameri-
can Writers,” but they can just as well satisfy this requirement with “Survey of African-American Literature,”
“Modernism,” “Postmodernism,” or “Hispanic Prose Fiction.”

Philosophy, Religion, and Visual and Performing Arts. Students must choose
one course from more than 80 that are approved. They range from the clearly
appropriate and fundamental (for example, “Practical Reasoning,” “Ethics,”
“Religion in American History,” and “Basic Music Theory”) to the very ab-
struse (for example, “Japanese Religions,” “The Hindu Tradition,” “History of
Film,” and “Music Composition with Computers”).

Social Sciences. Students must take two courses from different academic fields.
More than 200 courses satisfy this requirement. Some are appropriate general
education fare, such as “Introduction to Psychology,” “Fundamentals of Eco-
nomics,” “American Politics and Government,” and “Principles of Geography.”
Many others, however, are narrow, specialized courses that may be appropriate
for majors, but should not fulfill general education credits, such as “Sociology
of Agriculture and Rural Society,” “Race in U.S. Politics,” “Modern European
Imperialism,” and “Sexuality and Values.”

Writing and Speaking. Students must take nine credits in this area, six in com-
position and rhetoric courses, and three in advanced writing, speech and foreign language.

Physical Education. Students must complete two one-credit courses, with one of them a “Fitness and Wellness”
course. Such “lifestyle” matters should not be part of the general education program.

Conclusion

NCSU’s apparent commitment to a strong general education program is undermined by its liberality in the range
of student choice. Rather than channeling students into a small number of courses that would give them the
background knowledge that well-educated American citizens ought to have, the NCSU program allows students
to take a kaleidoscopic array of courses, many of which are narrow and highly specialized. Students can gradu-
ate without ever having taken a course in American history, without ever having taken a course on Shakespeare
or other literary staples, without ever having taken a course on western civilization, and without ever having
taken a course on our economic or political systems.

University of North Carolina at Asheville

The general education requirements at the University of North Carolina at Asheville (UNCA) call for the comple-
tion of at least 44 hours, or as many as 56 hours, for students to graduate, although students may be exempted
from those curricular requirements by the Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs. In its mission statement, UNCA
says that it offers “an undergraduate liberal arts education of superior quality for serious and able students” and
“is committed to a liberating education emphasizing the central role of humane values in thought and action, the
free and rigorous pursuit of truth, and a respect for different points of view and heritage.” Toward those ends, it
has adopted a distinctive general education program.

Mandatory courses

The general education program at UNCA contains an unusually high number of mandatory courses.
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Arts. All students must complete four hours in the arts, and three of them are in a mandatory course, Arts 310,
“Arts and Ideas.” In addition, students must choose a one-hour laboratory course in a particular field of the arts
– drama, music, dance, or creative writing.

English. All students must complete two writing courses, Language 101 and 102, although students who demon-
strate good writing ability may enroll in 102 without having first taken 101. In addition, students who are judged
to need more work in writing may be required to enroll in a one-credit writing workshop course.

Humanities. The general education program at UNCA requires all students to take a four- course sequence in the
humanities: HUM 124 (“The Ancient World”), HUM 214 (“The Medieval and Renaissance World”), HUM 324
(“The Modern World”) and HUM 414 “The Individual in the Contemporary World”). These 16 credits provide
students with the benefit of a common overview of history and civilization. The drawback is that there is no
particular focus on American history.

Library Research. UNCA requires its students to take a one-credit course in Library Research, which students
may choose to take for a grade or on a pass/fail basis.

Elective Courses

Foreign Language. Students are required to take six hours in a foreign language, unless they perform well
enough on a placement exam for this requirement to be waived. Students may choose Latin, Greek, Hebrew,
French, German, Italian, or Spanish.

Health and Fitness. Students must choose a one-credit course in Health and Wellness, and also a one-credit
course in Fitness Development. This time would be better devoted to academically substantive courses.

Mathematics. All students must take four credits in mathematics, choosing among “Nature of Mathematics,”
“Applied Algebra,” “Precalculus,” “Calculus I,” or “Introductory Statistics.” Of those courses, the first two do
not advance beyond high school math.

Natural Sciences. All students must take eight hours, choosing among six five-credit courses and 10 three-credit
courses. The five-credit courses are: “Astronomy,” “Introduction to Atmospheric Sciences,” “Principles of Biol-
ogy,” “Chemistry in Social Context,” “Physical Geology,” and Contemporary Physics.” The chemistry course is
not a course in chemistry per se, but rather is designed for non-science majors to help them “understand how
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chemistry is relevant to a variety of societal and technological issues.” Topics such as global warming, pollution,
ozone depletion, legal and illegal drugs are covered. This “issues” course does not appear to do much to build the
student’s understanding of the scientific method.

The three-credit courses are: “Introduction to Meteorology,” “Principles of Biological Evolution,” “Human
Biology,” “Current Issues in Biology,” “Plants and Humans,” “Chemistry for Changing Times,” “General Chem-
istry,” “Introduction to Environmental Science,” “Light and Visual Phenomena,” and “The Physics of Sound
and Music.”

Social Sciences. UNCA students must complete two three-credit courses in the social sciences. The courses must
be in different fields. Eleven courses satisfy the requirement: “Introduction to Cultural Anthropology,” “Prin-
ciples of Macroeconomics,” “Introduction to Ethics and Social Institutions,” “Understanding the News Media,”
“Media Entertainment and American Culture,” “Politics for a Changing World,” “General Psychology: Brain
and Behavioral Processes,” “General Psychology, Personality and Social Processes,”
“Introduction to Sociology,” “Modern Social Problems,” and “Evolution, Revolu-
tion, and Social Change.” Some of those offerings appear to be appropriate for gen-
eral education while others, particularly the media courses, cannot be regarded as
essential to a broad, well-rounded education.

Conclusion

UNCA has a commitment to general education that is more serious than at most
other UNC system campuses. There are, however, some notable gaps. Students need
not ever have read any of the classics of western literature; they need not have taken a course specifically on
American history or our political institutions; they need not have learned anything about logic or economics.
And while most of the courses students can choose to satisfy their general education requirements are appropri-
ate, some are too narrow or trendy to be well-suited to that need.

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) has established a general education program that re-
quires students to complete a general education program consisting of Basic Skills courses (English composi-
tion, foreign language, and mathematics) and Perspectives courses. The Perspective courses are divided into five
broad areas: natural science, aesthetics, history, social science, and philosophy. Depending on placement, stu-
dents will have to take at least 40 credits to fulfill their general education requirements, and the number could be
as high as 60. UNC states that in their general education studies, students receive “the foundation of their
undergraduate education.”

Mandatory courses

Mathematics. All students are required to take Math 10, which is a review of basic algebra, unless they place out
of the course. In addition, students must choose one additional math course. Not all of the math courses that
students could take to fulfill the requirement advance beyond high school math concepts.

English. All students are required to take English 11 and English 12, both of which focus on composition and
rhetoric. Students with well developed writing skills can, however, place out of those courses.

Elective courses

Foreign language. Students must complete a foreign language at least through a level three course. They have a
wide range of languages from which to choose.
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“Perspectives.” All B.A. and most B.S. degree candidates are required to take nine Perspective courses from the
five areas of study noted above. At least one of those courses must be designated as a “Cultural Diversity”

course. In addition, all B.A. and some B.S. degree students must take four more
Perspective courses chosen from the “Arts and Sciences” list. The number of
courses that students have to choose among is very large – more than 600.

Students could select courses that are entirely appropriate for their general educa-
tion, but nothing makes those courses stand out among the legions of narrow,
specialized courses that are offered. Among those that a student could take to
satisfy his “Perspectives” requirement are: “The Black Experience,” “Environ-
mental Advocacy,” “Literature and Cultural Diversity,” “Diversity and Post-1945
World History,” “Introduction to Rock Music,” “Sex and Gender in Society,”
“Hegel, Marx and the Philosophical Critique of Society,” and “Social and Eco-
nomic Justice.” Such courses, if they should be university courses at all, should
not be available as substitutes for fundamental courses in history, literature, the
social sciences, and the arts.

Conclusion

The general education requirements at UNC offer the student such an array of course choices, many of them
quite specialized, ideological, or of questionable academic value, that they fail to ensure that students will
graduate with any knowledge in fields such as American history, western civilization, the classics of literature in
English, economics, or our political institutions. That vast range of choices also means that UNC students will
not have much shared educational experience. UNC ought to establish a true core curriculum in place of its
current scattershot approach.

University of North Carolina at Charlotte

The University of North Carolina at Charlotte (UNCC) says that it has instituted its general education program
as a means to providing all students with a liberal arts education; that is to say, “learning the arts appropriate for
living the educated, responsible life of a free citizen.” The program is supposed to provide students with the
educational foundations necessary “to be informed people who have the ability to act thoughtfully in society, the
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ability to make critical judgments, and the ability to enjoy a life dedicated to learning and the pleasures of
intellectual and artistic pursuits.”

The UNCC general education program has four components: Development of Fundamental Skills of Inquiry,
Inquiry in the Sciences, Themes of Liberal Education for Private and Public Life, and Communication Skills.

Mandatory courses

Two writing courses are required under Development of Fundamental Skills of Inquiry, English 1101 and 1102,
although students may test out of those courses and instead take a more advanced writing course, English 1103.
Each course is three credits.

Under the “Themes of Liberal Education” component, students are required to take
two courses. One course is LBST 2101,“Western Cultural and Historical Aware-
ness.” UNCC will have 14 sections of this course in the fall of 2003, taught by
professors from six different departments. Exactly what each section will cover
varies considerably. One section will focus on “major historical, literary and aes-
thetic movements in the 18th through 20th centuries in Western and Central Europe.”
Another will focus on “major events of American history” that highlight the themes
of liberty, equality, and power. Another section is a survey of ancient Mediterra-
nean civilizations. Another examines “the relationship between society, religion, and the state in Western Europe
from the time of the Roman Republic to the French Revolution.” Another section proposes to “trace different
perspectives on Western ideas of order and chaos, with particular focus on issues of diversity.” Owing to the
considerable differences among the sections, therefore, LBST 2101 is not really a mandatory course at all, but
another distribution requirement that compels students to choose from a list of approved courses, none of which
clearly fills any general education need.

The other is LBST 2102,“Global and Intercultural Connections.” Of this course, UNCC says that “All liberally
educated people need to have the ability to understand the world from the point of view of more than one culture
and to be able to analyze issues from a global perspective.” For the Fall of 2003, UNCC has eight sections of this
course, taught by professors in the departments of Psychology, African-American Studies, Geography and Earth
Sciences, History, and Religious Studies. As is the case regarding LBST 2101, the eight sections differ consider-
ably in their emphases, although most say that they will study some aspects of globalization. Again, this is not
really a mandatory course, but another distribution requirement. More important, this emphasis on globalism
takes up time that would be better spent on the liberal arts.

Elective courses

The rest of the UNCC general education program consists of elective courses chosen from relatively short lists.

Under “Development of Fundamental Skills,” students must select two courses, one in Math and the second
from Math, Statistics, or Logic. The least demanding of the Math courses simply covers high school math
concepts, although students can choose to take more challenging courses that involve college-level topics.

Under the “Inquiry in the Sciences” component, students must choose two courses in the life sciences or physi-
cal sciences, at least one of which must be a laboratory course. The choices cover 20 courses in these fields:
Astronomy, Anthropology, Biology, Chemistry, Earth Sciences, Geology, Physics, and Psychology. While some
of the courses offered are watered-down versions that science majors may not take for credit, on the whole it
appears that UNCC students will gain valuable insight into science and its methods.

Also, to complete this component of the general education program, students must choose one social science
course from six basic offerings in Anthropology, Geography, Economics, Political Science and Sociology. Those
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are important disciplines, and it is unfortunate that students need to take only one course among them.

Under the “Themes of Liberal Education” component, students must choose one course on arts and society from
a list of five (dance, film, music, theater, or visual arts). Also, they must choose one course dealing with “an
important contemporary issue.” There are five courses available: “Ethical Issues in Personal, Professional and
Public Life,” “Literature and Culture,” “Science, Technology, and Society,” “Issues of Health and Quality of
Life,” and “Citizenship.” These “issue” courses might make for good seminar material for juniors or seniors, but
they do not appear to be appropriate choices for inclusion in the general education curriculum. It would be better,
for example, for students to spend time actually reading and analyzing some of the vital literature of our culture,
rather than, as the Literature and Culture course says, examining “the roles that literature plays in reflecting,
shaping, and challenging cultures.”

Under the “Communication Skills” component of the general education program, students must take six credits
in courses designated as Writing. Those courses are spread through the catalogue and indicate that the course
will “develop writing strategies appropriate to the discipline of the department offering the course.” Writing is
an important skill, but this requirement adds no substantive learning to the curriculum. This requirement also
points to the sad truth that in most college courses, there is little writing that students must do. Similarly, students
must take at least one course designated as an Oral Communication course.

Finally, students seeking a B.A. in the College of Arts and Sciences must complete a second-level foreign
language course. Students seeking a degree other than the B.A. are not required to take any foreign language, but
are encouraged to do so.

UNCC does not include any physical education or “wellness” courses in its general education program.

Conclusion

The UNCC general education program has more unity to it than most UNC schools, because the array of choices
set before the students is fairly limited. Also in its favor is the fact that time is not wasted on mandatory physical
education and “wellness” courses. However, the UNCC program leaves some significant gaps in the student’s
education. No American history is required. Nor is there any assurance that students will graduate with any
knowledge of logic, economics, or our political institutions. Nor are students guaranteed any exposure to the
great literature of our civilization. The program makes some progress toward its goal of providing the founda-
tions of a liberal education, but does not go far enough.
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University of North Carolina at Greensboro

The University of North Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG) has a “general education core” that comprises 36 or 37
semester hours. Of its program, the university says, “The mandate to foster the knowledge, character, and sensi-
bility of a university-educated person belongs to the entire university, not to a single department or unit. To the
extent possible, learning in the General Education Core should provide foundations and alternative perspectives
for the more specialized knowledge gained in the major.”

No courses are mandatory in completing the general education program. Students have to choose a prescribed
number of credit hours in each of six divisions: Humanities and Fine Arts; Historical Perspectives on Western
Culture; Mathematics; Social and Behavioral Sciences; Natural Sciences; and Reasoning and Discourse.

Humanities and fine arts. Students must take one course in literature, one in the fine arts, one in “Philosophical,
religious and ethical perspectives,” and a fourth course from any of those three categories.

Literature courses. UNCG students can select from among 44 courses to satisfy
their literature requirement. They range from courses providing what most would
regard as key literary studies (such as “Introduction to Shakespeare,” “European
Literary Classics,” “Major British Authors,” and “Major American Authors”) to
courses that provide more esoteric material, such as “Topics in Global Litera-
ture,” “Women in Literature,” and “Approaches to Hispanic Literature”).

Fine Arts courses. Under this heading, students may choose from among 24
courses. Some of those courses cover subjects of undoubted academic merit
(“Survey of Western Art” and “History of Western Music”) while others are not
good choices as a means of giving students a broad and well-rounded education
(for example, “Development of Cinema,” or “Theatre History”).

Philosophical, Religious and Ethical Perspective courses. There are 32 courses
that satisfy this requirement. Only a few of them seem appropriate for a “general education core,” including
“Introduction to Philosophy,” “Contemporary Moral Problems,” and “Introduction to Religious Studies.” Most
of the courses that satisfy this requirement are very narrow and would contribute little to the student’s fundamen-
tal education. Examples are: “Mythology,” “Ancient Cosmology,” “Medical Ethics,” “Buddhism,” “Religious
Traditions and Care of the Earth,” and “Introduction to Feminist Theories.”

Historical Perspectives on Western Culture. Students must choose one course out of 59 that fulfill this require-
ment. Some of the courses offered are ones that undoubtedly help to build the educational foundations of the
students, but many others are very specialized and ought not to fulfill general education requirements. Among
the courses that are appropriate here are: “The United States: General Survey,” “Western Civilization,” and
“Introduction to Classical Civilization.” Among those that should not receive general education credit are: “The
Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey,” “Introduction to Hebrew Scriptures,” “Race and Segregation,”
“Latin America: Colonial Period,” and “Women in Nonwestern Cultures.” Those may be worthwhile courses,
but they should not supplant more essential material.

Mathematics. Students must take one three-credit course. Some of the available courses are certainly college-
level math, but at least one course (“Contemporary Topics in Mathematics”) is only a rehashing of high school
math subjects.

Social and Behavioral Sciences. Students must take two courses, out of 38 offered. The selections range from
those which are solid foundational courses (such as “Introduction to Economics,” “American Politics,” and
“General Psychology”) to those that are trendy and specialized (such as “Sociocultural Analyses of Sport and
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Exercise,” “Human Sexuality,” “Leisure and American Lifestyles,” and “Sociology of Deviant Behavior”).

Natural Sciences. Students must take two courses, which will give either six or seven credits. One of the courses
must be a lab course, and both cannot be from the same department. Students choose among 33 physical science
courses and 13 life science courses. Most of the available courses appear to provide students with foundational
learning in science, although some seem to be poor selections for the fulfilling of general education require-
ments, such as “Nutrition Facts and Fantasies,” and “Biological Psychology.”

Reasoning and Discourse. Students must take two courses for six semester hours. One of the chosen courses
must be either “English Composition I” or “Freshman Seminar in Reasoning and Discourse I” while the other
course is chosen from this list: “The Classical Art of Persuasion,” “Introduction to Communication Studies,”
“English Composition II,” “Freshman Seminar in Reasoning and Discourse II,” “Practical Reasoning,” and
“Introduction to Formal Logic.” UNCG’s commitment to reasoning and discourse is commendable, but unfortu-
nately, it does not necessarily require any coursework in the former. The general education requirements would
be strengthened if students had to take one of the courses in persuasion, reasoning or logic in addition to their
writing courses.

Foreign language. UNCG has no foreign language requirement unless the student’s major requires foreign
language study.

“Marker courses.” In addition to the requirements discussed above, UNCG students must take various “marker”
courses to fulfill their general education obligations. They must take four “Global Perspective” courses, at least
one of which must also be designated as a “Global Nonwestern” course. If the student’s choices in the Humani-
ties, Historical Perspectives and Social and Behavioral Sciences met that requirement, then no additional courses
are needed. If, however, a student has not satisfied the “marker” requirements, then he will have to take one or
more additional courses. The Global Perspective course list comprises 144 courses, many of which were options
under the several divisions of the general education program. Many new courses are also available, including
“Race and Culture Contact in the Caribbean,” “Unity and Unrest in Medieval Towns,” and “Global Deviance.”
The “Global Nonwestern” marker course list has 74 options. Again, many of them could have been chosen to
fulfill a requirement discussed above, but a number of courses that were not available appear on this list, includ-
ing, “World Dance Traditions,” “Culture, Human Behavior, and Dress,” and “Music and Culture of Sub-Saharan
Africa.”
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The purpose of this additional “marker” requirement is to ensure that each student receives at least a dose of
coursework with a “multicultural” orientation. This accords with the modern notion that students need to under-
stand foreign cultures so that they will be able to coexist with different people. But most if not all students realize
that they will probably have to interact with people who are different from themselves and taking some courses
with a “global” or “nonwestern” perspective does little or nothing to improve their ability to do so.

Conclusion

The UNCG general education program places a very extensive smorgasbord of courses before the student, but
many of them are ill-suited to the satisfaction of general education requirements since they are narrow and
specialized. More importantly, the UNCG program fails to ensure that students will have studied American
history, any of the great literature of the English language, or learned anything about our political institutions. It
does not do a good job of ensuring that students will graduate with a well-rounded education.

University of North Carolina at Pembroke

The University of North Carolina at Pembroke (UNCP) requires its students to complete a 44-credit general
education program. The stated goals of the program are to “provide students with an understanding of the funda-
mental principles and contributions of a variety of disciplines and to foster the ability to analyze and weigh
evidence, exercise quantitative and scientific skills, make informed decisions, write and speak clearly, and think
critically and creatively.” Three specific areas of learning are identified as important: academic skills, knowl-
edge and applications, and “education for life.”

Mandatory Courses

All UNCP students must complete English 105 and 106, a sequence of composition courses. Eng 105 covers
“prewriting, organizing, drafting, revising and editing” and calls for students to complete an informative paper
of 750 to 1000 words. English 106 covers “critical reading in the disciplines; research skills using various
writing strategies, with an emphasis on analysis and argumentation.” Students must complete a paper of 1500 to
2000 words. Also, incoming freshmen are required to take Speech 102, “Fundamentals of Voice and Diction,”
although that requirement can be waived for students who place out of it. Those courses are an effort to compen-
sate for poor writing instruction in the student’s previous education.

Elective Courses

The balance of UNCP’s general education program follows the distribution requirements approach.

Under the heading of “Academic Content and Skills,” UNCP requires students to
choose among courses in the areas of arts and humanities, social science, and natu-
ral science and mathematics.

Arts and Humanities. Students must take 12 hours, with one course in each of these
fields: fine arts, literature, history, and philosophy/religion. The weaknesses in the
curriculum here are found in the areas of literature and history.

Fine arts. Students must choose one course out of these five: History and Appreciation of Art, Introduction to
Theatre, Introduction to Music Appreciation, Introduction to Jazz, or Music History and Literature.

Literature. Students must choose one literature course out of 13 offerings. Some of the courses are ones that
would appear to provide students with an exposure to the greatest and most widely studied works of literature,
such as American Literature and British Literature. Others, however, are very narrow and students who take only
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such courses will miss out on the study of the greatest works. Those courses include “Literature and Film,”
“Contemporary Literature,” and “Native American Literature.”

History. Students must choose one course from these offerings: “American Civilization to1877,” “American
Civilization since 1877,” “History of the American Indian to 1865,” “History of the American Indian since
1865,” “World Civilization to 1500,” and “World Civilization since 1500.” The study of the history of the United
States is therefore just one option for UNCP students.

Philosophy and Religion. Students must choose one course from these: “Introduction to Philosophy,” “Introduc-
tion to Logic,” “Introduction to Ethics,” and “Introduction to Religion.” All of those courses are reasonable
general education choices.

Social Science. Students must take nine hours, choosing one course from three of the five disciplines below.
While all are serious academic disciplines, informed citizenship probably depends more upon an understanding
of economics and political science than on the others. Those courses should be required and students then given
a choice among the remaining three.

Economics. Students can choose “Economic Perspectives,” “Microeconomics” or “Macroeconomics.”

Geography. Students can choose “Principles of Geography,” “World Regional Geography,” “Cultural Geogra-
phy” or “Economic Geography.”

Political Science. Students can choose either “Introduction to Political Science” or “Introduction to American
National Government.”

Psychology. Students can choose “Introduction to Psychology.”

Sociology. Students can choose “Introduction to Modern Sociology,” “Introduction to Cultural Anthropology,”
or “Sociological Concepts.”

Natural Sciences and Mathematics. Students must take nine hours. In Natural Science, students must take six
hours, choosing one course from two of these four areas:
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Biology. Students can choose “Principles of Biology,” “Basic Human Biology,” or “Environmental Biology.”
Again, students are allowed to choose more specialized courses in the field rather than the foundational course.

Chemistry. Students can choose “General Chemistry I” or “Chemistry for Health Sciences I.”

Earth Science. Students can choose “Earth Science” or “Weather and Climate.”

Physical Science. Students can choose among five courses: “Physical Science I,” “Astronomy,” “Elementary
Physics I,” “College Physics I,” or “University Physics I.”

In mathematics, students must select one of these courses: “Introduction to College Mathematics,” “College
Algebra,” “Plane Trigonometry,” “College Algebra and Trigonometry,” or “Calculus I.” Only the calculus course
is an advance beyond math concepts that are usually covered in high school.

Physical Education and Wellness. Students must take two courses from a list of 19 that includes “Wellness and
Fitness,” “Golf,” “Bowling,” “Rhythms and Dance,” and “Outdoor Fitness.” Such lifestyle concerns should not
occupy the general education curriculum.

Finally, UNCP requires students to take six additional hours of electives, choosing two courses in two different
divisions, unless the student takes a two-course foreign language sequence. (Students who were required to take
Speech 102 only need to take one additional course.)

The choices open to students here are the courses listed above plus some additional courses in most departments.
Among the new courses from which students can choose are: “Elements of Design,” “Mythology of All Peoples,”
“American Indian Culture,” “Religions of the Far East,” “General Botany,” and “Physical Oceanography.” UNCP
would strengthen its program if instead it required students to take some additional courses that will give them
a broader intellectual base – for example, logic or economics.

Conclusion

The UNCP general education requirements do not ensure that students will have much of a uniform learning
experience, although, due to the relatively small number of choices in courses, there will be more commonality
in their studies for UNCP students than for students at most other campuses. Nor does the program ensure that
students will be required to study American history, the classics of literature, a foreign language, or principles of
economics, political science, or logic. A more comprehensive general education program would serve UNCP
students better.

University of North Carolina at Wilmington

The University of North Carolina at Wilmington (UNCW) has a “Basic Studies” requirement calling for 45
credit hours, although it may be less than that due to exemptions. This component of a student’s education is
expected to assist in “the acquisition of essential skills” and to introduce “the broad spectrum of studies which
are basic to our intellectual and cultural heritage.” Specifically, the Basic Studies courses are “designed to
develop skills in comprehension, composition, reasoning and analysis; to introduce students to the structure,
methodology and knowledge of academic disciplines; and to address important human concerns from disciplin-
ary and interdisciplinary perspectives.” That is a good statement of what a university’s general education pro-
gram should accomplish.

Unfortunately, the UNCW Basic Studies program is the kind that allows students wide latitude in choosing
among a smorgasbord of courses. As a result, there is neither much uniformity in the learning experience of
students nor any assurance that they will in fact have taken any courses that are “basic to our intellectual and
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cultural heritage.”

Mandatory courses

All UNCW students take a physical education course, “Foundations of Physical Activity,” for two credits. Gen-
eral education credits should not be devoted to this nonacademic course.

Also, all UNCW students must take one or two composition courses. Most students take English 101 and 201,
“College Writing and Reading,” while those who demonstrate writing proficiency are only required to take
English 103, which is a more advanced composition course.

Elective courses

The remainder of UNCW’s Basic Studies program is comprised of distribution requirements in several fields.

Literature. Students must choose at least one literature course among 19 that fulfill
the requirement. Those courses range from some that would be regarded as staples
of higher learning such as American and British literature to others that are far more
specialized, including “Women in Literature,” “African -American Literature,” “In-
troduction to Spanish American Literature,” “German Literature in Translation,”
and “Mythology,” UNCW students, therefore, may take courses covering key works
in our literature, or they may instead take literary niche courses.

History. Students must choose at least one course in history from among 10 that
fulfill the requirement. Some of the courses are certainly foundational material, such as “Western Civilization I
and II,” and “American History I and II.” Others, however, are much narrower and cannot be regarded as good
substitutes for the courses just mentioned. They include “Women in Modern America,” “The Sea in History,”
“Evolution of Warfare,” and “History of Science Since 1500.”

Foreign language. Students are required to take at least one foreign language course, although the requirement
is waived for students who score well enough on a placement exam. The languages offered are French, German,
Latin, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, and Japanese.

Philosophy. Students must take at least one philosophy (or religion) course. Again, some of the courses offered
appear to be good, foundational courses, including “Introduction to Ethics,” “History of Western Philosophy,”
and “American Philosophy.” Others, however, are too narrow to serve the need for general education, including,
“Bioethics,” “Business Ethics,” “Asian religions,” and “African Religions.”

Fine Arts. Students must take at least three credits in fine arts courses. The choices open to students range from
several courses that seem to provide some fundamental knowledge of our artistic heritage (such as art history
courses, music theory and music literature), to others that are of doubtful value as general education (“History
and Appreciation of Silent Film,” “Movement Exploration,” and “Survey of Electronic Music,” for example).

Natural Science. Students must take at least one Life Science course and one Physical Science course, including
one laboratory course. Among the Life Science choices, some are truly basic, such as “Principles of Biology,”
“Concepts of Modern Biology,” and “Plant Biology,” while others are questionable as courses to fulfill general
education requirements, for example, “Genetics in Human Affairs,” “Plants and the Environment,” and “Mi-
crobes and Society.” The physical science courses all seem to be good basic science courses.

Mathematics. Students must take at least one math course, ranging from the very simplest (“College Math for
General Students,” which is a rehashing of high school math concepts) to courses that reach levels of mathemat-
ics usually regarded as appropriate to college, such as “Calculus with Analytical Geometry.”

“In its general educa-
tion requirements,
UNCW should focus
on the educational
meat and potatoes,
leaving out the des-
serts.”
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Social and Behavioral Science. Students must take at least two courses from a list of 26 offered. Some of the
available courses are suitable general education material, including “Principles of Economics,” “American Na-
tional Government,” and “World Geography.” Others, however, are too narrow for general education status,
including, “”Urban Government and Politics,” “Child Psychology,” and “Sociology of Birth and Death.”

Conclusion

The Basic Studies requirements at UNCW give students the possibility of obtaining a strong educational founda-
tion, as it purports to do. The problem is that in each area, the range of choice is so wide that students can avoid
courses that would give them the backbone of a liberal education. UNCW students can graduate without having
studied American history, the classics of our literature, logic, or our economic and political foundations. In its
general education requirements, UNCW should focus on the educational meat and potatoes, leaving out the
desserts.

Western Carolina University

Western Carolina University (WCU) has established a 42-credit general education or “Liberal Studies” program
for its students. The goal of this part of the curriculum is to prepare students to become “contributing and
informed citizens in a global community.” More specifically, the Liberal Studies program is designed to help
students attain “the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of an educated person, including the ability to think criti-
cally, to communicate effectively, to identify and resolve problems reflectively, and to use information and
technology responsibly; an appreciation for the creative and performing arts; and a basis for continued personal
development and lifelong learning.”

Regarding the “attitudes” mentioned above, WCU seeks to develop in its students “awareness of and sensitivity
to the concerns of diverse people and cultures” and a “commitment to stewardship of the natural and cultural
environment.” Both of those goals are very trendy, but in attempting to instill what it regards as correct attitudes,
WCU expends student time that would be better used on fundamental coursework.

The 42 credits in Liberal Studies consist of a three-credit “First-Year Seminar,” a first-year core curriculum of 21
credits, and 18 credits of “Perspectives” courses.
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Mandatory courses

English. All students are required to take a two course sequence in English composition. Again, this is catching
up for the large percentage of students who received inadequate instruction in writing in high school.

Mathematics. All students must complete Math 101, although students who do well enough on a placement
exam can choose a higher-level math course. Math 101, “Mathematical Concepts,” repackages high school math
concepts into the “application of mathematics to daily experience.”

Oral Communication. All students take “Introduction to Speech Communication.”

Elective courses

Wellness. Students choose either “Health and Wellness” or “Nutrition, Fitness,
and Wellness.” Such courses should be voluntary, not a component of the general
education program.

Physical and biological sciences. Students must choose two courses from a list
that includes introductory courses in astronomy, biology, chemistry, geology, phys-
ics, and environmental health science.

Social sciences. Students must choose two courses in different disciplines from
18 offerings. Some of the courses are appropriate for general education (for ex-
ample, “Origins of Civilization,” “Introductory Microeconomics,” “Introduction
to Law,” and “General Psychology”), but others are too specialized (for example,
“Biomedical Ethics and Social Justice,” “Human Sexuality,” and “Diversity in
Contemporary Society”).

History. Students must choose one course out of 25 offered. Again, they range
from courses that cover subjects that are central to a well-rounded education (for
example, American history and European history) to far more esoteric courses
that should not substitute for fundamental ones (for example, “Lunatics, Dream-
ers and Ordinary People: Biography in American History,” “Latin American His-
tory,” and “Middle East Since Mohammed.”)

Humanities. Students must choose one course out of 25 offered. Some of the
courses are certainly appropriate for general education, such as “Western Moral

Traditions,” and “Legal Scientific and Critical Reasoning.” Unfortunately, there does not appear to be any litera-
ture course that covers the acknowledged classics of our literature. Also, many of the courses are specialized or
of questionable academic value, such as “Popular Literature and Culture,” “The Beats, Radicals and Avant-
Garde Literature,” “History of Death in Western Civilization,” “From Existentialism to Feminism,” and “Phi-
losophy in and of Film.”

Fine and Performing Arts. Students must choose one course from these: “Introduction to the Visual Arts,” “The
Theatre Experience,” “Black Theatre Experience,” “Music Appreciation,” and “Jazz Appreciation.”

World Cultures. Students must choose one course from 20. Half of the courses here are language and culture
courses such as “Experiencing French and the Francophone World.” The rest of the selections include “Com-
parative Cultural Systems,” “Eastern Religious Traditions,” “Understanding Islamic Traditions,” and “Women
and Religion.” WCU would strengthen its program if it either made a foreign language a requirement, or dropped
this requirement in favor of more work in history or the humanities.

“WCU seeks to de-
velop in its students
‘awareness of and
sensitivity to the
concerns of diverse
people and cultures,’
and a ‘commitment to
stewardship of the
natural and cultural
environment.’ Both of
those goals are very
trendy, but in attempt-
ing to instill what it
regards as correct
attitudes, WCU ex-
pends student time
that would be better
used on fundamental
coursework.”
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To complete the 21 credit “Perspectives” requirement, students must choose one additional 300 or 400 level
course outside of their major.

The First-Year Seminar. Students must choose one of the offered First-Year seminars, of which 26 are offered for
the Fall of 2003. The courses vary greatly. Some appear to be far more academically rigorous than others (com-
pare, e.g., “Biotechnology, Methods, Applications, and Implications” with “Personal Nutrition”), but none of
the courses really fills in the gaps in students’ educational background. The First-Year Seminar is not a good use
of time needed for study of fundamental subjects.

Conclusion

WCU’s general education program is not well designed to ensure that its students all receive a solid background
in the fields of knowledge that are an important part of becoming “an educated person.” The mandatory courses
only deal with writing and math skills that should have been learned prior to college. Students are required to
take some basic science, but in other areas, particularly history, social science, and the humanities, the school’s
array of choices is much too broad, allowing students to dabble in esoteric courses rather than taking key ones.
A student can graduate from WCU without a course in American history, great works of literature, logic, eco-
nomics, or our political system.

Winston-Salem State University

The University Mission Statement for Winston-Salem State University (WSSU) says that “General education
provides for all students the academic foundations and cultural experiences essential to a liberal arts education.”
It has adopted a 40-credit “general education core curriculum” that is supposed to develop in students eight
abilities: communication, critical thinking, problem-solving, intrapersonal skills, interpersonal skills, healthful
living, a “multicultural-pluralistic perspective,” and aesthetic response.

Mandatory courses

Almost all of the WSSU general education program is mandatory.

Communications. All students take six credits in two composition courses, and three credits in “Fundamentals of
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Speech.”

Health and Physical Education. All students take a two-credit course, “Concepts of Health,” and also a one-
credit physical education activity course.

Science. All students take three-credit introductory courses in biology and physics.

Mathematics. All students take Math 1311, “College Mathematics I.” This course is
an algebra course that doesn’t advance beyond high school math.

Humanities. All students take “World Literature I” and “African American Cul-
ture,” each for three credits.

Freshman Seminar. All students take this one-credit course.

Elective courses

Humanities. In addition to the two required humanities courses, students must choose either “Introduction to
Art” or “Introduction to Music.”

Social Science. Students choose three of the following four courses: “World Civilization,” “American Govern-
ment,” “General Psychology,” or “General Sociology.”

Conclusion.

The WSSU general education program, unlike most others, gives its students a widely shared educational expe-
rience in, for the most part, important academic fields. There are, however, some significant omissions. No
American history is required, nor any course in logic or economics. More space in the general education pro-
gram could be made for such courses if the Health and African-American Studies requirements were made
elective.

“The WSSU general
education program,
unlike most others,
gives its students a
widely shared
eductional experience
in, for the most part,
important academic
fields.”

Winston-Slaem State Curriculum Analysis
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Summary and Recommendations

Few of the schools in the University of North Carolina system come close to approaching the ideal of a core
curriculum. Those that come the closest are two of the smaller schools – Elizabeth City State and Winston-Salem
State – that offer a relatively narrow range of majors and courses to their students. For that reason, those schools
have not succumbed to the pressures to turn their general education cores into smorgasbords where students can
choose from a great assortment of course offerings. Some other schools, particularly UNC-Asheville and UNC-
Charlotte, have programs that ensure some degree of shared educational experience and that students will have
studied at least some of the academic fields that are cornerstones of a well-rounded education. The weakest
general education programs are at the “flagship” institutions, where the loose distribution requirements ensure
neither much common educational experience for students nor that they will have studied subjects that are
crucial parts of a well-rounded education.

The taxpayers of the state provide most of the financial support for the UNC system and have every right and
reason to expect that the students who attend UNC schools will be putting their time to good use in coursework
that will help them to become responsible and productive citizens. A strong general education program is the
foundation for a college student’s intellectual development. Unfortunately, the great majority of students in the
UNC system attend institutions where general education has atrophied into a grab bag of elective courses, some
of which are entirely worthwhile and probably should be mandatory, some of which should only be open to
students majoring in the discipline, and some of which are of doubtful intellectual value at all. It is a disservice
both to the taxpayers and the students themselves to tolerate this rudderless approach to higher education.
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The UNC Board of Governors ought to establish guidelines for general education that each institution would be
required to follow. Those guidelines should reject the loose distribution requirements approach that has become
prevalent and instead move back to the older idea of a true core curriculum with mandatory courses covering all
those fields of knowledge with which educated Americans should be familiar. Trustees at each school should
also press for changes that would improve the general education curriculum. There is no need for them to wait
for the Board of Governors to act on this issue.

If changes in general education are not made by the UNC system on its own, the General Assembly can and
should step in and tie state funding to each institution’s adherence to general education requirements such as we
now find at only two of our universities, Elizabeth City State and Winston-Salem State. We do not need to have
uniformity through the UNC system, but all schools should have general education programs that ensure their
students a real liberal arts education. Many schools, as we have seen, give students so much freedom of choice
among narrow, esoteric courses that their education lacks any focus.

While most of the UNC campuses do not have a general education program that ensures a well-rounded educa-
tion for their students, with wise choices, it is possible for students to graduate with a strong liberal arts founda-
tion. They can choose courses that will provide them with a strong general education, but it will usually require
parental involvement for that to happen. Therefore, parents who want to see their sons and daughters get the
most benefit from their college studies will carefully go over the question of course selection with them and
advise that they enroll in those that offer the greatest intellectual benefits.


