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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate the phenomenon of general 

education in four Texas public higher education institutions and to determine if the 

legislated requirements, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board core curriculum 

requirements, were consistent among the institutions in the selected arena.  The focus was 

on four public higher education institutions' fulfillment of the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board’s core curriculum requirements.  The institutions were selected based 

on Carnegie classifications.  The schools were representative of the following: 

community college, regional school, emerging university, and state flagship.  

 This research study used qualitative methodology.  The study used the following 

sources for investigation: legislation, documents from the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board, and institution catalogs.  To a limited extent, documents from the 

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools were used.  Additionally, data were 

collected via interviews.  Those interviewed were responsible in some way for core 

curriculum at each institution.  While catalogs were readily available, they presented only 

one translation or interpretation of the core curriculum at an institution.  Interviews 

offered a venue to determine not just the theory (or philosophy) regarding general 

education, but the underlying practices, procedures, and attitudes related to the 

phenomenon of general education.  The data collection was completed in spring 2011.  

By using a combination of data, general education in Texas was studied from 

perspectives beginning with the intent of the core curriculum (as relayed by the THECB 

and catalogs) to the perspectives of the four public institutions (via the catalogs and the 

interviews).  
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 Once the core curriculum was investigated via the case studies, a comparison of 

general education from the cases was conducted.  This was done in an attempt to 

determine if the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board requirements were 

consistent among the public institutions as part of the general education curriculum.  Data 

were used to answer the research questions and to proffer some generalizations about the 

status of the phenomenon of general education in public Texas higher education 

institutions. The findings indicated that while consistencies existed, so did 

inconsistencies.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The term, general education, is somewhat vague and colorless; it does not mean 

some airy education in knowledge in general (if there be such knowledge), nor 

does it mean education for all in the sense of universal education.  It is used to 

indicate that part of a student’s whole education which looks first of all to his life 

as a responsible human being and citizen. (Harvard Committee, 1945, p. 51) 

 

Background 

General education in a university setting evokes different meanings for campus 

community members.  For students, it might mean “that course I have to get out of the 

way.”  For faculty it might mean, “It is my turn to teach that required course.”  For 

administrators, it might mean “that course we have to offer in order to meet some 

external requirement” or "that service course that makes money for a department.”  Or, 

for any of the above, it might mean “that course which is necessary as a basic for 

academic foundations at the university.” 

 A common definition for general education continues to perplex those in higher 

education.  In the twentieth century the question, “what is general education?” was raised 

repeatedly.  General education was reviewed, revised, and revisited on numerous 

occasions (Boning, 2007).  However, a universal definition and description of general 

education remains elusive in an ever-changing world.  Nearly everyone agrees we need it; 

yet, there is little agreement about what “it” is.  Because it is a constant challenge in 

higher education, general education remains an area that should be studied.   

 General education has been a fundamental part of higher education since the early 

institutions in America (Gaff, 1983).  Thomas Jefferson, a proponent of universal 

education, recognized that education was a necessity for safeguarding democratic 
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government.  As an emphasis on disciplines was guiding higher education institutions, 

Jefferson proposed that students also take electives as a part of their whole education in 

order to provide for a broader, or general, education.  This was important to Jefferson as 

he founded the University of Virginia (Honeywell, 1964).  Jefferson wished to be 

remembered for three things.  First and second were his authoring of the Declaration of 

Independence and the Statute of Virginia for religious freedoms.  The final inscription on 

his tombstone is "Father of the University of Virginia" (Padover, 1967, p. 241).  For 

Jefferson, general education and universal education were important to sustaining 

freedom and the democratic society of America.  An educated citizenry was necessary for 

the success of democracy (Honeywell, 1964).  Jefferson was followed by others who 

supported general education.  This is discussed further in Chapter II.  General education 

has remained relevant in American higher education, and it continues to change.  

Therefore, it warrants further, or albeit, continual investigation in order to understand the 

phenomenon of general education in an ever-changing higher education environment 

(Levine, 2006). 

 General education in American higher education continues to be a topic of 

discourse in the twenty-first century.  In a higher education 5000 level seminar on August 

30, 2002, Professor Cejda pointed out that the broad subject of general education can be 

dissected into several sections, including historical aspects, philosophical aspects, and 

models (B. Cejda, EDHE 5001 seminar, August 30, 2002).  Each of these is important to 

the discussion of general education.  Historically speaking, one can trace the evolution of 

general education in higher education, either on a national or institutional basis, as well as 

the evolution of the concept of general education from before schools and universities 
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existed (Cejda).  The historical aspects of general education take into consideration its 

origins, evolution, and continuing transformation.  Philosophical aspects are important 

because they reflect the purpose, mission, or goal of general education.  Models offer 

insight into how colleges or universities attempt to achieve their goals of general 

education via curriculum and the structure of the curriculum as it relates to general 

education.  Models include course offerings or the plan to implement general education 

as a curricular requirement (Cejda).   

Although these three components of general education are not the only possible 

areas of deliberation, they do offer a way to corral the broad topic of general education 

into a workable arena.  For the purposes of this study, the historical aspects, philosophical 

aspects, and models of general education will be considered as a starting point, which 

will assist in investigating the research questions.   

Historically in Texas, general education requirements were left up to individual 

institutions.  Except for the requirements of government and American history, colleges 

determined their own curricula for degrees offered.  This is evidenced by reviewing 

campus catalogs.  By 1937 the Texas Legislature made it mandatory that all college 

students take six hours of government, which included study of the federal and Texas 

constitutions (Institution B Bulletin, 1936-1937).  In 1956 the Texas Legislature passed 

legislation which required that all college students take six hours of American History 

(Institution B Bulletin, 1956-1957).  This changed during the last decade of the twentieth 

century when the core curriculum for Texas public higher education institutions went into 

effect. 
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In Texas, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) is the state 

level governing board for public higher education institutions.  The THECB was created 

in 1965 by the Texas legislature and acts in part on the state legislature’s directives 

(Ashworth, n.d.).  In a memorandum dated October 30, 1989, from the Coordinating 

Board to "Chief Academic Officers, Texas Public Universities, Community Colleges, and 

Health Related Institutions," institutions were notified that they would be expected to 

review their core curricula every five years and schools were encouraged to include 54 

hours of core curriculum above the major for a baccalaureate degree.  With the 

memorandum was a report by a subcommittee of the Advisory Committee on 

Undergraduate Education.  One assumption in the report was that there would not be a 

statewide single core curriculum.  The report also recommended a minimum of 45 hours 

for the core.  Within the report were defining characteristics of what should be included 

in the core competencies for the areas of "reading, writing, speaking, and critical 

thinking" as well as a list of “exemplary educational objectives” (Advisory Committee on 

Undergraduate Education, 1989).  The report offered that the defining characteristics and 

objectives could support each institution's approach to teaching its core.  Also, the 

committee believed that by following these it would assist with transferability between 

Texas institutions.  This report was part of the groundwork for what would become the 

required “core curriculum” in Texas (Advisory Committee on Undergraduate Education, 

1989). 

  A decade later Texas instituted a single statewide core curriculum not of specific 

courses, but rather a core that offered curriculum to teach certain competencies in 

designated component areas.  Beginning in the late 1990s, the Texas Higher Education 
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Coordinating Board became responsible for determining general education 

requirements/guidelines at public institutions in Texas (THECB, 2007, para. 1).  These 

are used across state public institutions.  These guidelines are established in the Texas 

Administrative Code (Title 19, Part 1, Chapter 4, Subchapter B, Rule 4.28 - Core 

Curriculum).   

The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board has established a core 

curriculum which has a twofold purpose.  The Texas core curriculum is used for transfer 

purposes at public higher education institutions within Texas.  Students who complete the 

core at one public institution may transfer those courses to another public institution.  

Additionally, this core curriculum is also an attempt to offer general education 

requirements, necessary for student success, throughout the state of Texas (THECB, 

2007, para. 5).  For this purpose, the core includes six intellectual competencies as well 

as exemplary educational objectives for each area.   

According to the THECB website, the core curriculum is in part illustrated as 

follows:  “The core curriculum guidelines described here are predicated on the judgment 

that a series of basic intellectual competencies . . . reading, writing, speaking, listening, 

critical thinking, and computer literacy . . . are essential to the learning process in any 

discipline and thus should inform any core curriculum” (THECB, 2007, para. 11).  This 

description of the core offers an explanation of general education in the state, but 

additional investigation is necessary to determine if this is the most accurate expression 

of how general education is described in Texas.   

Core curriculum requirements at public institutions must include a minimum of 

42 hours.  These hours cover the following areas: communication, mathematics, 
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humanities and visual and performing arts, natural sciences, and social/behavioral 

sciences (THECB, 2007, para. 3, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32).  The THECB has established a 

guide as to what hours must be included in each component and additional requirements, 

such as the level of mathematics, which may be used to fulfill the requirement.  All Texas 

public higher education institutions must provide these core curriculum requirements as 

part of degree program fulfillment per the THECB, but also general education factors into 

assessment for accreditation.  Each of the public institutions examined in this study is 

accredited by a common agency, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 

(SACS).  SACS, as part of its accreditation criteria, requires that colleges must include a 

general education component for degree fulfillment as well as assessment of general 

education (SACS, 2009, p. 17).  Therefore, each institution in the study must follow both 

the THECB core curriculum requirements and the SACS requirements regarding general 

education. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this dissertation was to study general education in Texas public 

higher education institutions.  Specifically, the study sought to determine if consistency 

of core curriculum as general education existed across four public higher education 

institutions by examining the mandated core curriculum required of all Texas public 

college students.  The study sought to identify the status or phenomenon of general 

education in the four institutions by investigating perspectives.  The study was limited to 

one representative of each type of institution in Texas: flagship, emerging, regional, and 

community college.  After the status of general education in the four public institutions 

was identified, the purpose was then to determine if the Coordinating Board core 
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curriculum requirements were consistent among the institutions in the selected arena.  

Consistency is implied in the THECB core curriculum requirements mandated across 

public higher education, but data compilation was needed to determine if consistency was 

actually occurring or if something different was happening within the phenomenon of 

general education in Texas.   

Statement of the Problem 

In higher education, general education remains a continued focal point for 

institutions (Boning, 2007).  This is evidenced by the THECB requirements for reporting 

on core curriculum, as well as the SACS requirements for assessment and evaluation of 

general education (THECB, 2011, para. 1).  The THECB has established the mandate of a 

common core curriculum for public higher education institutions.  In Texas, public 

institutions must meet the THECB guidelines for the core curriculum of 42 hours.  Each 

public institution publishes an annual catalog that describes the courses necessary for a 

degree program.  The core must be included as part of each degree awarded at a public 

institution.  Also, for purposes of accreditation, certain assessment is required of general 

education.  These course hours have been designated as specific requirements and should 

be consistent, as designated course hours per THECB guidelines for requirements, in all 

public higher education institutions.  The problem is how can general education, which 

has been recognized as being essential, be delivered consistently throughout public 

institutions.  In Texas, the THECB has attempted to resolve this by establishing the core 

curriculum.  While the phenomenon of general education appears simply to be the 

THECB mandate, the phenomenon is more complex.  A brief review of one institution 

revealed that there were over 300 courses that could be used to fulfill the 42 core hours 
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required by the THECB.  Thus, further investigation of the required core at institutional 

level was needed in order to examine the phenomenon of core curriculum as general 

education in Texas higher education institutions.   

Significance of the Study 

 The premise of the study was based on the fact that general education continues to 

confound those in higher education (Boning, 2007).  Already in the twenty-first century, 

the review and revision of general education has continued in Texas.  In 2006 the 

THECB established the Undergraduate Education Advisory Committee (UEAC).  The 

committee was initially tasked to review undergraduate education in the state, study its 

status, and determine the needs for the twenty-first century.  In the spring of 2011, UEAC 

submitted a report, based on early studies, suggesting revision of the core curriculum, but 

at the time of this study it was only a recommendation (UEAC, 2011).  This study 

focused on the THECB core curriculum as the Texas general education requisite, which 

has been in effect since 1999.  The findings of the study contribute to the body of 

knowledge surrounding general education (although Texas specific).  The study provides 

those in Texas higher education with information about the consistency of core 

requirements and perspectives about the core curriculum/general education in the state at 

certain institutions.  The significance of this study is based on the premise that general 

education is important in Texas, as evidenced by the THECB implementation of the core 

curriculum, and that perspectives regarding the core can be useful in determining the 

current status of the core at institutions or can be used to review the consistency of the 

core at public higher education institutions.   
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Research Questions 

 Berg (2004) pointed out, “research question(s) may change as you proceed 

through the research process.”  However, he continued, “it is important to establish a 

focus for your research question or a series of research aims” (p. 20).  The focus for this 

research was centered on defining/describing general education in Texas, the status of 

general education, and the approach to general education in the four Texas public 

institutions selected for the study.  The purpose for this was to determine the raison d’être 

of general education in Texas as well as the consistency across schools. Therefore, the 

following questions guided this study: 

1. What is general education in public higher education institutions in Texas? 

2. Who defines general education in Texas? 

3. What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in Texas? 

4. How is general education assessed at public institutions in Texas? 

5. Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general education across 

public higher education institutions? 

Conceptual Framework 

According to Maxwell (2009), the conceptual framework includes "the system of 

concepts, assumptions, expectations . . . that supports and informs your research" 

(Maxwell, p. 222).  In order to study a phenomenon, one must recognize that 

"phenomenology is concerned with wholeness, with examining entities from many sides, 

angles, and perspectives until a unified vision of the essences of a phenomenon or 

experience is achieved" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58).  This study relied on a 

phenomenological philosophy with a qualitative approach.  The study began with basic 
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knowledge of the phenomenon.  In the United States, the phenomenon of general 

education has been present since institutions appeared in the colonies.  This is the starting 

point for research, but the phenomenon has evolved throughout history.  Furthermore, the 

phenomenon appears throughout many higher education institutions across America.  In 

Texas, the phenomenon is statewide in public institutions.  For the purpose of this study, 

the conceptual framework follows the paradigm that the four institutions symbolize the 

phenomenon of general education in Texas and that the status of general education can be 

determined by studying the group.  The phenomenon of general education in Texas is 

directly tied to the THECB core curriculum requirements.  Since the core curriculum is 

required of all public higher education institutions, it appears that the phenomenon of 

general education is quite simple, but since the phenomenon exists within individual 

institutions, it should be studied at the institution level before an assumption is made. 

 This study investigated the phenomenon of general education in four public 

intuitions’ fulfillment of the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board’s core 

curriculum requirements.  The four public institutions were selected based on basic 

Carnegie classifications.  The schools are representative of the following: community 

college, regional school, emerging university, and state flagship.  Two schools in the 

study are large (over 25,000 students).  The regional school has approximately 7,000 

students.  The community college has several campuses, and the one included in this 

study has an enrollment of approximately 11,000 students.  While the community college 

is unique from the other three institutions in the study, in that it does not grant a 

baccalaureate degree, it was included in the study because it does factor into the status of 

general education in Texas higher education and contributes to the phenomenon of 
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general education in Texas through providing core curriculum courses and participating 

in the transfer of core courses.  Community colleges are distinct from four year 

institutions for several reasons, one being their open door policy or open access.  

According to Cohen and Brawer (2008), community colleges serve five curricular 

functions: “academic transfer preparation, vocational – technical education, continuing 

education, developmental education, and community service” (Cohen & Brawer, 2008, p. 

22).  The decision to include a community college in the study with three four-year 

institutions was based on the first function, "academic transfer preparation."  In Texas, 

community colleges participated in the shaping of the core curriculum and must follow 

the core according to THECB regulations.  It is possible for a student to earn all 42 hours 

of core requirements at a community college. 

Methodological Approach 

Qualitative research can be used "as an approach to phenomenological 

understanding" (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975, p. 222).  Qualitative methods are used "as a 

means to better understand . . . a complex social phenomenon" (Marshall & Rossman, 

1995, pp. 1-2).  According to Creswell (2003), in phenomenological research "the 

researcher identifies the 'essence' of human experiences concerning a phenomenon, as 

described by participants in a study" (p. 15).  For this study, phenomenology was the 

guiding philosophy for the methodology.  Marshall and Rossman (1995) pointed out that, 

"phenomenology can be referred to either as the subject matter of inquiry or as the 

methodology of the study" (p. 82).  This study followed this pattern.  Inquiry was 

centered on the phenomenon of general education in Texas and phenomenological 

qualitative methodology was used.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
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 For this study, the research strategy focused on data to assist with description and 

explanation of the phenomenon of general education.  The study used the following 

sources for investigation: state legislation; documents from the THECB (including items 

such as “Assumptions and Definitions of Core Curriculum” and various other documents 

from the Board’s website); university catalogs (which were used as data reflecting each 

institution's general education requirements used to fulfill the THECB core curriculum); 

and interviews.  Documents from the accrediting agency, SACS, were also examined as 

they relate to assessment of general education.  Those interviewed were people who were 

responsible for, or who participated in, core curriculum at each institution.   

While catalogs were readily available, they offered only one translation or 

interpretation of the core at an institution.  This study also employed interviews in 

addition to THECB materials and institution catalog information.  Interviews offered a 

venue to determine not just the philosophy regarding general education, but the 

underlying practices, procedures, and attitudes related to general education.  According to 

Merriam (2002), "multiple methods enhance the validity of the findings" (p. 12).  By 

using a combination of data, general education in Texas was studied from perspectives 

beginning with the intent of the core curriculum (as relayed by the THECB and catalogs) 

to the perspectives of the four public institutions (via the catalogs and the interviews).  By 

utilizing interviews as the data for the research, the researcher was able to conduct a more 

in-depth study and provide perspectives from those involved in general education at 

public institutions.  Once the core curriculum was investigated via the case studies, a 

comparison of general education from the cases was conducted.  This was an attempt to 
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determine if the THECB requirements are consistent among the public institutions as part 

of the general education curriculum and phenomenon.  

Assumptions 

 A major assumption in this work was that the core curriculum, as outlined by the 

THECB, is a general education requisite for the state and is adhered to by public 

institutions in Texas.  Another assumption was that the approach to general education in 

Texas higher education institutions is identifiable and that it is possible to determine if 

the core curriculum requirements are maintained consistently with regard to the THECB 

guidelines across the sample institutions.  There was also the assumption that the data 

gathered were correct and timely.  Preceding the research, there was the assumption that 

the appropriate personnel could be identified for the interviews and that the interviewees 

would respond with accurate information. 

Limitations 

Limitations impact transferability or the applicability of the study to other 

situations.  First, this study is specific to Texas public higher education institutions, so it 

cannot deliver generalizations for the national arena of higher education.  Second, in 

restricting the scope, the overall study was limited by including only four colleges. While 

this study was, in part, aimed at checking for consistency of the core curriculum 

requirements, the consistency could only be determined across the four institutions.  

Finally, this study was limited by the data which were collected.  While THECB and 

catalog information was used in conjunction with interviews of academic officers or 

faculty responsible for general education, there were no data collected from students.  

Nor were data collected from the classroom, such as syllabi, which could be used to study 
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core curriculum course content.  However, this limitation did not hamper the effort to 

determine consistency of the core curriculum in Texas public general education across 

the four institutions.    

Delimitations 

This study, which focused on general education, was limited to Texas public 

higher education institutions.  It was further delimited by the selection of only four 

institutions.  The study covered a broad range of institutions, from a flagship university to 

a community college, but it should be noted that the community college in the study is 

the largest contributor of transfer students to the flagship institution.  Also, the regional 

institution and the emerging institution are part of the same system.  Additionally, while 

general education/Texas core curriculum was the broad area of study, the research 

focused on the questions presented earlier in this chapter.   

Definition of Terms 

 For this study, the following definitions were used:   

 Cafeteria Style: This approach recognizes general education requirements but 

allows students to pick and choose which courses will be used.   

 Comprehensive Community College: An institution that awards associate’s 

degrees but no bachelor’s degrees (Carnegie Foundation, 2009).  The community college 

is identified as Institution D.  

 Core Model: This approach has all students complete the same number of 

courses, including sequenced courses. 

 Distribution Model: This approach to general education requirements has 

students complete a specific number of courses from a wide range of disciplines. 
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 Elective Model: This approach lets students elect or determine which courses to 

use for general education requirements.  Often there will be some guidelines for course 

selection. 

 Emerging Research University: An institution where students study the 

professions plus arts & sciences, and there is a high graduate coexistence.  Between 60% 

and 79% of bachelor’s degree majors are in professional fields, and graduate degrees are 

observed in at least half of the fields corresponding to undergraduate majors (Carnegie 

Foundation, 2009).  The emerging university is identified as Institution B. 

 Exemplary Educational Objectives: These objectives have been established by 

the THECB.  Their purpose is to identify those skills, competencies, and knowledge 

which are necessary for each of the subject component areas of the core curriculum for 

state institutions.  

 Flagship University: An institution of higher learning where there is a balance of 

arts and sciences/professions and a high graduate coexistence. Bachelor’s degree majors 

are relatively balanced between arts and sciences and professional fields (41% to 59% in 

each), and graduate degrees are observed in at least half of the fields corresponding to 

undergraduate majors (Carnegie Foundation, 2009).  The flagship is identified as 

Institution A. 

 General Education: As the study progressed, a working definition of general 

education was determined.  This was ascertained by reviewing definitions and 

descriptions of general education in the literature review as well as the Texas specific 

documents such as THECB materials.  It was determined that as the focus was on the 
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Texas phenomenon of general education, the following definition from the THECB 

would be used: 

The basic intellectual competencies . . . reading, writing, speaking, listening, 

critical thinking, and computer literacy . . . . A core curriculum should contain 

courses that provide multiple perspectives about the individual and the world in 

which he or she lives; that stimulate a capacity to discuss and reflect upon 

individual, political, and social aspects of life so students understand ways in 

which to exercise responsible citizenship; and that enable students to integrate 

knowledge and understand the interrelationships of the disciplines (THECB, 

2007, para. 10).  

 

 Mixed Model: This approach usually includes a set of approved mandatory 

courses but also uses distribution requirements.  

 Regional University: An institution that balances arts and sciences/professions 

and has some graduate coexistence.  Bachelor’s degree majors are relatively balanced 

between arts and sciences and professional fields (41% to 59% in each), and graduate 

degrees are observed in some of the fields corresponding to undergraduate majors but are 

less than half (Carnegie Foundation, 2009).  The regional institution is identified as 

Institution C.  

 SACS: The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (Commission on 

Colleges) is a federally recognized regional accreditation agency.  

 THECB: The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board is the state governing 

board, created by the Texas Legislature for public higher education institutions. 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter I of this study has offered a brief introduction into the challenge of 

general education and some information about general education in Texas.  Chapter II 

delves deeper into the topic of general education by offering a review of the literature 
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relevant to the broad topic of general education (including discussion of the history, 

philosophy, and models involved).  It focuses on works dealing specifically with Texas 

general education in public higher education.  A working definition of general education, 

based on the literature as well as information from the THECB and institution catalogs, 

was determined in order to assist with research questions.  In the third chapter of this 

study there is discussion of the methodology used for completing this study.  In Chapter 

IV the data and results are presented.  The final chapter serves as a summary chapter 

using the research data to reach a conclusion focusing on the research questions.  

Additionally, Chapter V offers recommendations for further study on the topic or 

suggestions for refining a similar type study and perspectives on the future of general 

education in Texas.   

Summary 

 General education remains a constant variable in American higher education.  

This study explored general education in Texas public higher education institutions to 

explain the condition of the phenomenon of general education in Texas.  This was 

resolved by employing qualitative research as a methodological approach, which 

included reviewing THECB and catalog information and by conducting interviews to 

answer the research questions previously posed in this chapter.  Qualitative methods were 

used to provide the data for the research of this dissertation.  By combining the data 

within the case studies in the dissertation there is more validity.  Each institution in the 

study was viewed separately, but at the end of the study there was cross examination to 

check for consistency of the general education phenomenon, as the THECB core 

curriculum guidelines, among the four institutions.  The study examined general 
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education from its origins with the THECB to the current institution level.  The Texas 

core curriculum as originated by the THECB has been in existence since the late 1990s.  

This study attempted to deliver a summary of the current status of general education in 

Texas according to the perspectives of the four institutions studied.  While the 

information included in this dissertation is relevant to the continuing saga of general 

education, it does not offer solutions for retiring general education as an issue in higher 

education.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 The phenomenon of general education is not a modern advent, but rather its seed 

developed centuries ago.  According to Gaff (1983): 

In ancient and medieval universities all students were instructed in the quadrivium 

(arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, music) and the trivium (logic, grammar, 

rhetoric).  Such practices were the precursors to contemporary programs of 

general education that involve a core curriculum, e.g., a common set of courses 

required of all students. (p.18) 

 

 General education is neither a happenstance nor a fixed or concrete element of 

higher education.  Instead, it appears almost to be organic: growing, changing, reshaping 

just as higher education continues to develop and reaffirm according to needs.  The 

literature pertaining to general education reflects its ever-changing nature and 

significance ranging from works such as the Harvard Redbook of 1945, a staple to the 

study of general education, to Hirsch's 1987 work, Cultural Literacy, a national best 

seller.   

 The purpose of this chapter is twofold.  First, it presents some literature 

concerning general education in a broad perspective.  This is divided into several 

sections, including historical aspects, philosophical aspects, and models of general 

education (Cejda, 2002).  Each of these is important to the discussion of general 

education.  General education in higher education continues to be reviewed and 

reevaluated historically and philosophically, and models of general education continue to 

be reexamined and restructured.  This chapter presents a review of literature concerning 

general education and discusses scholarly works as information which may serve as 

sources for better understanding of general education.    
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 The second purpose of the chapter is to offer a review of literature focusing 

specifically on Texas.  This section examines those works pertinent to general education 

in Texas and current general education studies.    

Historical Aspects of General Education 

 Literature that focuses on the historical aspects of general education aid readers in 

understanding  the subject because these works, e.g., the Harvard Redbook,  record and 

report on past events that are tied to and have shaped general education.  By studying 

such works, one may become more in tune with issues related to general education and 

may understand how those issues have evolved.  Authors such as Gaff (1983) and Lucas 

(1994) explained the historical aspects of general education.  Their works, as well as 

others, offer a chronological basis for understanding general education.  Additionally, 

historical works illustrate the historical context of a period in which certain shifts or 

changes in the phenomenon of general education occurred.  Authors, such as Mohrman 

(1994), dedicated a portion of their work to historical aspects, but often the main focus 

was on philosophical aspects or general education models.  For the purpose of this study, 

works dealing with the historical aspects will reflect, more than anything, a historical 

view or sense of general education. 

 To understand the broad topic of general education in the United States, it is 

necessary to review the history of higher education in America.  Lucas (1994) traced 

America’s higher education history from the beginnings in the colonies with religious-

based schools to modern times and diversity among institutions.  Lucas discussed early 

institutions, such as Harvard, which were founded by religious groups intent on 

producing men who could be knowledgeable, productive citizens as well as disciplined in 
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divinity.  The initial schools were followed by the evolution of state-supported schools.  

According to Lucas, the Jacksonian Era created a somewhat less elitist environment in 

higher education.  America experienced growth in institutions and would eventually see 

colleges for women and blacks.  The Germanic university model appeared in America in 

the nineteenth century.  Specialization in disciplines challenged general education.  By 

the end of the 1800s higher education had grown in institutions, the number of students, 

and in the curriculum.  The early twentieth century saw the advent of the community 

college.  After World War II, higher education experienced huge growth.  The GI Bill 

opened the door to higher education for returning veterans.  As America became less 

agrarian, higher education responded.  In the last half of the twentieth century higher 

education continued its metamorphosis shaped by the multiplicity of higher education 

institutions.  All during this time, general education remained at the center.  Specialized 

studies became more common, but general education has persisted throughout the history 

of U.S. higher education (Lucas, 1994). 

 A seminal work, considered historical but more geared toward philosophy when it 

was first released, is the Redbook (Harvard Committee, 1945).  The work was a report by 

a committee which had been “directed not so much to make recommendations for general 

education in Harvard College as to venture into the vast field of American educational 

experience in quest of a concept of general education that would have validity for the free 

society which we cherish” (Harvard Committee, 1945, p. xiii).  In its original context, 

this report included some history, certainly philosophical aspects, and also some 

information on models such as proposed requirements.  This work helped shape general 

education during the middle of the twentieth century (Harvard Committee, 1945). 
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 The Harvard Redbook, according to Lucas (1994), “won acclaim as an articulate 

exploration of the meaning of general education in the modern era” (p. 250).  One can 

study that past era, and the Redbook can be used to understand general education from an 

historical perspective.  One contribution of the report was that it attempted to lay the 

foundation for the meaning and significance of general education.  "It [general education] 

is used to indicate that part of a student’s whole education which looks first of all to his 

life as a responsible human being and citizen" (Harvard Committee, 1945, p. 51).  This 

report had an impact on general education because other institutions followed it as a 

guide for their own general education agenda.  As Lucas pointed out, it was recognized as 

significant when it was written, but today one can still see its influence. 

 In 1944 a work of several essays was published “to consider the proper place of 

the humanities in higher education after the war” (Foerster, 1944, p. v).  This work, in its 

totality, placed emphasis on the humanities and arts which are key components of general 

education.  Additionally, this work provided historical perspective.  The essays were all 

written before the end of World War II.  Foerster reported that in the essay, Freedom and 

the Liberal Arts by Wendell Wilkie, the author wrote that U.S. higher education has been 

too heavily influenced by the German university, which stresses “highly specialized 

knowledge” and prefers knowledge over understanding.  According to Foerster, Wilkie 

believed that a liberal education or general education was necessary and would “make an 

enormous difference in the moral and human tone of our society” (Foerster, 1944, pp. 4-

5).  Each essay portrayed liberal education, including the humanities and arts, as 

fundamental elements necessary in higher education for society as a whole.   
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 Boyer and Levine (1981) offered a historical look at the purpose of general 

education as well as its philosophical aspects.  The authors espoused the necessity of 

general education and presented its content, process, and results.  They also suggested a 

proposal that outlined six broad areas which should be the interest or matter of general 

education.  The six areas are: “shared use of symbols, shared membership in groups and 

institutions, shared producing and consuming, shared relationship with nature, shared 

sense of time, and shared values and beliefs” (pp 35-43).  Boyer and Levine concluded 

that connectedness is necessary for common learning, which is general education.   

 An article by Ratcliff, Johnson, and Gaff (2004), Re-Envisioning the Change 

Process in General Education, examined the historical changes in general education, but 

the authors touched upon the philosophy of general education also.  The authors wrote: 

The fundamental features of general education – its purposes, its practices, its 

rewards, its aims and the culture it seeks to foster – promise an extraordinary 

impact on how our students and our colleagues think, regard knowledge, lead and 

rely on one another, see the world and regard their role in it.  With so much at 

stake, should we not take up the ongoing challenge of change in general 

education? (pp. 115-116) 

 

It is evident by the authors’ question that the philosophical aspects of general education 

are what helped to shape and determine models and their curriculum.  

 A report for the National Association of Scholars tracked general education 

requirements historically from 1914 to 1993 (Zurcher, Ricketts, Kwa, Bailey, Brasor, 

Harrigan et al., 1996).  “This study was inspired by the current national debate over the 

structure, content, and rigor of higher education in the United States” (Zurcher et al., p. 

1).  The study used data from 50 college catalogs to trace general education requirements 

(structure, content, and rigor) by comparing the four date measures (1914, 1939, 1964, 
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and 1993).  The study examined a standard general education requirement and then 

tracked the requirement in the assigned years.  The study’s findings were relayed in the 

title The Dissolution of General Education: 1914-1993.  Those contributing to the work 

believed that there had been a decline in general education and that the dissolution should 

be remedied (Zurcher et al.).  

  Boning (2007) discussed coherence in general education from an historical 

perspective.  According to Boning, during the first 200 years in American education, 

there was a coherent core based on the standard curriculum at all schools.  These included 

the classics (Greek and Latin), mathematics, science, as well as courses on moral truths.  

This standard general education was challenged by those schools that were influenced by 

the German model which emphasized research.  Additionally, the Industrial Revolution, 

then the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, and finally, Charles Eliot's commitment to 

electives at Harvard began the shift of general education away from the classics.  Higher 

education was no longer only a preparation arena for leaders, but it was now the arena for 

furthering knowledge (Boning).   

 Boning (2007) identified three periods of changes or challenges to general 

education during the last century.  The first major challenge occurred during the early 

1900s.  At that time, Harvard's new president, Abbott Lawrence Lowell, dissolved the 

elective emphasis and designed a distributive general education.  The attempt was to 

create coherence in general education by connecting the courses.  The next challenge 

came during the middle of the twentieth century.  Boning credited the Harvard Redbook 

as the spark that triggered this call for coherence or reform.  The report recognized the 

importance of both general education and specialized education.  The report supported 
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that one-third of course work should be in general education.  While Harvard did not 

adopt this, many schools looked to the Redbook for guidance in general education 

coherence.  The final period of change or challenge to general education occurred in the 

1970s.  According to Boning, this period was a result of the Higher Education Act of 

1965 and the student movement which supported individualism.  At this time "three-

fourths of colleges and universities reduced their general education requirements" 

(Boning, p. 10).  This prompted a new call for coherence in general education which, 

Boning stated, is still occurring in the twenty-first century.   

 Wehlburg (2010) presented a brief review of the history of general education 

which outlined not only how general education shifted historically, but also identified key 

players and institutions in American general education, such as Charles Eliot and Abbot 

Lawrence Lowell of Harvard and the University of Chicago.  Wehlburg pointed out: 

The pendulum has swung back and forth several times between a unified and 

coherent set of requirements and a wide offering of courses that may result in a 

disjointed educational experience.  But by better understanding the historical 

causes of the changes in our general education system, we find it clearer that this 

discussion has certainly been an extended one and will likely continue for many 

years to come. (p. 4) 

 

Wehlburg concluded that while general education is often viewed as unimportant, 

curricula can be used to make general education an important part of future 

undergraduate experience.   

 The above mentioned works encompassed only a few of the historical works 

dealing with general education.  Other authors, such as Thelin and Hirshcy (2009), 

Kimball (1988), and Harada (1994) also included some discussion of general education in 

American higher education.  As pointed out earlier, some works were not originally 
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historical, but became so over a period of time.  It is important to consider how general 

education has been perceived over time so there is an understanding of how the 

phenomenon has manifested itself in American higher education.  It is also useful to 

investigate general education with regard to national trends or events as well as trends in 

higher education as the phenomenon has been influenced by things such as the 

Jacksonian Era, its shift from elitism, and the student movement and orientation toward 

individualism of the 1960s (Boning, 2007; Lucas, 1994). 

Philosophical Aspects of General Education 

 Harvard’s Redbook certainly should be mentioned as part of the philosophical 

area of general education, but there are additional works that contribute to explaining the 

philosophical aspects of general education in higher education.  Wynne (1952) discussed 

general education from various angles.  He touched on historical aspects and detailed 

somewhat general education models.  Yet, the overall focus of the work was the idea and 

aim of general education.  Wynne expressed functionalist philosophy when he wrote, 

“The ends of general education consist in personal traits which conserve, preserve, and 

extend a way of life” (p. 29).  Wynne explained that there are six traits which are 

necessary to reach this end.  These are “contingency, sociality, interest, originality, 

intelligence, and purpose” (p. 33).  He also described how course subjects in general 

education can be used to encourage the traits which contribute to reaching the aim of 

general education. 

 Shortly after Wynne's work, the American Council on Education published an 

evaluation mechanism related to general education.  This publication is included in 

literature examining the philosophical aspects of general education because, in part, the 
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evaluation called for defining the various objectives of general education as well as the 

objectives of component courses of general education.  For example, the work related 

that one of the aims of general education is to help students to be able to think critically 

(Dressel & Mayhew, 1954, p. 176).  The work included discussion of abilities that are 

necessary for critical thinking, a necessary component of general education (Dressel & 

Mayhew, pp. 179-181).  

 Howard (1992) used Gaff’s work (1983) to help identify approaches to general 

education.  He delineated the four theories or approaches cited by Gaff.  The four theories 

are idealism, progressivism, essentialism, and pragmatism.  Howard effectively discussed 

each theory including its history and impact on general education.  The work by Howard 

reflected on what general education takes from and gives to culture.  Howard wrote: “The 

fact remains that none of the four philosophical approaches to education is adequate to 

the changed circumstances of this generation of curricular issues, because this generation 

of curricular issues is framed in the context of one of the most pervasive legitimation 

crises of American history” (p. 97).  Howard believed that general education continued to 

be an issue and a problem almost ten years after Gaff’s work.   

 For Howard (1992), general education was a necessary component of higher 

education and needed to be addressed.  He wrote:  “The process of articulating and 

planning a general education program is the single most important problem facing 

institutions of higher education today, because it amounts to an articulation of the 

purposes of the university and the purposes of the society of which it is a most essential 

expression” (p. 107).  Howard’s work is a valuable addition to the study of the 

philosophical aspects of general education in higher education.   
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 Other works also followed revision and reform in general education.  Kantor, 

Gamson, and London (1997) examined "general education and curricular reform" in the 

late twentieth century.  The authors’ introduction explained: 

“General education” here means the organized set of activities designed to 

promote critical-thinking and writing skills, knowledge of the liberal arts, and 

personal and social responsibilities.  Seated in the broadest terms, general 

education is that part of the curriculum that teaches both civic responsibility and 

the value of arts, sciences, and humanities. (p. xxi) 

 

This work signified a continuation of the attitude or belief that "civic responsibility" or 

citizenship was a driving force behind general education.   

 Smith and Bender (2008) explored the philosophy of general or liberal education.  

The work is a compilation of writings which illustrated the time of transformation in 

American higher education between 1940 and 2005.  While the book was not limited to 

general education, it did give attention to writings on general education during this 

period.  Of note, Smith and Bender stated that: “The only constant of liberal education, 

according to William Cronon . . . , lies in acquiring a capacity to make connections 

between talking and listening, between different bodies of analytical and aesthetic 

knowledge, between oneself and one's community and other individuals and societies 

marked by cultural differences” (p. 163).  Smith and Bender (2008) pointed out that 

liberal [general] education is a part of the American  higher education tradition and that 

its fate is part of a "constant discussion" (p. 162). 

 Stevens (2001) also explored the philosophy of general education as influenced 

by Robert Maynard Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago from 1929 to1951.  

Stevens examined the group which came to be known as the generalists, among them 

John Erskine, Mortimer Adler, and Jacques Barzun, and focused especially on Hutchins 
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and his establishment of general education requirements at the University of Chicago in 

the early 1930s.  Stevens used contradictions in Hutchins' general education plan to 

suggest that, “Educators have been arguing over the balance between skills and facts, 

democracy versus selectivity in education, vocational training versus general courses and 

universalism versus historicisms for a long time.  Each generation of educators has to 

find the proper balance between these factors in relation to external forces” (p. 188).  

Stevens’ work is an interesting evaluation of Hutchins and the generalist concept of 

general education.  As general education continued to be evaluated and revisited, the 

above quote is a reminder for those studying general education that the search for a 

balance in general education is ongoing.   

 Works such as Cultural Literacy by Eric Hirsch and The Closing of the American 

Mind by Allan Bloom were popular sellers which discussed the state of education in the 

United States and general education.  Hirsch (1987) believed that common skills, such as 

communication, were diminishing. He wrote that this was due to a lack of national 

literacy or knowledge of those common things which all Americans should know.  

Included as an appendix were those people and terms which Hirsch viewed as being 

necessary for a traditional literacy.  Bloom’s work was critical of American higher 

education, and he explained what he viewed as the failure of American education.  For 

Bloom, a broad-based, traditional education was being neglected in universities.  Bloom, 

educated at the University of Chicago, and later a professor there, supported great books 

and a core for redirecting higher education (Bloom, 1987).  Both of these works, while 

not centered specifically on general education, did consider the philosophy of general 

education. 
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 In a discussion of the LEAP program (Liberal Education and America's Promise) 

supported by the American Association of Colleges and Universities, Tritelli (2008) 

presented the argument that general education was once a "commons" (p. 6) in higher 

education, but that it had become both fragmented and disjointed.  For Tritelli, the goal of 

general education should be "broad knowledge of the wider world; high-level intellectual 

and practical skills; an examined sense of personal and social responsibility; the 

demonstrated ability to apply one's integrative learning to new problems and settings" (p. 

7).  Additionally, discipline-specific studies or majors should not be neglected, but for 

Tritelli, all should work together with general education offering students a liberal 

education that complements or enhances students by meeting the above goal.   

 Lewis (2007) supported the view that general education is a necessity because a 

democratic form of government requires educated citizens who are thoughtful.  General 

education should offer a core which teaches students about American institutions and 

concepts such as liberty and equality.  Also, a core should instruct students on the 

responsibilities of citizens and impart skills which are needed for productive citizens such 

as being able to apply concepts for problem solving.  For Lewis, general education is a 

significant and necessary part of the overall learning experience in higher education. 

 A commonality found in philosophical literature about general education is that 

its purpose is about more than knowledge and skills; it is also about helping to shape a 

responsible citizen (Dressel & Mayhew, 1954; Lewis, 2007; Smith & Bender, 2008; 

Tritelli, 2008).  According to Mohrman (1994), "governments invest in higher education" 

in order to "ensure the future of our democratic society" and this requires educated 

citizens (p. 21).  This is perhaps part of the persistent problem with general education.  
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Courses and reasons for courses are offered; explanations are offered that society needs 

effective citizens, but there is no formula for creating a responsible citizen, and some, 

such as Mohrman argue that the definition of citizenship is continually changing 

(Mohrman, p. 26).  As philosophical discourse continues, so does the discussion over 

purposeful models for general education.   

Models of General Education 

 Models of general education are often discussed in conjunction with philosophical 

aspects.  Historical aspects may be used to help explain why a particular model is being 

used.  Models of general education may entail specific course offerings or the plan to 

implement general education, including requirements.  There are several approaches to 

models within the literature.   

 Mears (1986) discussed the continual challenges of general education, the 

problem of what should be included in general education, and general education versus 

discipline-specific education.  In his quest to rectify the challenge of general education, 

Mears presented what he referred to as an “evolutionary process” (p. 319), after which he 

relayed his suggestion for a general education model.  The model included a 12-credit 

core consisting of four courses.  The first course was to be taught by geologists, 

physicists, and astronomers and would concentrate on the shaping of the universe and 

earth.  The second course would be taught by biologists and chemists and would focus on 

the emergence of life on the earth.  The third course would be taught by historians, 

anthropologists, and archaeologists and would center on the origins of communities.  The 

final course would be led by social scientists and historians in order to bring together 

“humanity’s experience with civilized societies” (Mears, p. 319).  These courses would 
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offer background and would be the center of general education; other courses, such as 

English or math, “could readily be clustered around it” (Mears, p. 320).  This work 

offered a distinct approach for a core curriculum model.   

 Finn (1989) mingled philosophical aspects with models.  He began by asking the 

broad question, “Does the curriculum have a core?” (p. 33), and his immediate response 

was “no.”  This article contributes to the literature on general education because it 

examined the core model and how it was being used.  Finn argued that often what was 

labeled a core curriculum was in actuality a distribution requirement.  He believed that a 

true core curriculum was a set of courses which everyone took, while distribution 

requirements were courses geared at a core, but students had options on which courses to 

take.  The author examined the reasons why the core model was changing, weakening, or 

fading out.  He believed that it was due to various factors found in higher education 

institutions (such as the fragmentation of departments and nondisciplinary studies) as 

well as what was being done or not being done in secondary education.  Finn’s writing is 

an interesting discussion of core curriculum for that time period and included a 

differentiation between core curriculum and distribution requirements (Finn, 1989). 

 Cheney (1989) suggested specific courses to be used in a core curriculum model.  

She believed that the significance of a core was the need for a common set of courses for 

essential knowledge and that the core should be taught with the entire core in mind and 

should serve as the sequence of courses which would help build the basis for knowledge.  

The suggested courses for the 50-hour core were 18 hours of cultures and civilizations, 

12 hours of foreign language, six hours of mathematics, eight hours of natural sciences, 

and six hours of social sciences and the modern world.  After defining each area and its 
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purpose, Cheney presented a curriculum profile from an institution that supported the use 

of the core area (Cheney).   

 Boyer and Kaplan (1994) also supported the idea of a core as the base for general 

education.  They presented an argument for the necessity for a core curriculum and 

argued that individualism had outgrown the commonality approach to education.  For 

Boyer and Kaplan there needed to again be a focus on commonality in education, which 

could be achieved through a core curriculum model.  They suggested that such an 

approach had been used before and should be used again.   

 Newton (2000) also addressed models in general education.  The author stated 

that "The undergraduate curriculum, originally a unified, common, prescribed program in 

virtually all colleges, has been eroded in various historical periods by the rise of electives, 

the need for specialized programs, and the emergence of new knowledge" (p. 165).  

Newton identified four tensions: knowledge, student learning, faculty competence, and 

content which were challenged by "unity versus fragmentation, breadth versus depth, 

generalist versus specialist, and Western culture versus cultural diversity" (p. 166).  He 

explained the challenge of the tensions to general education and the impacts on three 

models (Great Books, Scholarly Discipline Model, and Effective Citizen Model).  

Newton’s models defined “the ideally educated person in different ways” (p. 179).  Each 

model would produce a slightly different result in the strength produced by the model.  

For example, the result of the Great Books model was a graduate, who was familiar with 

western culture and "has grappled with perennial questions of human existence" (p. 179).  

Newton suggested that general education planners should consider the tensions and the 

identified models when analyzing and evaluating general education programs.  This 
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approach to models (more philosophical than curricular) is necessary for planners to 

consider while determining appropriate general education programs and changes.   

 Some studies that addressed the question of what should be included in a core 

have outlined general education curriculum and courses completely, while others focused 

on the individual disciplines that should be included.  Rodgers (2005) presented an 

argument for the necessity of history in general education.  According to Rodgers, the 

study of history as a core course provides students “with a basic knowledge of the kinds 

of important historical events and individuals that one would expect a well-educated 

person to know,” and it also helps students “to develop critical thinking and reading 

abilities” (p. 42).  He argued that history could be used to instill self-awareness because 

history is not merely “the study of the past,” but it is also a study “of the human 

condition” (p. 52).  Rodgers concluded that a general education core curriculum should 

be “enriching” (p. 56) for students and not just a presentation of great works, historical 

persons, or historical events.   

Cejda and Duemer (2001) investigated the curriculum offerings of 82 Liberal Arts 

I and Liberal Arts II institutions.  Part of this study was devoted to examining general 

education requirements at the institutions, including the required hours and the model or 

approach.  Cejda and Duemer identified four approaches to the “component of the 

curriculum” known as the core or general education; “these approaches are distribution, 

core, elective system, and mixed methods” (p. 13).   

According to Cejda and Duemer (2001), the distribution approach requires 

students “to complete a prescribed number of course(s) from a broad number of broad 

disciplines.”  The core approach “requires that all students complete a prescribed 
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sequence of the same courses.”  The elective approach allows the student to decide 

“which courses and requirements constitute the general education component of the 

degree” but with “stipulations that . . . guide the student.”  The mixed methods approach 

includes “a small number of prescribed courses (a core) and a larger number of 

distribution requirements” (pp. 13-15).  The study also included a section on the “Purpose 

and Goals of General Education” which examines the philosophical approach of the 

institutions in the study.  Although the work encompassed more than general education, it 

is useful for those studying general education philosophical aspects and models in the 

liberal arts institution setting (Cejda & Duemer). 

 Bartlett (2002) reported on a specific course requirement change within general 

education at a specific university which has been an important model in American 

general education.  The author provided information about the current change in Western 

Civilization courses at the University of Chicago.  This article provided details about the 

debate that centered on the University implementing two new courses, European 

Civilization and Ancient Mediterranean World, in place of some sections of Western 

Civilization.  The change had renewed fears that the University of Chicago’s Common 

Core, established in 1931, was being watered down.  The article presented both sides of 

the debate.  The faculty who had helped create the new courses argued that they were not 

lessening requirements.  Those against the change believed that it was yet another move 

to weaken Chicago’s core.  The author included some historical information about the 

university’s core requirement as well as other changes to the core and debate about the 

core.  
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 Debate about a core is also a theme in an article by Sammons (1986).  The author 

wrote, "Creating a common core of educational experience in the modern world is like 

trying to square the circle, an absorbingly futile undertaking" (p. 15).  Because of this, 

Sammons believed that institutions should be left to determine their own curriculum 

balanced between general education and specialization: "The core curriculum should 

stand as a possible effort at squaring the circle, as an option available to the kinds of 

students appropriate for it" (Sammons, p. 16).  

 A Report on the Harvard College Curricular Review (Harvard University Faculty 

of Arts and Sciences, 2004) presented a specific model of general education for a 

particular university in the early twenty-first century higher education environment.  This 

report is an excellent resource on general education.  In the report, the historical aspect of 

general education at Harvard was presented.  It covered Harvard's general education 

history, including even before the Redbook was published, and discussed the institution's 

curricular reviews of the 1970s and one of the 1990s.  The report then presented a section 

“Overview and Themes” which explained why the review was being done and, from a 

philosophical aspect, offered an explanation of the goals of education at Harvard.  The 

report presented an overall discussion of general education and the components of 

general education and suggested that requirements should be more flexible.  It also 

offered explanations of, and recommendations for, the following components: “written 

and oral communication, foreign language, quantitative skills, basic science, and moral 

reasoning” (Harvard University Faculty of Arts and Sciences, 2004, pp. 16-22).  The 

report also focused on a discussion of concentrations and recommended that 
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concentrations and their requirements and courses be reviewed (Harvard University 

Faculty of Arts and Sciences, pp. 16-22). 

 Jones and Ratcliff (1991) investigated the differences between core curriculum (a 

set of courses all students take) and distribution requirements (courses specified in areas 

with some choice) and assessed the success of each model.  This study presented 

pertinent data related to the models debate in general education.  The study used random 

sampling at a private college.  The study group was divided into high and low students 

based on SAT test scores.  Next, student coursework was analyzed.  Finally, GRE 

(Graduate Record Examinations) test scores were used to evaluate general learning 

progress.  Jones and Ratcliff reported that: 

Our findings argue against the establishment of a core curriculum.  The results 

support the view of the advocates for distributive requirements in general 

education. . . . However, it does not support the current use of a wide range of 

options in a distributional general education requirement.  Instead, it suggests that 

discrete arrays of coursework that are more appropriate and productive for 

different ability levels of students should be identified. (p. 98) 

 

 A dissertation by Herzog (2005) investigated the impact of culture on general 

education.  Herzog reviewed times of cultural change in a given period and its effect on 

general education.  She investigated one Great Books institution and found that while 

social/cultural occurrences were influencing other models of general education, they also 

were having an impact on Great Books curriculum.  Herzog additionally noted that 

students influenced change or reform in the curriculum.  This study offered insight into a 

general education model from a historical, philosophical, and curriculum aspect 

(Herzog).   
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 Additional articles dealing with general education models were found in the 

winter 1995 edition of New Directions for Community Colleges.  The entire edition was 

dedicated to models.  It is titled, Curriculum Models for General Education.  Most of the 

other works previously mentioned have dealt more with general education in four year 

institutions.  This edition focused on models in the community college arena.  The first 

eight articles deal with models used at specific colleges.  The models and their purpose 

vary from institution to institution, but there are similarities (such as English/composition 

requirements), which one would expect to find in a general education program.  

Regarding purposes (or philosophical related aspects) of general education there is 

variation.  In Malinda Smutek’s article, Bunker Hill Community College: A Common 

Experience for Lifelong Learning, the purpose of general education is relayed in the title.  

Lifelong learning is the encouraged goal.  Another article within the edition, The 

Minnesota Model for General Education, by Nancy Wangen, suggested that the intent of 

the general education courses is that they are applicable for transfer.  George 

Higginbottom wrote Concluding Remarks for the edition.  He discussed the historical 

aspects of general education and the current reform of general education.  He also 

connected the thread of general education between the eight community college examples 

presented in the work.  Interestingly, he pointed out, "Among our eight contributors one 

also finds a common nomenclature for general education learning – outcome, 

proficiency, competency – that is decidedly more practical and technical than is the case 

at most senior colleges" (Higginbottom & Romano, 1995, p. 91). The work offered good 

insight into the models and functions of general education in community colleges. 
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Parker (1998c) studied general education at the end of the twentieth century.  He 

contended that there should be a shift from a modern approach to a postmodern approach 

to general education.  He stated that as society is rapidly changing, the use of “Western 

intellectual tradition” is no longer effective.  Often current curriculum is irrelevant; 

instead, “intellectual skills of critical thinking, adapting to novelty, being self-reliant, and 

being able to nurture community solidarity need to be emphasized and fostered” (Parker, 

p. 223).  Parker, like others, saw the increasing globalism of the world as having an 

impact on what should be general education and, therefore, reform in general education.   

 Reform often is viewed in a historical context and is also related to philosophical 

aspects of general education.  Models of general education are also tied to reform because 

as reforms are debated and implemented, models are affected (Arnold & Civian, 1997; 

Boyer & Kaplan, 1994; Parker, 1998 a, b, c).  

 As reflected in several of the works (Bartlett, 2002; Finn, 1989; and the Harvard 

Report, 2004), models of general education flowed with the historical aspects and were 

influenced by the philosophical aspects.  While some models have remained theoretically 

consistent (such as the Great Books model), others have evolved or, in actuality, 

completely changed.  There is often an institutional presentation of a model such as a 

“core curriculum,” but the approach to general education may instead be a cafeteria style 

list of distributive requirements or electives, or some type of mixed model (Cejda & 

Duemer, 2001).  Models of general education is an interesting aspect of the approach 

because it relied on the other two aspects in the sense that institutions used models based 

on desired purposes or philosophical aspects of general education, which was, in turn, 

partially determined by the historical aspects of the setting or institution.  It is difficult for 



Texas Tech University, Jennifer Spurrier, May 2012 

 

40 

any of the aspects to stand alone without mention of at least one of the others (Harvard 

University Faculty of Arts and Sciences, 2004).  Most works (Bartlett, 2002; Finn, 1989; 

Herzog, 2005; Newton, 2000) usually touched upon at least two of the aspects, and some 

considered all three: historical aspects, philosophical aspects, and models (Boning, 2007; 

Harvard University Faculty of Arts and Sciences, 2004; Smith & Bender, 2008). 

General Education in Texas 

 There appears to be a paucity of literature on general education in Texas.  

Specifics of general education were found in studies investigating particular states, 

models at particular schools, or types of schools (such as liberal arts or research 

universities), but there were few focusing on Texas.  For this study, previous works 

which pertain to general education in Texas must be considered.  When discussing Texas 

and general education, it is also necessary to look at higher education in Texas as a whole 

as this offers background for studying general education and the core curriculum in 

Texas. 

 The first higher education schools in Texas were private institutions with religious 

affiliations.  The first higher education public school in Texas was a result of the Morrill 

Act.  The school was founded in late 1871 and was followed by a second school in 1881.  

During Reconstruction and the turn of the century, more public institutions were opened; 

however, private schools were more common.  In the early 1900s there were some 

additional public institutions opened; these were primarily teachers’ colleges.  During the 

Depression, higher education suffered in Texas, and the private schools were especially 

affected.  World War II renewed higher education in Texas, and institutions were often 

places which offered military training.  After World War II, institutions in Texas, as well 
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as elsewhere in the nation, saw an increase in attendance, in part due to the GI Bill, which 

helped returning military personnel finance their education.  During the 1960s and 1970s, 

Texas saw an increase in public institutions, including the growth of community colleges.  

Today public higher education in Texas has several systems, some independent schools, 

and a host of community colleges (Cardozier, n.d.).  In 2009 Texas had a total of 224 

higher education institutions, both public and private (Chronicle of Higher Education, 

2009).  Of these, 45 were public four-year institutions (some with graduate programs) 

and 64 were two-year public institutions.  Four-year institutions enrolled 555,762 

students, while two-year colleges enrolled 553,904 (Chronicle of Higher Education, 

2009). 

 Each public institution must follow the THECB rules and regulations for higher 

education institutions in Texas.  The THECB was established in 1965.  It evolved out of 

the Texas Commission on Higher Education and was created by the legislature.  Waddell 

(1972) studied the evolution of the coordination of higher education in Texas and offered 

a history of this evolution.  At the time of the study, the THECB was relatively new.  The 

organization has continued to evolve and plays a major role in higher education in the 

state.  

 Bisesi (1980) examined general education in Texas by using case studies.  The 

research reviewed general education requirements at the time of the study and delved into 

future trends.  Bisesi looked at general education courses, courses required by school type 

as well as degree type.  He also compared Texas requirements to national trends.  The 

author used catalogs and interviews for data.  Bisesi provided a “model for curriculum 

analysis” as a result of the work.  This work provided historical background for a current 
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study of Texas general education.  At the time of Bisesi's study, there were no statewide 

requirements for general education courses except the government and history courses 

which were required by legislative mandate.  The six hours of required U.S. government 

was enacted in the 1930s and the six hours of U.S. history was established in the 1950s 

(Emerging Bulletin, 1956-1957, p. 91).  Bisesi predicted correctly that there would be 

change in general education in Texas and that the THECB would probably play a role. 

 In 1990 the THECB sponsored a conference which was also supported by the 

National Endowment for the Humanities.  The subject was “Core Curriculum: Making 

the Connections.”  At this conference, faculty and administrators from across Texas met 

to discuss general education and core programs at their institutions.  Papers were 

presented and discussion ensued on how a core curriculum should be developed and 

implemented at higher education institutions.  Community colleges were a part of the 

proceedings.  The conference was a result of the Texas Legislature's support of a 

recommendation that higher education institutions initiate a core curriculum for general 

education and transfer purposes.  The recommendation was additionally approved by the 

THECB.  While institutions began working on cores, so did the THECB.  This 

conference preceded the establishment of the common core by the THECB (THECB, 

1990).   

 Bracco (1997) prepared a report concerning information on the higher education 

arena in Texas and information regarding the role and relationships of the THECB.  The 

author produced a technical paper using Texas as one case study for State Structures for 

the Governance of Higher Education and the California Higher Education Policy Center.  

This work investigated, via archival, document data, and interviews, the role the THECB 
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plays in Texas as well as the relationships between the THECB, the legislature, and the 

institutions.  The report was one of several case studies of systems in several states.  Of 

note, the report concluded: 

The Texas system of higher education is characterized by ongoing tensions 

between the Coordinating Board and the institutions, and between the 

Coordinating Board and Legislature.  While there is a stronger dislike for the 

Coordinating Board than we saw in some of the other study states, this board 

plays a very important role in balancing the public and professional interests in 

Texas. (Bracco, 1997, para. 6) 

 

The significance of this is relative to the study because the message was relayed that 

contention existed between the THECB and institutions.  Interestingly, institutions report 

to the THECB on general education and the core curriculum.   

 Laljiani and Coronado (2002) presented a paper describing a community college 

districts' work on defining and then evaluating the institution’s core with relation to 

THECB requirements.  The authors reiterated the THECB core requirements but then 

expanded upon them as the requirements were conceived at the district.  This is of note 

because it displays community colleges' active involvement in Texas general education.  

Additionally, evaluation and recommendations for the districts' core were presented. 

 Osterbuhr (2002) tracked core requirements at sample institutions over three 

academic years, spaced at 25-year intervals (1949-1950, 1974-1975, and 1999-2000).  

Although no established core existed, typical general education courses were tracked.  

Osterbuhr analyzed catalogs to determine the amount of change in core requirements.  He 

compared his findings to national studies and found that overall the Texas core appeared 

more stable than national comparisons, but there were some changes.  More recently, two 

national studies gave Texas institutions higher marks than they gave most other 
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institutions.  The studies were The Hollow Core: Failure of the General Education 

Curriculum and What Will They Learn? A Report on General Education Requirements at 

100 of the Nation's Leading Colleges and Universities. Both studies offered a look at the 

core as a model and included the philosophy of what should be included in a core 

(American Council of Trustees and Alumni, 2004; 2009).   

 While there has not been a great deal written on the Texas core curriculum, the 

studies that have been done contribute to an overall understanding of general education in 

Texas.  These combined with works on general education offer researchers a basis for 

reviewing general education in the United States and Texas.  

Summary 

 The use of historical aspects, philosophical aspects, and models as categories in 

the literature review aided the researcher in providing a broad range of works.  Each of 

the approaches could have been singled out for a more detailed literature review.  

However, offering the three together provided the researcher with a sound base for study 

of the broad topic of general education.   

 Those works more specific to this study are fewer in number than the literature on 

general education in American higher education, but they assist in the understanding of 

general education in Texas.  Additionally, Chapter IV will include, as a part of the data, 

archival materials concerning legislation, THECB information, and institution catalog 

information which will solidify the description of general education in Texas.   

When investigating general education, it becomes necessary to think of the broad 

topic first, in part, because general education is a very broad topic.  This chapter has 

presented general education historically to aid with an understanding of how it got to be 
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what it is today, beginning with its origins emerging out of the quadrivium and the 

trivium and moving to events and people which shaped general education, such as the 

generalists of the early twentieth century.  Additionally, philosophical aspects of general 

education have been presented, which define general education and its purpose as well as 

defend the need for general education in higher education.  The models section of this 

chapter offered descriptions of curriculum or methods for what courses or coursework 

should be included in a general education program.  As a final section, works specific to 

Texas and general education in Texas have reflected some of the history, philosophy, and 

model approach to general education, as well as some history of Texas higher education.   

General education continues to be a debated issue in higher education.  As those 

in higher education attempt to deal with the issue, they need to be aware of the historical 

and philosophical aspects, as well as models involved in general education.  This review 

of the literature provides a solid basis for understanding aspects and approaches to 

general education in America higher education and the core curriculum established in the 

late 1990s in Texas higher education.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 The study employed a qualitative methodology.  Qualitative research offers 

researchers a vast array of designs and strategies.  According to Denzin and Lincoln 

(2000), “Qualitative research is a field of inquiry in its own right. . . . A complex 

interconnected family of terms, concepts, and assumptions surround  . . . qualitative 

research” (p. 2).  It is important for a researcher to choose a strategy that is most likely to 

aid in answering the research question(s).  This includes considering data used as well as 

the collection method.  “Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a 

variety of empirical materials. . . . Accordingly, qualitative researchers deploy a wide 

range of interconnected interpretive practices, hoping always to get a better 

understanding of the subject matter at hand” (Denzin & Lincoln, pp. 3-4).  Furthermore, 

qualitative design is appropriate when a researcher is trying to "understand a 

phenomenon, uncover the meaning a situation has for those involved, or delineate process 

(how things happen)" (Merriam, 2002, p. 11).  

 This study used a qualitative phenomenological method.  Multiple case study 

strategy was used to investigate the phenomenon of general education at four public 

higher education institutions and each institution's fulfillment of the core curriculum 

requirements in an attempt to determine if there was consistency regarding general 

education across the cases.  Therefore, it was necessary to use text or documents/records 

as one type of data for the study because Texas core curriculum information is found in 

documents.  The information provided the setting and details for general education in 

Texas.  Additionally, interviews were used to further investigate and answer the research 
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questions.  Interviews also offered a way to generalize or make the study transferable.  

This was done by using interviews to augment the document data of the THECB and 

institution catalogs.  According to Marshall and Rossman (1995), "Designing a study in 

which multiple cases, multiple informants, or more than one data gathering method are 

used can greatly strengthen the study's usefulness for other settings" (p. 144). 

 Content analysis of THECB materials and institution catalogs was used to offer a 

starting point for conducting the research.  Using records that already existed provided 

some necessary information or data that assisted in answering in part some of the 

research questions.  It also established a basis for identifying general education at each of 

the public institutions.  Interviewing was used to give the perspectives of those 

responsible for general education at each of the institutions.  These perspectives 

regarding general education aided the researcher in answering the proposed research 

questions.  According to Berg (2004), using an interview protocol allows the researcher 

to “elicit information using a set of predetermined questions that are expected to elicit the 

subjects’ thoughts, opinions, and attitudes about study related issues” (p. 79).  It is this 

information that assisted the researcher in answering the research questions from an 

institutional level perspective.   

 The overall approach was first to use documents to determine the THECB 

description and definition of general education in the state, based on the core curriculum.  

Next, a catalog for each of the four institutions was retrieved to use as archival data for 

contributing to answering the research questions.  After the archival research had been 

completed, interviews were conducted with the academic officers/faculty from each 

institution, as well as with secondary participants who were faculty (such as department 
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chairs) who had oversight of disciplines that are included in core courses.  In essence, 

each institution was a case study.  Each case required using the archival and the interview 

information to obtain the necessary data in order to answer the research questions.  After 

each case had been summarized, the researcher compared the cases to see if there was 

consistency in each institution’s application and approach toward the THECB core 

curriculum.   

Research Questions 

 The goal of this study was to offer insight into the phenomenon of general 

education in Texas public higher education institutions through the use of qualitative 

research methodology.  As such, the research questions were the basis for achieving the 

goal of this study.  Data gathered were used to provide answers to the following 

questions: 

1. What is general education in public higher education institutions in Texas? 

 

2. Who defines general education in Texas? 

 

3. What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in Texas? 

 

4. How is general education assessed at public institutions in Texas? 

 

5. Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general education across 

public institutions of higher education? 

 While the first two questions may appear to have an obvious answer, it should be 

remembered that, according to Crotty (1998), in phenomenology two characteristics are 

present: "First of all, it has a note of objectivity about it.  It is in search of objects of 

experience rather than being content with a description of the experiencing subject.  
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Second, it is an exercise in critique.  It calls into question what we take for granted" (pp. 

82-83).  

Source of Data 

 For the purposes of this research, multiple case study was a sound strategy.  

According to Stake (2006), the term “quintain” describes what is being studied in the 

individual cases for a multiple case study strategy.  A quintain “is an object or 

phenomenon or condition to be studied – a target, but not a bull’s eye” (p. 6).  In this 

study, the target was general education in Texas public higher education institutions.  

Stake explained that “in multiple case study research, the single case is of interest 

because it belongs to a particular collection of cases. The individual cases share a 

common characteristic or condition.  The cases in the collection are somehow 

categorically bound together" (pp. 4-5).  Each institution of higher education in this study 

was in the public arena in Texas, and each school was expected to follow the THECB 

guidelines for general education; i.e., the core curriculum.  Stake considered that four 

cases are the minimum required for a multiple case study strategy.  Additionally, he 

considered the following as the “three main criteria” for selecting cases: 

 Is the case relevant to the quintain? 

 Do the cases provide diversity across contexts? 

 Do the cases provide good opportunities to learn about complexity and contexts?  

(pp. 22-23). 

 

 Each of the institutions of higher education chosen for the study met the above 

criteria.  Stake (2006) also stated that, “Data from a multicase study usually will come 

mostly from the cases studied, but the researchers may gather other data than case data.  

They are likely to rely on what is already known about the quintain, but also may study it 
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further” (p. 8). The THECB data and the institutions' catalog information assisted with 

this.  

This study sought to investigate general education in Texas in broad terms.  To 

answer the research questions, materials generated by the THECB were analyzed and 

they were extremely useful in providing information on Texas general education.  The 

Coordinating Board “was created by the Texas Legislature in 1965 to provide leadership 

and coordination for the Texas higher education system to achieve excellence for the 

college education of Texas students” (THECB, 2004, para. 1).  As a source, the 

Coordinating Board offered a wealth of textual information and records relating to its 

history and the core curriculum.  The weakness of the source was that the study used data 

that were presented as a record of the board as a legislatively created entity.  The board as 

a whole is the source, not the individuals who comprise the board.  Individuals could 

provide more detail about the creation of the core curriculum and insight decisions made 

regarding the core, but the decision was made to not include interviews of THECB 

employees and instead to focus on the institutions as cases.  The Coordinating Board 

records pertinent to this dissertation are public records, readily available on the THECB 

website.   

 Another source of information regarding general education in Texas was text in 

the form of records, specifically catalogs.  These data sources were used to see if there 

was consistency with the THECB information and with data obtained in the interviews.  

The inclusion of this archival data provided an avenue that acted as a check and balance 

for the study by investigating if all of the data were in agreement regarding general 

education and the research questions. 
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 Each research question was a stepping stone to the other questions, and together 

they formed a sphere of interconnecting information.  Each question built upon 

information discovered in answering the other questions, and then it paved the way for 

answering the other questions because it defined and explained the approach to general 

education in foundational terms.  An understanding of the Texas approach to general 

education was necessary to move on to the interview process.  The question, “Is there 

consistency in the approach (or model) to general education across public higher 

education institutions?” required a comparison of all of the data that were used for 

answering all of the questions.  It brought the cases together for cross analysis. 

 The institutions were selected for the study based, in part, on convenience and 

accessibility.  The institutions allowed the researcher to “choose a case [school] because 

it illustrated some feature or process” which could be used to aid in answering a research 

question (Silverman, 2000, p. 104).  Although an initial case was identified, the 

researcher concluded that a single institution should not be used as the only data source.  

Consistency implies that more than one case was examined, and the intent is that 

generalizations would be possible as a result of looking for consistency.  By limiting the 

study to two examples, consistency would be minimized.  Therefore, more examples 

better supported the search for consistency (or inconsistency).   

 The other institutions included in the study were selected by convenience 

sampling.  Berg (2004) referred to convenience sampling in qualitative research as 

“accidental or availability” sampling (p. 35).  For this research, convenience and 

availability were considered.  As a result, a visit to the Carnegie Foundation website 

offered convenient sample groups to use for the study, by providing a list of Texas public 
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institutions with categories and descriptions.  Institutions fall into four categories, so a 

representative from each category was used.   

 The institutions selected for the study were a flagship university, an emerging 

institution, a regional institution, and a community college.  These institutions were 

identified in the study as Institution A, B, C, and D.  The flagship university (Institution 

A) was also classified by the Carnegie Foundation as having a balance between arts and 

sciences and professional programs, as well as a high graduate coexistence.  The 

university had an enrollment of over 40,000.  Additionally, it was considered to have 

"very high research activity" (Carnegie Foundation, 2009, para. 1). 

The emerging institution, Institution B, was classified by the Carnegie Foundation 

as having a balance between arts and sciences and professional programs, as well as a 

high graduate coexistence.  It had an enrollment of roughly 30,000 and was considered to 

have a high level of research activity (Carnegie Foundation, 2009).  The regional 

institution, identified as Institution C, was classified by the Carnegie Foundation as 

having a balance between arts and sciences programs and professional programs.  It had 

an enrollment of about 6,000 and was primarily residential.  Institution C had only a few 

programs that offered master's degrees (Carnegie Foundation, 2009). 

The fourth institution was classified as a community college because it awarded 

associate degrees, but not bachelor's degrees.  This college was identified as Institution 

D.  The institution consisted of three separate campuses.  The campus included in the 

study was considered rural as well as large, with an enrollment of over 10,000 (Carnegie 

Foundation, 2009).   
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As a sample group, the four Texas institutions provided the researcher with 

readily accessible data.  Selection in part was based on convenience, which often factors 

into research, but Berg (2004) pointed out that “convenience samples must be evaluated 

for appropriateness of fit for a given study” (p. 36).  The selected group "fit" for the case 

study purpose.  In the selected group, there was a representative for each of the Carnegie 

categories.  They were examples of Texas higher education institutions that participated 

in general education via the core curriculum, and they offered convenience for onsite 

interviews.   

 The four Texas public higher education institutions, described above, as well as 

the THECB had a website, and each institution had an online catalog.  Furthermore, each 

catalog contained a section dedicated to general education or core curriculum.  Data 

analysis, using the data collected via the websites, was conducted in order to assist in 

answering the research questions.  The content was analyzed to determine if the general 

education or core requirements were consistent from one institution to the next.  Next, the 

interview data were also analyzed for consistency (i.e., consistency with the THECB 

data, catalog data, and other interview data).  After comparing each institution’s 

requirements, the researcher used the data to assess if general education at the institutions 

was consistent with that depicted in the THECB data. 

 Berg (2004) suggested a “standard set of analytical activities” which may be 

applied to the data analysis section of the qualitative study.  The activities are: 

- Data are collected and made into text; 

- Codes are analytically developed or inductively identified in the data and 

      applied to sets of notes or transcript pages; 

- Codes are transformed into categorical labels or themes; 

- Materials are sorted by these categories, identifying similar phrases,  
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      patterns, relationships, and commonalities or disparities; 

- Sorted materials are examined to isolate meaningful patterns and processes;  

      and 

- Identified patterns are considered in light of previous research and theories, 

and a small set of generalizations is established. (p. 267) 

 

Using Berg’s suggested activities assisted in controlling and interpreting the data 

collected from the institutions’ catalogs as well as data from the interviews.   

 Interviews were added to enhance the study.  Glesne (1999) stated that interviews 

can be used “in search of opinions, perceptions, and attitudes toward some topic” and that 

topical interviewing “focuses on a program issue or process” (Glesne, p. 69).  For this 

study, interviewing provided the tool for retrieving data for investigation of the research 

questions.  Interviewing also provided a way to check the catalog information for 

validity, a way to see if the written word was followed through in practice.  Interviews 

also offered an insider's view of the status of the situation or, in this case, the status of the 

phenomenon of general education at the institution.   

For this study, semistandardized interviews were conducted.  According to Berg, 

semistandardized interviews have the following features: 

 More or less structured. 

 Questions may be reordered during the interview. 

 Wording of questions is flexible. 

 Level of language may be adjusted. 

 Interviewer may answer questions and make clarifications. 

 Interviewer may add or delete probes to interview between subsequent 

subjects.  (Berg, 2004, p. 79) 

 

Interviewing offers a way to collect data, which can further answer the research questions 

and enrich the study. 



Texas Tech University, Jennifer Spurrier, May 2012 

 

55 

Participants 

 Participants for this study consisted of eight interviewees from the four 

institutions (which were selected by convenience sampling).  In order to identify the 

participants for the interviews, it was necessary to identify those academic administrators 

(officers or faculty) on each campus who were instrumental in overseeing or managing 

general education at their institution.  The researcher identified the individuals from three 

institutions through the internet sites for each school.  In the case of the fourth institution, 

the Chief Academic Officer's office was contacted for assistance in identifying the 

relevant administrator.  Additionally, secondary participants were interviewed to offer 

triangulation of the information provided by the primary participants and the catalog 

information on general education requirements.  History is a required general education 

component.  It is also used at times to fulfill other general education requirements.  

Therefore, it was determined that the secondary participants should consist of the person 

at each institution who had oversight of the history department.  In two cases, alternatives 

were used because the original participants opted to not participate in the study.  The 

alternatives were faculty who had oversight for disciplines, which included core 

curriculum courses.  While this varied from the original plan, and is thus a flaw in the 

study, it did not negatively impact the study since the alternatives were over departments 

that contribute to the core curriculum and it did offer some discipline diversity to the 

study.  Participants were identified as follows:  

 Flagship: Primary Participant A, Secondary Participant AA  

 Emerging: Primary Participant B, Secondary Participant BB  

 Regional: Primary Participant C, Secondary Participant CC 
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 Community College: Primary Participant D, Secondary Participant DD 

 While it has been identified that this study is based on qualitative methodology 

and used the tool of interviewing and archival material for data collection, it should be 

understood that this study examined each school as an individual case and then, for 

purposes of answering the research questions, compared the cases.  According to 

Merriam (1998), case studies offer the following special features: 

 Particularistic – case studies focus on a particular situation, event, program, or 

phenomenon. 

 Descriptive – the end product of a case study is a rich, “thick” description of the 

phenomenon under study. 

 Heuristic – case studies illuminate the reader’s understanding of the phenomenon 

under study.  (pp. 29-30) 

 

The multiple case study strategy used to investigate the phenomenon of general education 

in this study offered a method and tools which assisted the researcher in answering the 

research questions based on the interview data, in conjunction with the archival data.  

Pilot Testing the Process 

 Following IRB approval (see Appendix A and Appendix B), a pilot study was 

conducted to determine if the interview questions would provide the necessary data to 

address the research questions for this study.  Additionally, the pilot study offered a test 

of the interview protocol.  The academic officer most involved in general education at the 

pilot institution was identified.  The pilot institution was a rural-serving community 

college with an enrollment of almost 10,000.  Initial contact was made with this 

individual by mail (see Appendix D).  After one week a follow-up email was sent (see 

Appendix E).  The officer was willing to participate; thus, a phone call was made to 

arrange an interview schedule (see Appendix F).  The same was done for the secondary 
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participant, who was the head of the department responsible for history at the pilot 

institution.  The day of the interview, participants signed a consent form (see Appendix 

G).  The interviews were then conducted using a script (see Appendix H) and the 

interview questions.  Interviews were recorded and notes were taken.  As a result of the 

pilot, some probe questions were added to the interview tool, with IRB approval (see 

Appendix C).  After the interviews, the recording was transcribed, and a copy was sent to 

each participant to allow the participants to see that the transcription was accurate and 

that the interview had been correctly recorded.   

 After the pilot interviews had been conducted and transcribed, data were analyzed 

using the guidance previously mentioned by Berg (2004), which included looking for 

phrases, relationships, patterns, and processes within the data.  First, the THECB and the 

pilot institution's catalog information on core curriculum were reviewed.  Next, the 

interview of the primary participant was analyzed, followed by an analysis of the data 

from the interview with the secondary participant.  Analyzing entailed reviewing the 

interview responses in conjunction with the THECB, the catalog data, and the research 

questions in a combination to determine if there was sufficient information to answer the 

research questions. 

    There was then an overall evaluation of data gathered during the pilot study to see 

if enough information was available to answer the research questions.  As the pilot was 

successful, the same process above was conducted for each of the four higher education 

institutions in the study.  This is discussed in Chapter IV. 
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Instrument for Gathering Data 

 Data for the case studies were gathered from the archival/text materials and 

interviews.  Interviews were recorded and notes were taken during the process.  All 

participants signed consent forms and were given the opportunity to view the research 

questions before the interview.  The interviews of the primary participants were 

conducted using the following interview protocol (with some additional probes added 

after the pilot study).  The following is the final interview tool:  

Primary Participant  

Part I – Demographic Information 

1. Name of school 

2. Name of interviewee 

3. Title of interviewee at school 

4. How long in this position? 

5. How did you end up in higher education/this position? 

6. Highest degree held and major of degree 

 

Part II – Research Questions 

1. What is general education in public higher education institutions in 

Texas?  What is general education at your school? 

Probe – 

a. Please define or describe general education at your school. 

b. How do you believe this definition was created? 

c. What do you see as the evolution of this definition? 

d. How does your faculty view general education? 

e. How do students view general education?   

f. If the core curriculum was not required by the THECB do you think that 

your institution would have a core curriculum or general education 

requirement across your institution?  If so, why (and would it be similar or 

different)?  If not, Why not?   

 

2. Who defines general education in Texas? 

Who defines general education at your school? 

Probe –  

a. What guidelines does your institution follow with regard to general 

education? 

b. Who created these guidelines?  

c. Who is responsible for ensuring that these guidelines are followed?  
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d. Is there an entity on campus responsible for determining general education 

courses?  If so, what is the process?  

 

3. What is the purpose /philosophy of general education in Texas? 

What is the purpose/philosophy of general education at your school? 

Probe –  

a. Why does your school have general education? 

b. What do you see as the purpose of general education at your institution?   

c. How is general education explained to your students? 

d. Do you think that your institution does a good job of notifying/explaining 

to students about general education/core curriculum requirements and their 

purpose? 

e. Where do they receive this information? 

f. How would your faculty describe the purpose of general education? 

g. How would your students describe the purpose of general education? 

h. Do you believe that the general education requirements aid in forming 

good citizens? 

i. Does economics play a role in general education? 

 

4. How is general education assessed at public institutions in Texas? 

How is general education assessed at your school? 

Probe –  

a. Is there a mechanism in place for evaluating general education at your 

school? 

b. If so, who is responsible for the evaluation? 

c. Are there any external mandates for assessment of general education at 

your school?  

d. Is there a curriculum guideline for general education or goals specified for 

instruction of general education courses? 

 

5. Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general education 

across public schools?  (This question called for the comparison of the 

cases.  Interview responses, catalogs, and THECB information were 

analyzed in order to determine consistency). 

Probe –  

a. What do you consider your institution’s approach to general education? 

b. Does your school use a specific general education model? 

c. Do you consider general education requirements to follow a core 

curriculum model? 

d. How does your school’s approach follow THECB guidelines for general 

education? 

e. Do you think that the current core curriculum requirements at your school 

are sufficient?  Why or why not?    

f. How would you rate (or grade) general education at your school?   
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g. What do you see as the future of general education/core curriculum at your 

school?  In Texas? 

 

The interview questions for the secondary participants were similar to the ones for 

the primary participants (again, with additions after the pilot).  They were as follows: 

Secondary Participant  

Part I – Demographic Information 

1. Name of school 

2. Name of interviewee 

3. Title of interviewee at school 

4. How long in this position? 

5. How did you end up in higher education/this position? 

6. Highest degree held and major of degree 

 

Part II – Research Questions 

1. What is general education in public higher education institutions in 

Texas?  What is general education at your school? 

Probe – 

a. How would you describe general education in your area?  At your 

institution? 

b. How does your faculty view general education? 

c. How do students view general education?   

d. If the core curriculum was not required by the THECB do you think that 

your institution would have a core curriculum or general education 

requirement across your institution?  If so, why (and would it be similar or 

different)?  If not, why not?   

e. FOLLOW UP FROM PRIMARY PARTICIPANT. 

 

2. Who defines general education in Texas? 

Who defines general education at your school? 

Probe –  

a. What guidelines does your institution follow regarding general education? 

b. Is there an entity on campus responsible for determining general education 

courses?   If so, what is the process? 

c. How do you determine general education in your area/department? 

d. FOLLOW UP FROM PRIMARY PARTICIPANT. 

 

3. What is the purpose/philosophy of general education in Texas? 

What is the purpose/philosophy of general education at your school? 

Probe –  

a. What do you see as the purpose of general education at your institution?  

Within your department or area? 
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b. How would your faculty describe the purpose of general education? 

c. How would your students describe the purpose of general education? 

d. Do you think that your institution does a good job of notifying/explaining 

to students about general education/core curriculum requirements and their 

purpose? 

e. FOLLOW UP FROM PRIMARY PARTICIPANT. 

 

4. How is general education assessed at public institutions in Texas? 

How is general education assessed at your school? 

Probe –  

a. Is there a mechanism in place for evaluating general education at your 

school? 

b. If so, please explain the process.  

c. Is there a curriculum guideline for general education or goals specified for 

instruction of general education courses? 

d. FOLLOW UP FROM PRIMARY PARTICIPANT. 

  

5 Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general education 

across public schools?  (This question called for the comparison of the 

cases.  Interview responses, catalogs, and THECB information were 

analyzed in order to determine consistency). 

Probe –  

a. Does your school use a specific general education model? 

b. How does your school’s approach follow THECB guidelines for general 

education?  

c. Do you think that the current core curriculum requirements at your school 

are sufficient?  Why or why not?  

d. How would you rate (or grade) general education at your school?   

e. What do you see as the future of general education/core curriculum at your 

school?  In Texas? 

f. FOLLOW UP FROM PRIMARY PARTICIPANT. 

 

For this study, it was important that interview data be analyzed comparatively to 

supply answers to the research questions for generalization purposes.  Although the 

number of cases is small, it should be noted that at the time of the study, there were only 

two flagship public institutions in Texas.  Also, there were fewer than 10 emerging public 

institutions.  While the numbers of regional and community colleges were greater than 

for the other two, the overall number of public institutions in Texas was 109 (Chronicle 

of Higher Education, 2009), which allows at minimum, transferability.  According to 
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Marshall and Rossman (1995), "Designing a study in which multiple cases, multiple 

informants, or more than one data gathering method are used can greatly strengthen the 

study's usefulness for other settings" (p. 144).  In order to attempt generalization or 

transferability, the data from all four primary interviews had to be compared and then 

each primary interview data had to be checked against secondary participant data.  

Finally, the data were cross checked between each of the institutions or cases in order to 

check for consistency. 

Collecting the Data  

 Data collection methods are often dependent on the type of study as well as the 

research questions.  The collection of archival data or the materials of the THECB and 

the institution catalogs began the data collection process.  THECB material was collected 

via the Internet.  According to Silverman (2000) there are several ways to collect data.  

He pointed out that “some types of naturally occurring materials are already waiting for 

you,” and he suggested that the researcher should “analyze data already in the public 

sphere” (p. 120).  Questions in this study required the examination of records in the 

public realm.  According to McCulloch and Richardson (2000), “Primary sources that are 

accessible online through the Internet and websites constitute the fastest growing and 

potentially one of the most significant forms of primary source material available to 

researchers” (p. 86).  Many public records, laws, and state agency information sites are 

available on the Internet.  The THECB maintains a website, and data were collected via 

the website.  As mentioned, data were also collected via the websites of the participating 

institutions.   
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 Interviewing is a common tool in qualitative research.  As previously mentioned, 

the study used the semistandardized approach to interviewing.  The primary respondents 

were those academic officers, administrators, or faculty responsible for general 

education/core curriculum at their institution.  One person from each institution was 

identified (School A - Faculty Senate Member, School B - Associate Vice Provost for 

Academic Affairs, School C- Core Curriculum Committee Chair, School D - Curriculum 

Committee Chair).  After the primary participants had been interviewed, the secondary 

participant interviews were conducted in order to confirm information gleaned from the 

primary participants.  Secondary participants included: School A - Department Head 

History - College of Liberal Arts; School B - Chairperson History Department - College 

of Arts and Sciences; School C -Department Head Mathematics - College of Liberal and 

Fine Arts; School D - Division Chair Fine Arts).  All interviews were conducted onsite at 

each institution.   

Description of Data Analysis 

 Schwandt (1997) stated that analyzing data includes "the processes of organizing, 

reducing, and describing the data" as well as "drawing conclusions or interpretations 

from the data" (p. 4).  For this study, interpretation of the data was significant in 

answering the research questions.  To answer the questions, the researcher used 

information gathered from the THECB website, institution catalogs, and interviews.  

Comparison was integral to the study as was determining definitions, approaches, and 

purpose.   

 According to Berg (2004), “In content analysis, researchers examine artifacts of 

social communication” (p. 267).  Berg then quoted Holsti, who stated, “content analysis 



Texas Tech University, Jennifer Spurrier, May 2012 

 

64 

is ‘any technique for making inferences by systematically and objectively identifying 

special characteristics of messages’” (p. 267).  After text material was gathered from the 

THECB website, the task of the researcher was to read through the text and 

systematically identify those statements, words, or phrases which assisted in identifying, 

describing, and defining the approach to general education.  In pre-study data collection 

effort, the researcher located the following document: CB Rules and Regulations: 

Chapter 4.  Rules Applying to all Public Institutions of Higher Education in Texas; 

Subchapter B.  Transfer of Credit, Core Curriculum and Field of Study Curricula 

(THECB, 2009).  Within this document is a section devoted to core curriculum.  Content 

analysis of this document was central to answering questions. 

 The THECB website was searched to determine if any other sections of the site 

contained information regarding general education.  After all data had been collected, 

analysis was done using note taking to gather sentences, phrases, and words which 

described and defined the approach to general education.  After note taking was 

completed, the notes were analyzed by the researcher to obtain an objective answer to the 

research questions. 

 As mentioned earlier, the suggestions by Berg (2004) for “standard set of analytic 

activities” were implemented and adjusted to mitigate the study (p. 267).  As the research 

progressed it became necessary to work with catalog descriptions.  Several of Berg’s 

activities were incorporated into the text analysis.   

 Textual content analysis offers both strengths and weaknesses.  Berg (2004) 

suggested that one positive aspect of using content analysis is that it can be utilized in 

non-reactive studies.  Since some of the data for this study were pure text, this was a plus 
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because no transcriptions were necessary and the data were in a form ready for analysis.  

Another positive of content analysis is that it is “cost-effective” (p. 287).  The Internet 

material, for example, cost nothing.  Yet another positive, according to Berg, is that 

content analysis “provides a means by which to study processes . . . that may reflect 

trends in a society” (p. 288).  In this study, identifying the approach or philosophy could 

have revealed a trend (or consistency) within the society of Texas public higher education 

institutions, but no one trend was observed.   

 Berg (2004) also pointed out two main weaknesses or limitations of content 

analysis.  First, "content analysis is limited to examining already recorded messages," and 

second, "content analysis is virtually useless in conducting experimental or causal 

research" (p. 288).  The second limitation is not a concern for this study.  Although the 

first weakness could be a difficulty in some studies, it was not in this study because the 

data were all pre-existing text data which remained applicable to the study. 

 In some ways the analysis of the interview data was similar to that of the archival 

materials.  Analysis of the data required transcribing, organizing, and describing the 

interviews.  Notes were taken during the interviews, and the interviews were recorded.  

Throughout this process the researcher was aware of possible biases and made every 

effort to separate herself from attitudes and opinions and to keep focused on the data. 

Using a variety of sources for data collection aided in reflecting that the perspectives of 

the data, not the researcher perspective, was the heart of the study.  

 Another consideration is triangulation.  Schwandt (1997) wrote that triangulation 

is “a procedure used to establish the fact that the criterion of validity has been met . . . . a 

means of checking the integrity of the inferences one draws.  It can involve the use of 
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multiple data sources, multiple investigators, multiple theoretical perspectives, multiple 

methods, or all of these” (p. 163).  By combining the analysis of the primary and 

secondary interviews, as well as the information gathered from the catalogs and websites, 

multiple data sources were used.  The different data sources provided a form of 

triangulation in that each had to follow the prescribed THECB core, and thus, the catalog 

and interview data were reviewed to see how they corresponded with the THECB 

information.  

Validity, Generalizability, and Transferability 

 Validity of a study is very important in any research, but perhaps it is under more 

scrutiny in qualitative research.  Schwandt (1997) offered, “Psychologically, validity 

means having confidence in one’s statements or knowledge claims” (p. 168).  According 

to Berg, valid study can survive both internal and external criticism concerning the 

reliability of the source material as well as the interpretation (Berg, 2004).  Validity 

should not only be reviewed at the end of the study, but instead, it should be considered 

before and during the study.  Remembering that validity is a necessity for successful 

research, the researcher made every effort to present accurate information and 

interpretation by having the interviews transcribed by another person, having the 

participants review the transcriptions, and by rechecking the analysis for accuracy.   

 Generalizability was also considered in the study.  Generalization is “a general 

statement or proposition made by drawing an inference from observation of the 

particular” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 57).  The research questions were constructed with 

generalization and transferability as considerations.  Additionally, the use of multiple 

sources aids with potential transferability (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, pp. 143-144).  
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Studying the particulars of the phenomenon of general education at higher education 

institutions in Texas resulted in a generalization as described by Schwandt, which will be 

discussed in Chapter V.  

Summary 

This study is a qualitative-based study which explored perceptions of the 

phenomenon of general education in four Texas higher education institutions.  The study 

employed the methods of single and multiple case study strategy in order to guide the 

research.  The study used data from THECB text material, institutions' catalogs, and 

interviewing to answer the research questions.  The outcome was a successful qualitative 

research which offered data that were used to answer the research questions and proffer 

some generalizations about the status of general education in Texas public higher 

education.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH DATA AND ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the phenomenon of general education 

across four public higher education institutions in Texas and its current status.  

Additionally, perspectives from the participants at the institutions were investigated to 

determine if the consistency existed across the participating institutions.  The following 

research questions guided the study: 

1. What is general education in public higher education institutions in Texas? 

2. Who defines general education in Texas? 

3. What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in Texas? 

4. How is general education assessed at public institutions in Texas? 

5. Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general education across 

public higher education institutions? 

General Education: A Definition 

 While there is no universal definition of general education, for the purposes of 

this study of the phenomenon of general education in Texas, the definition inferred by the 

THECB will be used.  The THECB refers to core curriculum, but not general education.  

However, in the THECB online document "Essential Core Curriculum Information," the 

THECB stated: 

As all institutions of higher education strive to meet the goals for participation, 

success, and excellence in public higher education that are recognized as essential 

to the continued prosperity and success of all Texans, the Texas General 

Education Core Curriculum provides one opportunity for each college, university 

and health science center to focus on its commitment to enhancing the quality of 

undergraduate education across the state. (para. 11) 
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It is thus recognized that the core is a general education requirement.  Therefore, based 

on THECB materials, the definition of general education (or the defining characteristics 

of the core) is: 

The basic intellectual competencies discussed in this document . . .  reading, 

writing, speaking, listening, critical thinking, and computer literacy . . .  should 

inform the components of any core curriculum.  Moreover, a core curriculum 

should contain courses that provide multiple perspectives about the individual and 

the world in which he or she lives; that stimulate a capacity to discuss and reflect 

upon individual, political, and social aspects of life so students understand ways 

in which to exercise responsible citizenship; and that enable students to integrate 

knowledge and understand the interrelationships of the disciplines.  (THECB, 

2007, para. 7)  

According to the THECB, there are also eight perspectives regarding what a student is to 

attain via the core curriculum.  These include knowledge and skills, which help a student 

to become "a responsible member of society" (THECB, 2007, para. 11).  Additionally, 

there are exemplary educational objectives for each of the disciplines (or areas) that 

should be used as "the basis for faculty and institutional assessment of core components" 

(THECB, 2007, para. 16).  

Data Analysis 

The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board 

 In the twenty-first century, the THECB is seen as the entity which seeks to define 

and administer general education in the state via the core curriculum.  The THECB has 

instituted a core curriculum and described what its content should be, but there is some 

leeway for individual institutions.  According to the THECB, Texas law provides this 

definition for “core curriculum” (TEC §61.821): the curriculum in liberal arts, 

humanities, and sciences and political, social, and cultural history that all undergraduate 

students of an institution of higher education are required to complete before receiving an 
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academic undergraduate degree (THECB, 2010).  The THECB has specified in the core 

curriculum the component areas (disciplines) and hours required for the core curriculum 

requirements. 

The THECB offers two charts outlining the core curriculum.  The first chart 

stipulates a minimum of 36 hours to be included in the core curriculum (Table 4.1). 

Table 4.1.  THECB Core Curriculum Requirements 

 

Component Area  Required Semester Credit Hours  

010** Communication (English 

rhetoric/composition)  

6  

020** Mathematics (the first college-level 

math course a student completes, 

including but not limited to introductory 

statistics, logic, college algebra, or any 

more advanced math course for which the 

student is qualified upon enrollment)  

3  

030** Natural Sciences  6  

Humanities & Visual and Performing Arts 

Must include: 050** Visual/Performing 

Arts 040** Other (literature, philosophy, 

modern or classical language/literature 

and cultural studies*)  

6 (3) (3)  

Social/Behavioral Sciences Must include: 

060** U.S. History (legislatively 

mandated) 070** Political Science 

(legislatively mandated) 080** 

Social/Behavioral Science  

15 (6) (6) (3)  

Total Minimum Requirements  36  

* Humanities application of language skills includes a study of literature in the original 

language and/or cultural studies related to a modern or classical language (THECB, 2009, 

p. 197).   

 To fulfill the total 42 hours of the THECB mandated core curriculum, 36 hours 

must be from the first chart and six hours must be from the second chart.  The second 

chart gives options for the additional 6 hours needed to reach the required 42 hours of the 

core curriculum (Table 4.2). 
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Table 4.2.  THECB Options for Additional Six Credit Hours in Core Curriculum 

 

Component Area  Possible Additional Semester Credit 

Hours (6 Minimum)  

011*** Communication (composition, 

speech, modern language communication 

skills*)  

Up to 6  

021*** Mathematics (the second college-

level math course a student completes, 

including but not limited to finite math, 

statistics, calculus, or above)  

Up to 3  

031*** Natural Sciences  Up to 3  

041*** Humanities (literature, philosophy, 

modern or classical language/literature and 

cultural studies**) & 051*** Visual and 

Performing Arts  

Up to 3  

081*** Social and Behavioral Sciences  Up to 3  

090*** Institutionally Designated Option 

(may include additional semester credit 

hours in the categories listed above, 

computer literacy, health/wellness, 

kinesiology, capstone or interdisciplinary 

courses, etc.  

Up to 6  

Total Additional Hours  6  

* Communication application of a modern language means the basic proficiency skills 

acquired during introductory courses and including a working competency in grammar, 

writing, speaking, and listening/comprehension in a foreign language. 

** Humanities application of language skills includes a study of literature in the original 

language, and/or the cultural studies related to a modern or classical language (THECB, 

2009, p. 198).   

 

These charts represent which areas and curriculum bases must be used in the core.  It is 

these charts which colleges and universities use to compose institutional core curricula.   

 The THECB have exemplary educational objectives which offer guidance 

regarding assessment of the core curriculum.  In the Texas Administrative Code, there are 

"Criteria for Evaluation of Core Curricula."  This requires that colleges and universities 

assess their core curriculum every ten years and that they follow the SACS' requirements 

for general education.  It is to be a self study and should reflect whether or not the 
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THECB core curriculum is being followed for transfer purposes and if exemplary 

objectives are being met.   

 In analyzing the THECB data, in conjunction with the research questions, it is 

clear that the THECB's materials, as a separate source (separate from institutional data 

and interview data), did answer the first three research questions, as well as the fifth 

question.  Also, the data offered some guidance on the fourth research question.  If 

limited to the THECB data, the investigation provided answers to the research questions. 

Regarding the first research question, “What is general education in public higher 

education institutions in Texas?” it is evident that general education in Texas is the core 

curriculum that is required by the THECB.  It includes 36 hours from mandatory 

component areas and an additional six hours from the same component areas.  The 

additional hours are somewhat flexible and are determined by each institution.  

 Research question number two was “Who defines general education in Texas?” 

Within the THECB data, it is reflected that general education is defined by the THECB.  

For the third research question, “What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in 

Texas?” data from the THECB showed that general education is used to maintain a core 

curriculum across state institutions.  The intent of using the core is, in part, to aid with the 

transfer of general education courses between state institutions.  These core courses 

deliver what the THECB believes to be the knowledge and skills necessary for students to 

become responsible citizens.   

The fourth research question, “How is general education assessed at public 

institutions in Texas?” according to THECB information, is assessed by using the 

exemplary objectives that the Coordinating Board has set.  Using the exemplary 
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objectives should assist faculty and institutions with assessment.  However, while 

assessment has to be reported, there is no mandate for the exact mechanics of how 

assessment must be done.  General education is in part assessed by using the THECB 

exemplary objectives.  Also, Rule §4.30 stipulates that institutions should report to the 

THECB the institution's self study that is required for SACS. 

The fifth research question, “Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to 

general education across public higher education institutions?” is more difficult to 

address.  While Texas refers to a core curriculum, it is not a true core as defined by most 

scholars (Cejda & Duemer, 2001.  A true core curriculum would be a set number of 

specific courses in sequence.  Instead, the Texas approach to general education appears to 

be a distribution model or a specific number of courses from a wide range of disciplines, 

which includes a minimum of 42 hours from numerous disciplines.  While some courses 

are more specifically identified (such as the government requirement), there is still 

institutional leeway in selection of most core courses.   

It is possible to review THECB materials and respond to each research question.  

Yet, somehow it seems the picture is not complete.  One reason for this is the latitude that 

the THECB allows institutions in selecting which courses may be applied to the core 

curriculum.  Another reason is the role of SACS.  

The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools  

 Information from SACS is used by public institutions to assess their core 

curriculum.  SACS is the accreditation agency for all the schools included in this study.  

Concerning general education, the agency requires that it "is a substantial component of 

each undergraduate degree, (2) ensures breadth of knowledge, and (3) is based on a 
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coherent rationale" (SACS, 2009, p. 17).  The agency requires institutions to submit self 

studies.  The self study must include a section on general education.  Schools must 

determine college level competencies (perhaps similar to the THECB's exemplary 

educational objectives) and report whether or not students are achieving these 

competencies.  Accreditation is very important in higher education; as such, institutions 

work diligently to meet the various demands of accrediting bodies.  Regarding general 

education, institutions in Texas must meet both THECB and SACS criteria for 

assessment.  Neither accrediting body mandates an exact assessment tool, but both 

require that assessment be accomplished for reporting purposes.  This will be discussed in 

more detail in the cross case comparison.  

Participant Institutions 

 Each public higher education institution in this study produces an annual college 

catalog that describes the institution, degree options, courses, as well as other 

information.  Catalogs include information ranging from school history to student fees.  

For this study, the 2009-2010 catalog from each institution was used.  Each institution's 

catalog contains information regarding the core curriculum.  This section of the catalog 

was added in response to THECB efforts to promote institutional core curricula and to 

provide information on the  mandatory required hours for core curricula that became 

effective for Texas public higher education institutions in 1999 (THECB, 2007). 

 In addition to the listing of the courses that meet core requirements at each 

institution, the catalogs offer an explanation of the core curriculum requirements. 

Institution A - flagship university.  The flagship university had an enrollment of 

over 40,000.  Also, it was considered to have "very high research activity" (Carnegie 
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Foundation, 2009, para. 1).  Institution A's college catalog described the core curriculum 

as follows:  

The Core Curriculum emphasizes competence in the process of learning, the 

capacity to engage in rigorous and analytical inquiry, and the ability to 

communicate clearly and effectively.  It supports the development of extensive 

knowledge about and appreciation for our cultural heritage, our social and moral 

responsibilities, and our interactions with the economies and cultures of the 

international community. (Flagship Catalog, 2009)   

 

Further review of the catalog provided the details of the core curriculum.  Table 4.3 

shows the THECB area requirements and hours.  This information is delivered as the 

"University Core Curriculum" because it includes hours above the 42 hour core of the 

THECB.   

Table 4.3.  University Core Curriculum at Institution A - Flagship University 

 

Course Hours Number of Courses That Meet  

Requirement 

Communication 6  9  

Mathematics 6  8  

Natural Sciences 8  41  

Humanities  3  over 150  

Visual and Performing Arts 3  100  

U.S. History 6  over 2 - varies 

Government 6  2  

Social and Behavioral 3  over 70  

Institutional choice - 

International and Cultural 

Diversity 

6   over 200  

Institutional choice - PE  1   

TOTAL 48   

Flagship Catalog, 2009 

 Institution A's core curriculum is six hours above the 42 hours required by the 

THECB.  In the catalog, each component area is further described in terms of purpose 

and end result.  These core requirements are mandatory for every student seeking a 

bachelor's degree from Institution A (Flagship Catalog, 2009). 
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 Two interviews were conducted at Institution A to gain the participants’ 

perspectives of the phenomenon of general education.  The primary participant, Primary 

Participant A, was selected because he served as chair of the council responsible for the 

core curriculum on the campus and was a faculty member (geological sciences). The core 

curriculum council determined what courses could be applied toward the core at the 

flagship institution.  This committee was connected to the institution's faculty senate.  

The secondary participant, also a faculty member (history), was chosen because he was 

the head of a department which contributed six hours to the base 36 hours of core 

requirements.  These hours were discipline-specific and could not be substituted by hours 

from another discipline. 

 For all interviews, the following protocol was used.  First, initial contact was 

made with participants by mail (see Appendix D).  After one week a follow-up email was 

sent.  If the officer was willing to participate, a phone call was made to arrange an 

interview schedule (see Appendix F).  On the day of the interview, participants signed a 

consent form (see Appendix G).  The interviews were then conducted using a script (see 

Appendix H) and the interview questions.  Interviews were recorded, and notes were 

taken.  After the interviews, the recording was transcribed and a copy was sent to each 

participant to allow the opportunity to see that the transcription was accurate and 

reflected the interview correctly.   

 The interviews for Institution A were conducted on April 27, 2011.  Both 

interviews were rich sources of information, which added data for addressing the research 

questions.  The initial interview was with the Primary Participant A.  This participant has 

sound experience working on campus with the THECB core curriculum requirements.  
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His perceptions included a wealth of information necessary for answering the research 

question.  A brief synopsis of this interview in relation to the research questions follows.   

Primary Participant A relayed that he believed general education goes back to the 

original universities and the breadth of general education is the necessary foundational 

knowledge that should be conveyed to students, regardless of discipline.  For him, 

general education is coupled with those skills and knowledge necessary to offer the 

breadth of knowledge which assists in developing well rounded citizens.  This is the basis 

for general education in Texas, which according to the Primary Participant A’s 

perspective, is based on the long history of liberal education.  For this participant, general 

education is defined by the THECB's core curriculum for the state and at Institution A.  

The THECB core is followed by the institution.  The philosophy behind general 

education is that through receiving the breadth of general education (including 

curriculum ranging from critical thinking skills to communication skills to broad liberal 

arts education), students will gain the skills necessary to contribute to sustaining a 

democratic society (Flagship Primary Participant, personal communication, April 27, 

2011).   

Institution A's primary participant reported that alumni, as well as faculty and 

students, had promoted the inclusion of multicultural courses.  He believed that this was 

significant because it reflected that core curriculum is influenced by sources other than 

the THECB.  Additionally, Primary Participant A reported that the core curriculum 

served the technical purpose of assisting with the transferability of core courses across 

the state.  Institution A's primary participant added that from the university's perspective, 

the quality of core courses may vary depending on whether or not a course was 
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transferred in from another institution or taken as dual credit in high school (Flagship 

Primary Participant, personal communication, April 27, 2011).   

Regarding assessment of the core curriculum, Primary Participant A responded 

that the campus uses various tools for assessment.  Some nationally-normed tools are 

used along with other tools designed on campus.  Assessment is driven by the THECB 

and SACS obligations relating to the core curriculum and general education.  At the 

flagship campus, the THECB core curriculum is more of a distribution model and not a 

true core curriculum, because providing a specific set of core courses to such a large 

student body would be very difficult (Flagship Primary Participant, personal 

communication, April 27, 2011). 

The Secondary Participant's perception of general education included that it is the 

accumulation of courses necessary to convey to students a combination of skills, 

knowledge, analysis, and communication abilities.  The THECB defines the core 

curriculum, which is followed by Institution A, with the assistance of the core curriculum 

group.  The purpose behind general education is really multipurpose.  General education 

is used to equip students to be successful citizens, to help them obtain the skills to get 

good quality employment, and to provide them the ability to be successful in various life 

endeavors.  Assessment is difficult because courses, especially in some disciplines, are 

not taught in exactly the same manner or with the same emphasis or perspective.  

However, there are measurable learning objectives. Measuring whether or not one has 

taught someone to think is not easy (Flagship Secondary Participant, personal 

communication, April 27, 2011).   
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Another perception imparted by Secondary Participant AA is that the THECB 

attempts to implement or enforce a cookie-cutter pattern across state institutions.  This 

approach is complicated by the great differences in institutions (Flagship Secondary 

Participant, personal communication, April 27, 2011). 

 After analyzing Institution A's data, consisting of the catalog information and the 

data from interviews, the following conclusions can be made relative to the research 

questions: 

 Research Question 1: What is general education in public higher education 

institutions in Texas? 

 Institution A's data analysis revealed that general education is the core curriculum 

as outlined by the THECB.  General education consists of the THECB component areas 

and then at the campus level it is delivered through selected courses from a variety of 

disciplines which provide the core, but also through some additional courses which 

augment the core for general education purposes.   

 Research Question 2: Who defines general education in Texas? 

 The answer to research question 2 was twofold.  While the THECB has defined 

the core curriculum for the state, at this institution, the culture of the campus and faculty, 

through teaching core courses, has had an impact on the definition of general education.  

Thus, on one level it is defined by the THECB and yet, at Institution A, the faculty 

members also define it. 

 Research Question 3: What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in 

Texas? 
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 According to the information from the flagship college catalog and participants' 

perspectives, the purpose of general education is to prepare students for democratic 

citizenship, to prepare them for successful employment, and to provide them with the 

skills and knowledge they will need to be successful.  

 Research Question 4: How is general education assessed at public institutions in 

Texas? 

 This research question garnered the response that assessment of the core 

curriculum in Texas is accomplished by using various tools.  Assessment criteria are 

dependent on strictures delivered by the THECB and SACS.   

 Research Question 5: Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general 

education across public higher education institutions?   

 The analysis of the participants' responses indicated that at Institution A, general 

education has more of a distribution model approach.  This is in part due to the large 

number of students and the openness of the component areas which allow for numerous 

choices of courses.  While the responses based on perceptions of the participants at 

Institution A were similar to those based on the THECB data, there were some 

differences.  These are discussed in the cross-case analysis that follows. 

Institution B - emerging research university.  The emerging institution had an 

enrollment of roughly 30,000 and was considered to have a high level of research activity 

(Carnegie Foundation, 2009).  Institution B's 2009 - 2010 college catalog stated that, 

"The Core Curriculum is designed to give all graduating students the opportunity to 

acquire a general knowledge of study areas that traditionally have been regarded as basic 

to a university education" (Emerging Catalog, 2009).  The catalog included the areas that 
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are required, as well as the information that the core is the result of Texas legislation.  

Within each component, the catalog described the abilities, skills, and knowledge that 

students should obtain as a result of the core component, as well as the THECB objective 

of each component.  Table 4.4 shows the core curriculum requirements and institutional 

choices.   

Table 4.4.  University Core Curriculum at Institution B - Emerging Research University 

 

Course Hours Number of Courses That Meet 

Requirement 

Communication English 6  2  

Communication Speech 3  7  

Mathematics  6  19  

Natural Sciences  8   43  

Humanities  3   80  

Visual and Performing Arts 3   40  

History 6  over 5  - varies 

Government 6  over 2  - varies 

Social and Behavioral  3  84  

Institutional choice - 

Technology  

3   55  

TOTAL 47   

(Emerging Catalog, 2009) 

 

 Institution B also has a multicultural requirement in addition to the core.  There 

are 104 courses that meet this requirement.  Institution B's core curriculum requirements 

are five hours above the THECB minimum.  There is also other information about the 

core curriculum and transfer of core courses including common course numbering.  All of 

the preceding requirements are referred to as "uniform undergraduate degree 

requirements” (Emerging Catalog, 2009). 

 Perspectives about general education were also gleaned from interviews at the 

emerging institution.  The primary participant, Primary Participant B, was a faculty 

member (geography) who was also an administrator and whose duties included core 
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curriculum oversight.  The interview was conducted on April 13, 2011.  The secondary 

participant (Secondary Participant BB) was a faculty member (history) who also served 

as chairperson of a department which contributed mandatory courses to the core 

curriculum.  The interview was conducted on April 14, 2011.  Both were conducted in 

person on the emerging campus using a script (see Appendix H) and the interview 

questions.  Interviews were recorded and notes taken.  After the interviews, the recording 

was transcribed and a copy was sent to each participant to allow them the opportunity to 

see that the transcription was accurate and reflected the interview correctly. 

 According to Primary Participant B, general education in Texas is the THECB 

core curriculum, which is what the state sees as those components necessary to help 

shape good citizens as well as those institutional courses or requirements that help a 

student to have a broad education.  The THECB is initially responsible for defining the 

core, but there are the other courses (outside of the major) that students must take at the 

institution to expand their education, and these combined comprise general education.  

From the perspective of the primary participant, general education is used to encourage 

students to be good citizens and to teach skills and abilities that help students to become 

citizens who contribute to the economy.  This is due to the need for people who are 

"skilled and innovative and educated" (Emerging Primary Participant, personal 

communication, April 13, 2011). 

According to Institution B's primary participant, the THECB core offers 

standardization across the state.  If the core were not required, the institution would still 

have general education, but it would probably look different.  Assessment at the 

emerging institution is driven first by SACS and second, to a lesser extent, by THECB.  
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Institution B takes assessment very seriously and has worked on improving assessment 

practices over the past several years.  Some national standardized tests are used as well as 

some local assessment tools.  From the perspective of Primary Participant B, the Texas 

core curriculum is not a true core, but rather a cafeteria-style model which allows 

students to pick and choose which courses will be used.  This was not intentional, but 

rather the way it worked out as the institution initially put the core together.  In this 

participant’s view, it should be more focused.  Primary Participant B continued that he 

believed the UEAC is working on changing this, which would be a positive change 

(Emerging Primary Participant, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 

 The emerging school's secondary participant, Secondary Participant BB, 

communicated similar responses regarding general education.  General education is 

delivered via the core to offer students a broad-based education.  This core is defined by 

the state, but disciplines teaching the courses contribute also.  Yet, the institution follows 

the THECB guiding principles.  The purpose of general education is to provide students 

with the opportunity to obtain skills, both basic and practical, such as critical thinking, 

which will help them receive a broad education.  According to Secondary Participant BB, 

assessment is not new to his department, but the emerging institution was emphasizing 

assessment more and pushing it as more of a necessity.  The departmental assessments 

are tied to the basic expected learning outcomes for courses and utilized embedded 

assessment in testing.  Secondary Participant BB reported that one difference from past 

practice is that now a question tied to assessment has switched from "what did the student 

not do" to "what did the professor not do?”  Additionally, the secondary participant 

pointed out that there has been a reduction in the number of courses required for degrees 
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and that this (a reduction in the number of courses) could also happen to the core 

curriculum (Emerging Secondary Participant, personal communication, April 14, 2011). 

 After analyzing Institution B's data, consisting of the catalog information and the 

data from interviews, the following conclusions can be made relative to the research 

questions: 

 Research Question 1: What is general education in public higher education 

institutions in Texas? 

  The data collected from Institution B supported the THECB definition of the core 

curriculum, which in large part is general education in Texas.  What was also revealed 

was that general education also included other courses selected by the institution that 

helped to contribute to a broad education for students.   

 Research Question 2: Who defines general education in Texas? 

 The analysis of the collected data revealed that general education is defined via 

the core curriculum by the state, specifically the THECB, but it was also defined at the 

institutional level by those who participated in general education courses and that helps to 

offer more breadth of knowledge than the core does.   

 Research Question 3: What is the purpose (philosophy of general education in 

Texas? 

 The analysis of the data collected indicated that general education is used to 

present students with the opportunity to learn the skill and abilities necessary for a 

college education.  Additionally, general education helps students to foster the 

proficiencies necessary to become good citizens and successful participants in the 

societal activities of the state (such as the economy). 
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 Research Question 4: How is general education assessed at public institutions in 

Texas? 

 This question yielded information that general education is assessed by different 

methods and tools.  Some national measurement tools were used.  Assessment is 

compelled primarily by SACS accreditation, but also, to a lesser extent, by the THECB 

provisions.   

 Research Question 5: Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general 

education across public higher education institutions? 

 Data analyzed for the final research question reflected that while the state uses the 

term "core" to reflect a large part of general education, the THECB core curriculum does 

not follow the traditional core model.  At Institution B, there are a large number of 

courses that may be used in the core.  This model offers more of a cafeteria-style 

approach to general education, which follows the distribution model.  The responses 

based on the perceptions of the two participants from the emerging school were similar to 

those based on both the THECB and Institution A's data, but again there were some 

differences.  These are discussed in the cross case analysis that follows. 

Institution C - regional university.  Institution C had an enrollment of about 

6,000 and was primarily residential (Carnegie Foundation, 2009).  The regional 

institution's information regarding the core curriculum is found under academic 

regulations at the end of the 2009-2010 college catalog.  According to the catalog, the 

core offers "the opportunity to acquire a general knowledge of study areas" and 

"complies with Texas legislation" which requires a core curriculum (Regional Catalog, 

2009).  This section does not elaborate on the core curriculum areas but does list the 



Texas Tech University, Jennifer Spurrier, May 2012 

 

86 

Texas Common Course Number (TCCN), which is used for transfer purposes among 

state institutions.  Table 4.5 shows the core curriculum required hours, plus those deemed 

necessary by the institution.    

Table 4.5.  University Core Curriculum at Institution C: Regional University 

 

Course Hours Number of Courses That Meet 

Requirement 

Communication English 6   3  

Communication Speech 3  1  

Mathematics 3  14  

Natural Sciences 8  32  

Humanities 3  5  

Visual and Performing Arts 3  15  

History 6  2  

Government 6  2  

Social Science 3  10  

Institutional choice - 

Computer Literacy 

3   19  

Institutional choice - PE  1   

TOTAL 45   

(Regional Catalog, 2009).   

 

This 45-hour total is required for students completing bachelor's degrees and is three 

hours above the required core. 

 Again, two participants were interviewed.  The primary participant was a 

professor (communication) who also served as the chair of the campus group for core 

curriculum.  Additionally, her department contributed to the core curriculum.  The 

secondary participant was a faculty member (mathematics) who served as the department 

head.  The department contributed courses to the core curriculum.  Interviews were 

conducted onsite at Institution C using a script (see Appendix H) and the interview 

questions.  Interviews were recorded and notes taken.  After the interviews, the recording 
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was transcribed and a copy was sent to each participant to allow them the opportunity to 

see that the transcription was accurate and reflected the interview correctly.   

 The primary participant, Primary Participant C, as chair of the core campus 

curriculum group, had experience teaching the core curriculum at the institution and also 

had experience serving as a fellow with the THECB.  For this participant, the core, which 

is representative of general education, is that "set of basic skills and knowledge which 

would lead the student to a well-rounded liberal arts education, regardless of what their 

major is" (Regional Primary Participant, personal communication, May 2, 2011).  It 

follows the spirit of a liberal arts education.  General education in Texas and at the 

regional institution is the THECB description of the core curriculum, its component 

areas, and exemplary educational objectives.  From the perspective of the regional 

primary participant, the purpose of general education has several objectives.  One is that 

businesses inform the government what particular skills are needed to help supply the 

workforce.  Another is that general education aids in forming good citizens.  Also, 

general education, through the core curriculum, supports transferability within the state. 

Assessment at Institution C was guided by both SACS and THECB.  The THECB 

exemplary objectives abet with assessment.  Numerous tools and embedded assessments 

are used.  Institution C had been working to assess all core courses and would complete 

doing so by the spring of 2012.  The institution used Measure of Academic Proficiency 

and Progress (MAPP) in some disciplines, Individual Development and Educational 

Assessment (IDEA) for course evaluations, and Student Assessment Survey (SAS).  

Primary Participant C perceived that assessment keeps core courses focused by deeming 
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what is needed as cognitive outcomes.  If reporting is done correctly for the THECB, then 

it should work also for SACS reporting.  

The THECB core curriculum at Institution C is delivered more cafeteria style, 

closer to a distribution model as some courses are specific, but students have choices.  A 

positive aspect of this approach is that more disciplines have an opportunity to participate 

in the core.  Another advantage is that it provides students with choices and that makes 

scheduling more flexible.  Overall, the current core curriculum includes sufficient breadth 

for general education (Regional Primary Participant, personal communication, May 2, 

2011). 

 The interview with the secondary participant, Secondary Participant CC, elicited 

the following information about general education at the regional institution.  In Texas, 

general education is the basis of the core curriculum.  It is defined by the THECB 

through the component areas and exemplary objectives.  The THECB prompted 

institutions to use the core to aid in producing well-rounded students, who are equipped 

with what they need to become productive citizens and who could become good 

supervisors or employees.  The core courses help students to function in society; 

however, this is not always explained well to students.  Also, the core does play a role in 

the transfer of courses within the state.  From the perspective of Secondary Participant 

CC, assessment is tied to the THECB exemplary educational objectives.  Assessment is 

necessary for both SACS and THECB reporting.  Previously, course objectives were the 

assessment focus, but in recent years, this has shifted to student learning outcomes.  The 

regional institution is attempting to make both the core and the assessment more uniform.  

From the Secondary Participant CC’s perspective, the core curriculum is offered as a 
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cafeteria-style option for completing the requirements.  At a small school, this sometimes 

makes it easier for students to enroll in a class.  Additionally, the core is reflective of 

what education and getting a degree from the institution mean (Regional Secondary 

Participant, personal communication, May 2, 2011). 

 After analyzing Institution C's data, consisting of the catalog information and the 

data from interviews, the following conclusions can be made relative to the research 

questions:  

Research Question 1: What is general education in public higher education 

institutions in Texas? 

 Analysis of the collected data showed that the core curriculum established by the 

THECB represents general education at the regional university.  The data also revealed 

that the core, in conjunction with the exemplary educational objectives of the THECB, is 

the basis for general education. 

 Research Question 2: Who defines general education in Texas? 

 This institution echoed that the THECB has defined general education through the 

core curriculum's component areas, as well as the exemplary objectives. 

 Research Question 3: What is the purpose (philosophy of general education in 

Texas? 

 The data analysis illustrated that there are several purposes for the core 

curriculum as general education.  The core provides a student with opportunities to obtain 

the skills and knowledge to be an educated person, one who is a successful citizen and 

worker or employer.  The core also helps facilitate the transference of courses in the state 
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between institutions.  The THECB core offers all students a foundation of knowledge and 

skills, regardless of institution.   

 Research Question 4: How is general education assessed at public institutions in 

Texas? 

 Regarding assessment, Institution C used various tools such as MAPP and SAS to 

see that students are reaching the objectives set for learning outcomes.  The institution 

has been very cognizant of the SACS and THECB requirements for assessment and has 

strived to improve assessment of its core courses. 

 Research Question 5: Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general 

education across public higher education institutions? 

 The analysis of the collected Institution C's data relayed that the core is presented 

in a cafeteria-style approach, one that is close to a distribution model.  Again, the data 

collected and analyzed based on the perceptions of the participants were similar to those 

based on the THECB, Institution A, and Institution B data, but some differences did exist.  

This is discussed in the cross case analysis that follows. 

Institution D - comprehensive community college.  Institution D consisted of three 

separate campuses.  The campus included in the study was considered rural, as well as 

large with an enrollment of over 10,000 (Carnegie Foundation, 2009).  Institution D's  

2009-2010 college catalog offered that, "The core curriculum includes a series of basic 

intellectual competencies - reading, writing, speaking, listening, critical thinking, and 

computer literacy - essential to the learning process in any discipline, core components 

and related educational objectives and perspectives" (Community College Catalog, 2009)  

The catalog stated that this information is from the THECB and listed the defining 
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characteristics and exemplary educational objectives of the THECB.  Table 4.6 illustrates 

the component area requirements of the THECB core and courses available to fulfill the 

requirement.  In this case, the institution did not add anything to the THECB 42 hour 

requirements. 

Table 4.6.  University Core Curriculum at Institution D: Comprehensive Community 

College 

 

Course Hours Number of Courses That Meet 

Requirement 

Communication 6   3  

Mathematics 3  5  

Natural Sciences 8  22  

Humanities  3  10  

Visual and Performing Arts 3  50  

U.S. History 6  3  

Government 6  2  

Social and Behavioral 3  17  

Institutional choice - 

Speech 

3  3  

Institutional choice - PE  1   

TOTAL 42   

(Community College Catalog, 2009) 

 

 Interviews from the community college were conducted on April 26, 2011, using 

a script (see Appendix H) and the interview questions.  Interviews were recorded and 

notes taken.  After the interviews, the recording was transcribed, and a copy was sent to 

each participant to check that the transcription was accurate and reflected the interview 

correctly.   The primary participant, Primary Participant D, was a faculty member 

(mathematics) who was the chair of the curriculum group on campus.  He served as chair 

for his division.  The secondary participant, Secondary Participant DD, from the 

community college was also a faculty member (music), as well as a member of the 

curriculum group.  Additionally, he was a division chair of Fine Arts.   



Texas Tech University, Jennifer Spurrier, May 2012 

 

92 

 Primary Participant D explained that the institution's job is general education, 

which is a broad, common body of knowledge and skills.  A major portion of what the 

community college does is to provide students with the core curriculum, which is used to 

enhance transferability and make it transparent.  A majority of Institution D's students 

were attending for transfer purposes.  The core, the basis for general education in the 

state, is defined by the THECB.  From Primary Participant D’s perspective, the first 

reason for the core is to offer a block of courses that are completely transferable to other 

institutions.  The academic reason for general education is to provide a general body of 

knowledge to students to help make them well-rounded, educated individuals.  It is not 

just about citizenship, although some core areas do emphasize this (Community College 

Primary Participant, personal communication, April 26, 2011).   

 According to Primary Participant D, the institution was working on assessment, in 

part due to an accreditation report (SACS and THECB both call for assessment of general 

education).  Assessment tools are often dependent on the discipline.  Some areas use pre- 

and post tests to assess whether or not skills have been learned.  For this participant, the 

core is part core model, part cafeteria style.  Some of the component areas have a very 

limited number of possible courses, while others have numerous choices.  It is a mixed 

approach that works well for Institution D's population of students (Community College 

Primary Participant, personal communication, April 26, 2011). 

 The secondary participant, Secondary Participant DD, offered a unique 

perspective because he came from another country.  He explained that higher education 

in his home country focuses on the discipline.  General education, or basic skills and 

knowledge, is taken care of in the high school equivalent.  For him, general education is a 
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holistic approach to education that provides tools and knowledge, such as critical 

thinking, for students and it provides for a well-rounded education.  This participant 

believed that general education is determined according to the THECB and their 

requirements.  The community college is involved in determining what courses can be 

used as core courses.   He explained that the institution is working on improving 

assessment of the core curriculum courses.  Various tools for assessment are used, such 

as pre- and post tests, rubrics, and even portfolios.  The current core curriculum is an 

appropriate core (Community College Secondary Participant, personal communication, 

April 26, 2011). 

 After analyzing Institution D's data, consisting of the catalog information and the 

data from interviews, the following conclusions can be made relative to the research 

questions: 

 Research Question 1: What is general education in public higher education 

institutions in Texas? 

 The data analysis of the information collected from Institution D revealed that 

general education is the set of core curriculum component areas and the knowledge and 

skills that should be a result of the core.  In Texas, it is those courses that are transferable 

between institutions.  General education is broad, holistic education that supplies students 

with the tools they need. 

 Research Question 2: Who defines general education in Texas? 

The data analysis revealed that general education in Texas is defined by the 

THECB through the defining characteristics, the component areas, and the exemplary 

educational objectives. 
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 Research Question 3: What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in 

Texas? 

 The analysis of data across the sources at Institution D showed that there was 

agreement that the core, as general education, is used to make transferability easier and 

more consistent.  Other purposes included providing students with the general body of 

knowledge they need and providing them with the skills and tools they need to be well-

rounded individuals. 

 Research Question 4: How is general education assessed at public institutions in 

Texas? 

 Concerning assessment, data analysis showed that general education was assessed 

by different tools at Institution D, such as pre- and post tests, rubrics for some areas, and 

even portfolios.  The core is assessed to conform to the mandates of SACS and THECB.   

 Research Question 5: Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general 

education across public higher education institutions? 

With regard to consistency, Institution D's general education is presented as a core 

model because some components have limited, specific courses; however, other 

component areas have more choices, so those are more distributive in nature, resulting in 

a mixed model.   

  The findings from Institution D were similar to all of the other groups.  Yet, 

again, there were some differences that will be discussed in the next section. 

Across Cases Analysis 

  A review of the data revealed that research questions 1 and 2 could be answered 

by the information available through the THECB.  The THECB materials are clear in 
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defining the core curriculum and its purpose.  College catalogs from each institution in 

the study specified the components and hours that could be used to satisfy the THECB 

core curriculum.  Institutions did have the option to require more in their core curriculum, 

and all did so except for Institution D.  At both Institution D (42 hours required for core) 

and Institution C (45 hours required for core), there were over 100 courses that could be 

combined to fulfill the core requirements.  Both Institution A (47 hours required for core) 

and Institution B (48 hours required for core) had over 300 courses which could be used 

to meet the core requirements.  Each of the college catalogs included at least a basic 

explanation of the core curriculum, and they usually associated it with the THECB.   

Interviews were important in the data collection process.  The eight participants 

represented five separate disciplines.  Through the interviews, more information was 

gathered, and the perceptions of the participants were used to compare, contradict, and/or 

support the findings of the content analysis. The cross-case analysis of the data collected 

revealed the following:  

 Research Question 1: What is general education in public higher education 

institutions in Texas? 

 The most commonly given answer to this question was that general education is 

the THECB core curriculum or that it is found in the core.  Yet, three primary participants 

(Primary Participant A, Primary Participant B, and Primary Participant C) elaborated 

more and pointed out that their institutions had additional requirements that enhanced the 

core to provide other courses identified as general education.  It should be noted that the 

core calls for only six hours of the science component; yet, all of the institutions required 

eight because labs were included.  All of the institutions had either a committee or 
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council that was dedicated to the core curriculum.  The functions and processes varied 

among the institutions.  While the core curriculum has become accepted as general 

education, there was evidence that not all institutions thought it was complete, as shown 

by the fact that three of the four institutions required additional hours.   

 Research Question 2: Who defines general education in Texas? 

 The second research question uses the active verb, "defines," because it can be 

defined at various levels throughout higher education in the state, ranging from the 

legislature to the THECB to the campus to the classroom.  Also, it is continually being 

reviewed throughout the levels by the THECB and on campuses.  In reviewing the data 

collected for research question 2, it became clear that although almost all participants 

identified the THECB (or state) as the body that defined general education, there were 

additional entities that had an impact on the core or core decisions.  Several participants 

perceived that businesses convey to the State and/or THECB that certain skills are needed 

in the workforce.  The participants perceived that input from the business world did play 

a role in defining the core curriculum.   

Other entities had an influence on the institution’s core curriculum.  For example, 

Institution A's primary participant (Primary Participant A) explained that the 

multicultural requirement at the university was supported by alumni who thought that 

students needed a broader understanding of diversity in the country and world.  

According to the primary participant from Institution B, the institution’s multicultural 

course (which is not part of the THECB’s core, but is still required of all students) 

became a requirement at the behest of the campus faculty senate.  Only the community 
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college did not have a multicultural requirement, and there was not one in the THECB 

core curriculum.   

The cross case analysis indicates that general education is defined by various 

persons or entities at various levels.  However, it is defined predominantly by the THECB 

for public institutions in the State of Texas.   

 Research Question 3: What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in 

Texas? 

 An analysis of all four institutions reflected two main responses.  All participants 

believed that general education was necessary to deliver to students the knowledge, skills, 

and abilities necessary to be a good citizen or a productive member of society and the 

workforce.  The second purpose, which six participants agreed on, was that general 

education in Texas, via the core curriculum, was used to assist with the transferability of 

courses.  If this is the case, then at some point there was an assumption that publicly-

supported institutions included some common general education courses as a curricular 

requirement.  This is a simplification but worth mentioning because it shows that there 

was agreement that general education was important to institutions in the state.   

 THECB and college catalog information also demonstrated that producing well-

rounded citizens or workers and transferability were purposes of the core.  This was 

perceived by some as being somewhat of a conflicting situation because the purposes 

were not prioritized.  Under this question, a probe question asked, "does economics play 

a role in general education?”  All participants agreed that economics did factor in to 

general education decisions.  This will be discussed further in the final chapter. 
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 Research Question 4: How is general education assessed at public institutions in 

Texas?' 

 This research question about assessment prompted various responses.  All 

participants agreed that assessment played an important role in general education.  Most 

believed that this was primarily based on SACS requirements that the self evaluation 

used for accreditation must include an assessment of general education.  Two participants 

thought that THECB requirements were more important for conducting assessment of the 

core than SACS requirements.  However, six participants agreed that the THECB 

exemplary educational objectives were a factor in conducting assessment.  A vast array of 

testing instruments and assessment tools were used across the institutions.  All were 

participating in assessment.  Participants from three of the four institutions stated that 

they had been questioned about their assessment of general education by members of 

SACS.  A participant from the school that had not yet undergone review by SACS voiced 

concerns about an upcoming review.  All of the institutions either had or were in the 

process of assigning a person or entity to be responsible for assessment oversight at the 

institution.   

Attitudes about assessment were mixed.  Participants at Institution C perceived 

that assessments were positive and necessary for general education not only for the core, 

but for all courses.  Other participants perceived that there was an overemphasis on 

assessment and that there were difficulties with assessment for various reasons.  For 

example, certain skills are easier to assess than abstract or critical thinking. Thus it 

becomes difficult to conclude whether or not components of exemplary objectives such 

as demonstrating awareness of the arts and humanities or developing an appreciation for 
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them have been met.  General education was assessed at each institution, but it was not 

standardized across institutions, nor was it standardized through THECB or SACS 

requirements.   

 Research Question 5: Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general 

education across public higher education institutions?  

 Over half (six) of the participants agreed that the THECB core curriculum is not a 

true core model, but rather a cafeteria-style approach (various courses from various 

disciplines that students can choose as they please) or distribution model (a specified 

number of courses from numerous disciplines).  None of the participants felt that this was 

necessarily negative, but most perceived that distribution was the best approach for their 

institutions.   

Two of the participants thought that part of the core followed a core model 

because the number of courses in a component area was so limited, but other components 

included a wide selection of courses, so in essence the approach was a mixed model.  

That the core was not a true core did not seem to concern any of the participants.  On 

another level, it should be noted that the approach, not in terms of model but of how 

general education was delivered by possible core curriculum courses, varied across the 

institutions.   

Institution C and Institution D had a smaller set of courses in the core from which 

to select.  A participant from the community college stated that they were considering 

reducing the number of courses that could apply in the core.  Institution B had begun 

reducing the courses applicable to the core.  Reduction was also being considered at 

Institution A.  This is not an easy task because at the institutional-level, there were many 
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considerations and disciplines involved in core courses.  Of course, changes to the core 

requirements at the state level were possible.  This will be discussed further in Chapter V.  

Other Participant Perceptions 

 The interviews revealed other perceptions relating to the phenomenon of general 

education.  For example, participants stated that the core curriculum, as taught at their 

institutions in their institutional cultures, contributed to the whole of a student's 

experience and education.  This relayed that the core at each institution was unique to the 

institution and that if students had obtained part of the core elsewhere, they were missing 

part of the overall institutional experience.  It may also have relayed that students' core 

courses from elsewhere (including formal exams or dual credit) might not be equivalent 

to what would be done at an institution.   

 Additionally, participants voiced various concerns tied to assessment.  For 

example, at each of the colleges there was at least one participant who conveyed concerns 

about assessment reporting for general education to SACS.  Participants A, B, C, and D 

thought that their institutions were doing well in general education, but Participants A 

and D were not sure that SACS would agree.  Also concerning assessment, Secondary 

Participant BB, feared that assessment could have a negative impact on how classes were 

taught or on grading and evaluation.  He used the example of 70% pass rate of students in 

a class as a goal of the institution.  His concern was that course work might be altered to 

achieve the goal of a 70% pass rate and that this might weaken the course.  The data in 

this study indicated that assessment was a significant concern and was also a growing 

influence in higher education.   
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 Participants' perceptions of the phenomenon of general education at Texas public 

institutions conveyed that there were many things to consider on the topic, ranging from 

institutional variances in core courses to assessment concerns to economic concerns.  

These perspectives illustrated that general education is a complicated phenomenon.    

Summary 

 Chapter IV has reviewed and analyzed the data collected and has presented the 

results of the data analysis for the research questions.  The findings reflected the various 

perspectives from the content analysis as well as the interviews conducted with two 

participants at each of the four institutions.  Based on the perceptions of the participants, 

it appeared that general education in Texas is the THECB core curriculum, but 

perceptions reflected that it is broader at some institutions.  It is defined by the THECB, 

but it is also defined at other levels on the campus and with external influences.  The 

purpose of general education in Texas is basically twofold.  It is the educational basis for 

providing knowledge, skills, and abilities to help students become successful citizens as 

well as the mechanism allowing transferability of the core between institutions.  General 

education is assessed by varying methods across all institutions, primarily for reporting to 

SACS and the THECB.  Finally, the core curriculum is not a true core model, but rather a 

cafeteria-style or distribution model, or a mixture of both, depending on which of the four 

institutions one is addressing.   

This chapter offered some perspectives on the current status of the phenomenon 

of general education in Texas.  Chapter V presents further considerations on the 

phenomenon of general education in Texas, suggestions for further study, as well as a 

discussion of the future of general education in Texas.      
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CHAPTER V 

TEXAS GENERAL EDUCATION: A CONCLUSION AND THE FUTURE 

 The phenomenon of general education in Texas is shaped by several factors.  This 

is apparent after reviewing the data and perspectives.  First and foremost, it is correlated 

to the core curriculum of the THECB.  The core curriculum of Texas fulfills the role of 

general education in Texas.  The THECB has outlined the anticipated results of general 

education by mandating the core curriculum for public higher education institutions in the 

state.  One result of general education is that students will become educated for citizenry.  

This is accomplished by the courses in the core curriculum, designed to educate students 

to be able to accomplish the following: 

1. Establish broad and multiple perspectives on the individual in relationship to 

the larger society and world in which he or she lives, and to understand the 

responsibilities of living in a culturally and ethnically diversified world; 

2. Stimulate a capacity to discuss and reflect upon individual, political, 

economic, and social aspects of life in order to understand ways in which to 

be a responsible member of society; 

3. Recognize the importance of maintaining health and wellness; 

4. Develop a capacity to use knowledge of how technology and science affect 

their lives; 

5. Develop personal values for ethical behavior; 

6. Develop the ability to make aesthetic judgments; 

7. Use logical reasoning in problem solving; and 

8. Integrate knowledge and understand the interrelationships of the scholarly 

disciplines. (THECB, 2007, para. 18) 

 

Another expectation is that all institutions in Texas prepare students for the above 

through core courses, and as such, the core is transferable between state institutions.  The 

researcher believes that transferability makes the assumption that all courses are created 

equal.  The THECB has defined, described, and detailed the core through its 

“Assumptions and Defining Characteristics,” that include information ranging from area 
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component content to exemplary educational objectives (THECB, 2007).  In theory, the 

THECB has given institutions all they need to know about what a core course should 

contain and what outcomes should be obtained in such a course by students.   

 If institutions are following all of the THECB guidelines, then it does appear that 

general education is being implemented consistently across the state.  However, a review 

of the participant perspectives in this study indicated that while all institutions perceived 

that they were following the THECB requirements for the core, there was some concern 

that all courses were not created equal. 

Conducting interviews offered a way to obtain rich information about perceptions 

(Berg, 2004).  During this study it became evident that while there was information from 

the participants that could be applied specifically to the research questions, there was also 

other related information that relayed further perceptions about the phenomenon of 

general education in Texas.  Several participants pointed out that even within the same 

department, not all courses were the same.  For instance, while a United States History 

survey course used to fulfill the history core requirement may have covered the period 

from Reconstruction following the Civil War to modern times, the emphasis may have 

been on economic history, socio-cultural history, diplomatic history, or a combination of 

the preceding or other emphases.  While this is not necessarily a negative, it does mean 

that the following THECB exemplary objective, "To understand the evolution and current 

role of the U.S. in the world" (THECB, 2007, para. 28), may have resulted in different 

understanding, depending on the emphasis of the course.  This example shows that while 

the THECB has guided the core, much of what happens with or in the core is dependent 

on institutional-level factors (what courses are included in core component areas) and 
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classroom-level factors (from what perspective the course is being taught).  It is also 

dependent on the level at which the course is being taught (for example, Texas History 

may be taught at the sophomore level at one institution, but at another institution, it may 

be a junior level course).  As a result, core curriculum may vary widely across public 

state institutions in Texas.   

 Participants also pointed out that their institutions allowed formal examinations or 

dual credit to be substituted for core requirements.  As concern over this was voiced by 

half of the participants, it is worth mentioning.  Using history as an example, the concern 

was that formal examinations to test out of courses may be in a multiple choice format.  

While this may show that students were able to recollect facts, it does not necessarily 

demonstrate that they had mastered the educational objective established by the THECB 

to direct the outcomes of core curriculum courses.  Concerning dual credit courses, 

several participants said that the problem is that quality is unknown.  They questioned 

whether courses were taught at college-level standards.  Two of the participants stated 

that they were seeing more students unprepared for college.  Other participants thought 

that the core curriculum, as taught at their institutions in their institutional cultures, 

contributed to the whole of a student's experience and education.  They pointed out that 

transfer courses and dual credit or formal examination (testing for credit) had an impact 

on this.  In Texas, general education, the core curriculum, is only a part of the total 

education a student receives at an institution.   

 The definition of general education in Texas seems obvious: it is the THECB core 

curriculum.  It is first defined by the THECB, and its purpose is to educate students to be 

well-rounded citizens and to assist students with transferring core courses throughout the 
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state in public institutions.  General education is assessed throughout the state to meet 

SACS and THECB reporting requirements.  The core curriculum is the model that all 

public state institutions in the state of Texas use as the basis for their general education, 

although approaches and actual models vary from institution to institution.  This is a 

simplified description based on responses to the research questions.  While interviewing 

Institution B’s primary participant, the researcher asked “Would you please define or 

describe general education at your school?”  The participant replied, "This is a simple 

question with a complicated answer" (Emerging Primary Participant, personal 

communication, April 13, 2011).  General education in Texas appears relatively simple 

on the surface, but in reality it is a complicated phenomenon for higher education 

institutions. 

Further Research on General Education in Texas 

 As the research progressed, it became evident that perceptions of the participants, 

while answering the questions, also were opening the door to other related inquiries.  

During the interview process, assessment continued to be a concern of the participants.  

Perceptions of and reactions to assessment were mixed.  Some viewed assessment as a 

necessity in higher education tied to accountability.  Others thought it was just one more 

requirement or another task to have to do.   

One participant thought that assessment was questioning what people are getting 

out of higher education.  Several believed that it was being overly emphasized and that, 

as such, assessment was interfering with delivering education to students; education was 

being steered by assessment instead of by teaching and learning.  Two of the participants 

believed that assessment had been thrust upon them without enough guidance and that it 
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was basically “go forth and assess, but you are on your own.”  One participant, 

Secondary Participant A, offered that for faculty who had been teaching for many years, 

there is a disconnection because they had always assessed students via grades, but now 

there are other demands, but again undefined.  Certainly grades offer one type of 

assessment, but assessing learning outcomes such as critical thinking is difficult, 

especially when there are no firm processes or mechanisms in place for assessment.   

At each of the colleges there was at least one participant who conveyed concerns 

about assessment reporting for general education to SACS.  These participants thought 

that their institutions were doing well in general education, but they were not sure that 

SACS would agree.  One participant feared that assessment could have a negative impact 

on how classes were taught or on grading and evaluation.  He used the example of 70% 

pass rate of students in a class as a goal of the institution.  He was afraid that this might 

lead one to "dumb down" the course to achieve the goal.  The data in this study indicated 

that assessment was a significant concern and was also a growing influence in higher 

education. These observations pointed to the need for continued research in this area.  

Assessment can be tied to consistency.  Determining consistency was difficult.  

Consistency infers equivalency or uniformity.  While all institutions applied the THECB 

core curriculum, it cannot be reported that general education was equivalent or uniform 

across the institutions.  This is in part tied to assessment; if there were standardize 

assessment across Texas public higher education institutions, consistency, equivalency, 

or uniformity could be better determined.  This is important because as students enter 

programs with transferred core curriculum, there are expectations that they have received 

equivalent education and are prepared with expected learning outcomes.  This is a 
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concern for institutions that rely on students having obtained the knowledge and skills 

necessary for general education from other institutions.  This study can be broadened 

beyond the four institutions to investigate core curriculum at other public institutions in 

Texas.  

 A limitation of this study was that it did not include students or classroom 

information (such as syllabi).  Participants, based on their experiences working with 

students, were asked what they believed to be students' perceptions of general education.  

Most believed that the average student does not realize that the core curriculum is general 

education in Texas.  Rather, it is probably seen as "that course I have to take" or one 

more thing required before graduating.  This is important because general education 

should be seen as necessary, valuable courses.   

Both participants from Institution C (regional university) and one from Institution 

D (comprehensive community college) thought that the core was explained to students.  It 

was included in every catalog and sometimes through advising.  Others stated that they 

did not believe that their institutions did a good job of explaining the core to students.  

One of Institution D's participants thought that the average student does not really care 

about general education or its purpose.  Instead, the student just wants to graduate or get 

the courses necessary to transfer.  If this is the case, an explanation to the students 

becomes irrelevant.  Further research can focus on investigating general education as 

perceived by students and whether institutions may need to make changes based on 

student perceptions. 

Another avenue for investigation is how general education or core curriculum is 

handled in the classroom.  While all participants in this study are faculty members, due to 
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positions or service, they are also more connected to the core curriculum than are their 

colleagues.  Studying the perceptions of faculty who teach core courses but are not 

otherwise engaged in the core could shed some further light on the status of the core in 

Texas.  It may reveal the perceptions of general education by those who are teaching a 

course but not necessarily thinking of it as general education.   

This study did not include a systematic review of core curriculum syllabi.  

Although some institutions are including THECB exemplary educational objectives on 

syllabi, not all are doing so.  Studying core curriculum syllabi could add another level to 

the study of the phenomenon of general education in Texas.  It could also uncover more 

information about the consistency of the core in Texas.  For instance, further research 

could investigate whether exemplary educational objectives are reflected in syllabi and 

whether core requirements are explained to students in syllabi.   

 Another issue that surfaced as a result of the interviews was the various roles that 

economics or money plays in general education.  While this was not one of the research 

questions, it was a probe question under research question 3.  This elicited a variety of 

responses that may lead to an avenue for further research.  Participants were asked, as a 

probe question, if they believed that economics played a role in general education.  All 

agreed that economics did play a role but in various ways and at various levels.  

Following are some examples of how economics/money plays a role as well as questions 

raised during the study.   

 First, businesses let the state know what they need in terms of knowledge, skills, 

or abilities for the workforce.  Further research should investigate what this has meant to 

the makeup of the core curriculum.  Second, assessment in terms of accountability should 
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be investigated to determine the cost of assessment of general education courses and 

whether assessment is worth the cost.  Third, education is a state investment and formula 

funding applies to core courses; therefore, the state has an economic interest, and so it 

should be determined if the core curriculum is a sound investment for the state. 

Next, community colleges place great emphasis on delivering core curriculum for 

transfer purposes.  This means that general education provides a large portion of revenue 

for these institutions.  If the core curriculum is changed or reduced, there may be some 

impact on community college revenues.  Studies may be conducted to determine this 

impact.  Fifth, students pay to obtain (or earn) an undergraduate degree; they may see 

core courses as an unnecessary expense.  Studies may be conducted to determine how 

students view core courses and to determine the personal benefits, if any, that students 

perceive that they derive from studying the core curriculum. 

Another issue that surfaced from the interviews with participants was that 

departments that supply core courses (especially specific ones such as history, 

government, and math) must factor the core into their hiring and scheduling needs.  One 

participant pointed out that his institution had far more core students than majors or 

minors.  Another thought was there was a sense that the more courses a department 

taught in the core, the better off the department was (depending on budgeting practices).  

If the core were changed, there could be an adverse impact on departments with large 

enrollments mainly from core courses.  Seventh, some core courses are more expensive 

than others to deliver (an example is science with a lab).  Further investigation may 

determine whether including these courses in general education, resulting in increased 

student enrollment, is really cost effective.     
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 Based on these related responses, it became evident that economics/money factors 

into general education in several ways, some direct, some indirect.  During trying 

economic times, this may be more noticeable.  Further studies should be done on how 

economics and money relate to the core curriculum in order to better understand the 

phenomenon of general education in Texas.  

 Economics/money and general education, assessment and general education, and 

students/classroom and general education reflect some of the topics that appeared 

repeatedly in the data.  All have implications for general education in Texas and could 

perhaps shed more light on the phenomenon of general education.  General education 

does not stand in isolation; rather, it is an integral part of Texas public higher education 

and should be furthered examined. 

The Future of General Education in Texas 

 During the pilot study, it was apparent that responses were focusing not only on 

what was happening, but also what might happen in the future.  A final probe question, 

“What do you see as the future of general education/core curriculum?” was added.  Some 

thought that the core curriculum would remain, for the most part, the same.  Others 

believed that there would be changes.  Changes to the core curriculum are a possibility 

and could have various implications.  For example, periodically there is discussion of 

reducing the core curriculum.  Participants from three of the institutions (A, B, and C) 

perceived that this is a possibility in the current economic climate and in the future.  Not 

long ago the maximum hours for a bachelor's degree were reduced (some degrees are 

allowed exceptions), but the core was not (Emerging Secondary Participant, personal 

communication, April 13, 2011).  This meant that departments and institutions had to 
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reduce degree requirements.  The question was, "What can you cut, but still provide a 

solid education?"  For the most part, perceptions were that this was not an educational 

decision, but rather one based on economics.  Higher education has been scrutinized for 

its cost.  If the degree is reduced by five credit hours, those are five hours fewer in 

formula funding and five hours fewer for which a student must pay.   

 Several of the participants believed that a cut in the core curriculum could happen 

as a result of the state attempting to reduce funding, but while funding is important, it 

should not override educational based decisions.  If the core curriculum effectively serves 

its purpose, as described in this study, then the decision to cut it should be reviewed 

thoroughly and should be based on educational factors, not economic factors.   

There was discussion of the possibility that the core could be reduced from the 

current 42 total hours to only 36.  Several participants conveyed their thoughts that this 

could be done by reviewing the government and history requirements, since those 

component areas combined are 12 hours in the core.  One offered the suggestion that the 

four courses could be reduced to a single government course and a single history course 

and that the curriculum could still be constructed to fulfill the exemplary educational 

objectives.  Another participant thought that this was not a good idea because while there 

is an assumption that government and history have been covered in high school, the fact 

is that today, progressively more students are entering college inadequately prepared in 

government and history.  If this is the case, this should be a concern for educators.  

Studies could be conducted on entering freshmen’s knowledge of government and 

history. 
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 Several of the participants (from Institutions A, B, and C) believed that the 

computer literacy competency would soon disappear.  It was presented that in the last 

decade, technology has become more common and it is no longer a skill that needed to be 

included in the core.  Computer literacy is not part of the base 36 hours, but it can be part 

of the additional six hours; two of the four institutions reviewed used computer literacy as 

an institutional choice.  For departments offering the course, removing computer literacy 

as a core option could mean a reduction in staffing or a change in courses.  In addition, 

one participant (Primary Participant C) pointed out that SACS requires reporting on 

comprehensive standards which include "the institution’s use of technology enhances 

student learning, is appropriate for meeting the objectives of its programs, and ensures 

that students have access to and training in the use of technology" (SACS, 2009, 3.4.14).  

While this does not specify credit hours of coursework, it does mention formal training in 

the rationale and notes.  One participant added that having a Facebook page does not 

mean that a student has obtained computer literacy.  Another faculty member (Primary 

Participant C) suggested that if the computer literacy component option is removed, other 

courses would have to include technology training and that this already happens in some 

disciplines but would need to be included in reporting.  The researcher believes that this 

is an instance where reporting and assessment could become more difficult, because it is 

not a specific course but could be included in virtually any course that falls within the 

core curriculum of an institution.   

 Related to reporting, another participant (Primary Participant B) believed that the 

core will become more standardized and rigid (fewer choices), as assessment becomes 

more heavily emphasized.  Additionally, he believed that assessment for the core 
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curriculum could eventually become more standardized, perhaps including a sophomore 

test to see if the students are achieving the goals of the exemplary educational objectives.  

This would be somewhat similar to the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 

(TAKS) testing, which is currently in place in Texas elementary and secondary schools.  

One may wonder if this is appropriate at the college level.  While it may be argued that 

assessment such as this occurs already in post baccalaureate certifications, it should be 

recognized that those are very specific to disciplines (or jobs).  Also, the cost of 

implementing such a test would have to be studied and determinations made about what 

would occur if a student did not pass the test.   

 Finally, Primary Participants A, B, and C explained that there would be changes 

to the core curriculum based on the work being done by the UEAC.  As mentioned in 

Chapter I, the UEAC began working under the THECB in 2006.  In April 2011 the group 

approved a report which offered recommendations for a new Texas core.  There is a 

recommendation that the purpose be identified as “Through the Core Curriculum, 

students will gain a foundation of knowledge of human cultures and the physical and 

natural world; develop principles of personal and social responsibility for living in a 

diverse world; and advance intellectual and practical skills that are essential for all 

learning” (UEAC, 2011, p. 1). 

Instead of the intellectual competencies of reading, writing, speaking, listening, 

critical thinking, and computer literacy, the UEAC report offered the core curriculum 

objectives of critical thinking skills, communication skills, empirical and quantitative 

skills, teamwork, social responsibility, and personal responsibility.  The component areas 

recommended in the UEAC report were communication, mathematics, life and physical 
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sciences, language, philosophy, culture, creative arts, American history, government/ 

political science, and social and behavioral sciences.  UEAC also suggested that 

institutions should continue SACS reporting and should submit a report to the THECB 

every ten years.  The total number of hours remained at 42.  It remains to be seen if any 

or all of the recommendations will be accepted and how the Texas core curriculum may 

change.  

 In the recommendation report, UEAC listed several resources.  One is produced 

by the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU).  It is the Liberal 

Education and America's Promise (LEAP) initiative which is "a national initiative that 

champions the importance of a twenty-first -century liberal education - for individual 

students and for a nation dependent on economic creativity and democratic vitality"  

(AACU, 2011, para. 1).  The LEAP program sponsors projects that focus on learning 

outcomes and assessment and also works to bridge schools and colleges.  Of particular 

interest to this study is a document that the LEAP initiative utilizes.  It is taken from the 

Higher Education for Democracy: A Report to the President's Commission on Higher 

Education (1947) which stated that, “Education is by far the biggest and the most hopeful 

of the Nation’s enterprises.  Long ago our people recognized that education for all is not 

only democracy’s obligation but its necessity.  Education is the foundation of democratic 

liberties.  Without an educated citizenry alert to preserve and extend freedom, it would 

not long endure” (AACU, 2011, para. 5).  This was written over 60 years ago but remains 

true today.  The future of general education is important to Texas and to the nation. 
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Conclusion 

 This study has investigated the status of the phenomenon of general education in 

Texas.  It reviewed perspectives from four different types of institutions, THECB 

documents, and some SACS documents.  While no new information was uncovered, it is 

important to note that in Texas, the THECB core curriculum provides the basis for 

guiding the phenomenon of general education throughout state institutions and assists 

with providing some consistency throughout the state.  It appears that the phenomenon of 

general education in Texas actually becomes a separate phenomenon at each institution.  

At the institution level, the phenomenon of general education is often more than the core 

curriculum, and this is reflected in the hours required above the 42-hour core at three of 

the four participant institutions.  General education is also tied to the culture of an 

institution.  This is reflected by institutional options and required hours above the core 

because institutions determine what courses to use in the THECB core curriculum and 

institutions also decide if the THECB core is sufficient for general education or if it 

should be augmented.   

  This study offered information specific to the research questions, but an 

unexpected result was the numerous other questions that were raised concerning the 

phenomenon of general education in Texas higher education institutions.  It is perhaps 

these questions that are the most significant.  The phenomenon is clearly complex and 

complicated.  If, general education does help to develop good citizens, public institutions 

have an interest in guiding it.  General education plays an important role in higher 

education in Texas, and as such, should continue to be implemented and supported.   
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 While the THECB has promoted a core curriculum it is not a true core based on 

the definition by Cejda and Duemer (2001) that identified a core as a required "prescribed 

sequence of the same courses” (p. 14).  Instead, the phenomenon of general education 

compared across the institutions in the study reflected that the courses available to apply 

to the core curriculum may range from as little as over 100 possible courses (at Institution 

C) to about 400 possible courses (at Institution A).  This is not a criticism of the THECB 

core curriculum, but rather an illustration that the core, as general education, varies across 

institutions.  Perhaps, the idea of a core curriculum as general education should be 

revisited by the state; instead of considering it a core curriculum it seems more functional 

to refer to it as general education.  The THECB, through the Texas core curriculum, 

attempts to offer to students a well-rounded general education.  Higher education 

institutions in Texas continue that effort by augmenting the core and adding other 

requirements that they believe are necessary for a well-rounded, educated citizen.   
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APPENDIX D 

Invitation Letter 

 

 

Jennifer Spurrier 

3815 53rd Street 

Lubbock, Texas 79413 

 

Date 

Dear (Participant), 

 

 My name is Jennifer Spurrier.  I am a student at Texas Tech University in the 

Higher Education Program, currently working on my dissertation.  I am investigating 

general education in Texas public higher education institutions.  I am planning on 

including your school in my study.  I will not name your institution.  It will be identified 

by a letter.  I will include a description of the school’s Carnegie Classification, as well as 

some relevant information such as size.  The title of the study is General Education in 

Texas:  From Coordinating Board to Campus, Four Perspectives.  Dr. Michael Shonrock 

is serving as my chair and providing oversight over the study. 

 I am contacting you in hopes that you will be a participant in my study.  I am 

conducting interviews of academic officers or appropriate faculty, who are involved in 

general education for their institution.  If you are agreeable, I would like to schedule an 

interview.  It would take approximately 1 hour.  Please let me know if you have any 

questions or need more information.  If you are willing to participate please let me know.  

I can be reached by phone at (806) 793-9762 or via e-mail at:  jenny.spurrier@ttu.edu .  I 

will follow up with an e-mail to you in about a week.  Thank you for your time.  

 

Sincerely,  

Jennifer Spurrier 

Doctoral Candidate, Higher Education Administration 

Texas Tech University 

jenny.spurrier@ttu.edu 
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APPENDIX E 

E-mail Follow Up 

 

Dear (Participant), 

 

My name is Jennifer Spurrier.  I sent you a letter dated X/X/X.  I am contacting you as a 

follow up to the letter.  I am in the process of contacting potential participants for my 

dissertation research.  I am hopeful that you will participate based on your role in general 

education at your institution.  The title of the study is General Education in Texas:  From 

Coordinating Board to Campus, Four Perspectives.  Dr. Michael Shonrock is serving as 

my chair and providing oversight over the study.  I am including below the research 

questions for my dissertation.  The interview will be based off of these.   

If you are willing to participate, I would like to schedule an interview with you.  Please 

let me know if you have any questions or need more information.  If you are willing to 

participate please let me know.  I can be reached by phone at (806) 793-9762 or via e-

mail at: jenny.spurrier@ttu.edu .  I will follow up with a phone call to you in about a 

week.  Thank you for your consideration.  

Sincerely,  

Jennifer Spurrier 

Doctoral Candidate, Higher Education Administration 

Texas Tech University 

jenny.spurrier@ttu.edu 

 

 

Research Questions: 

1. What is general education in public higher education institutions in Texas? 

2. Who defines general education in Texas? 

3. What is the purpose (philosophy) of general education in Texas? 

4. How is general education assessed at public institutions in Texas? 

5. Is there consistency in the approach (or model) to general education across 

public schools? 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Telephone Script 

 

Hello (participant).  My name is Jennifer Spurrier.  I contacted you by letter and email 

about the possibility of your participation in my dissertation research concerning general 

education in Texas.  Dr. Michael Shonrock is my chair for this project.  I am calling to 

see if you are willing to participate and if so, to try and begin scheduling.  Do you have 

any questions? 
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APPENDIX G 

Consent Form 

 

This project is studying general education in Texas public higher education institutions.  

The study is titled, "General Education in Texas:  From Coordinating Board to Campus, 

Four Perspectives."  It is proposed dissertation for Jennifer Spurrier at Texas Tech 

University, College of Education, Higher Education Administration. 

 

You have been asked to participate based on your involvement with general education at 

your institution.  The interview will take approximately one hour.  Your participation is 

voluntary and you may, at any time, stop the interview.  There is no expected risk 

associated with participating in this study. 

 

Information obtained in the interview will be used to answer research questions 

previously provided to you.  You will be identified by the letter used to identify your 

institution (i.e. Primary Participant A).  The interview will be audio recorded and later 

transcribed.  You will be allowed to review the transcription for accuracy.  The researcher 

may quote from the interview.  Research will be kept for five years in a secure place by 

the researcher.   

 

If you have questions about the study you may contact Jennifer Spurrier at 806-793-9762 

or Dr. Michael Shonrock who has oversight of the project at 806-742-4360.  

Additionally, TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in 

research. You can ask them questions at 806‐742‐3905.  You can also mail them at 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of the Vice 

President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409.  

 
I have read the above and understand that I can stop the interview at any time. I consent 

to participate in today’s interview. 

 

_____________________ ___________________ 

Participant’s signature Date 

 

_____________________ 

Interviewer’s signature 

 

This consent form is not valid after 12/31/11. 
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APPENDIX H 

Interview Script 

Pre-interview: 

I appreciate your willingness to participate in this research.  In the late 1990s, Texas 

implemented its core curriculum with the belief that this would offer students in Texas 

public institutions a sound basis for general education. 

 

The purpose of this study is to see if this is what is occurring by examining Coordinating 

Board materials, campus catalogs, and the perspectives of those on campus who are 

involved with general education policy and such.  I will be asking questions that will 

relay your perceptions, experiences, and knowledge on general education at your 

institution.   

 

At this time I ask that you sign the consent form which allows me to record this interview 

and to use quotes from it.  I will transcribe the interview and allow you to review it for 

accuracy. 

 

 

 

 

Post-interview: 

 

That is all of the questions I have for you.  Is there anything that you would like to add or 

other relevant information that I did not approach?  Do you think that my questions are 

relevant?  If not, please explain.  If you later have additional information, please contact 

me.   

 

Thank you for your participation and the time and assistance you have given me with this 

project.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


