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The Structure of General Education Curricula
in the U.S. Universities

—The Paradox between Breadth and Coherence —

Aya YOSHIDA*

The aim of this paper is to examine the structure of general education curricula in U.S.
universities in terms of the organizational structure which has an influence on curricula. Most
universities in the U.S. have a general education requirement in their undergraduate education,
which has been long criticized because of the lack of coherence. Why has general education been
so lacking in coherence? The reason may be not the way itself of programming general
education curricula, but in the universities’ organization, which causes general education to lose
the compatibility between breadth and coherence. Thus, general education may have not
achieved its purpose to give students a broad, coherent view of the world, although many
curriculum reforms have been conducted.

In order to examine the hypothesis, four universities were selected as case study institutions:
1) University of California, Berkeley, 2) Stanford University, 3) California State University,
Hayward, and 4) Saint Mary’s College.

The following six points were examined: 1) an overview of the movement of general
education curricula in 1980’s and 90’s, 2) the structural feature of general education in four case
study institutions, 3) analysis how to provide courses of general education, 4) the responsible
organization over general education, 5) the reason why departments prevent general education
from achieving its purpose, and 6) results from the lack of coherence in general education
curricula.

The findings yielded by the analysis based on case studies of four universities.

1) In 1980’s to 90’s, general education has been considered to be in crisis, because of the lack of

a
2) The main reason of the lack of coherence in general education curricula is the huge range of
choice of courses that can be satisfied with general education requirement. For example,
there are at least twenty or thirty courses which can be satisfied with one course
requirement. That means students have to choose one course from twenty or thirty courses.
3) Universities are divided into a number of departments to which faculty members in the same
discipline belong. Each department provides courses for students’ majors in its field of study

and the courses in one department are well organized to make students pursue the discipline.

*Associate Professor, National Institute of Multimedia Education
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Those same courses are offered for the general education requirement. In many cases, the
applicants who want to enter some specific majors have to take courses in preparation for
majors. Therefore the options of courses in general education necessarily increase.

A clear organization which takes responsibility for supervising general education curricula
does not usually exist in the U.S universities. Instead a committee, e.g. Curriculum committee
or Committee on undergraduate education or general education, discusses curriculum
matters in universities. It is composed of around ten faculty members who are selected as
department representatives. It is almost impossible for the committee to totally supervise
and control the general education curriculum. Therefore nobody in universities can or does
take responsibility for general education.

The departments are not concerned about the coherence of the general education curriculum.
However they are interested in providing their courses for general education. Because if
students have an interest in their courses, they may gain those students as future majors or
graduate students. It is a survival strategy for departments to offer their courses for general
education.

As a result of these situations, two things may occur in the U.S. universities. One is the lack
of coherence in general education curricula, as pointed out above. The other is the lack of
common learning experience among university graduates. One of the purposes of general
education is to make students acquire common knowledge as future educated citizen. General

education is expected to contribute to this. However a survey result shows many university’s

universities turn students into educated citizens who have common knowledge, the range of

choices of courses should be reduced. It is almost impossible to reduce the number of courses

because of the organizational structure in universities. It is also impossible because of the other

purpose of general education, which is to keep breadth in its curricula. General education is the

first but last opportunity for students to acquire a common and broadiy-based education.






