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Is Liberal Education Valuable?
Undergraduate Students Raise their Opinions

By Hilda Patino Dominguez”

This exploratory qualitative study focused on the free responses that undergraduate
students gave to the question: "Should have learned something valuable in this course,
what was it? . This question is part of a survey that intended to obtain the views of the
students on courses of humanistic character as part of their college education.
Knowing what students think has been a constant concern to the Iberoamerican
University, which academic plans include four humanistic courses for all careers. The
courses’ purpose is to contribute to the integral/liberal education of students. There
were collected 4625 valid student responses during the spring and autumn periods
2010 and spring 2011, covering the entire population given at that time. For the data
analysis a mixed approach (qualitative and quantitative analysis) was used. The
research offers a way of understanding liberal/ humanistic education courses from the
perspective of the students and challenge college professors to look for different
alternatives to promote meaningful learning.

Keywords: college education, humanism, humanistic courses, liberal education,
students

Introduction

Liberal education is a constant concern to the higher education institutions
in Mexico and in the world. The phenomenon of globalization, which appears
to favor individualistic approaches, the quest for personal gain while neglecting
the social demands and humanistic currents, makes us a call to retrieve the task
of forming individuals with a critical and committed awareness with common
causes, revitalize a sense of solidarity and interdependence; promote the values
of responsibility, generosity, compassion and cooperation, which are based on
the principle of recognizing human dignity beyond cultural differences, sexual
orientation, religion, etc. Within a society that is fragmented, humanistic
thought represents the desire to recover the moral values and to educate
citizens for a better society. Liberal education thus becomes a civilization
project that concerns undoubtedly to educational institutions.

The Iberoamerican University defines itself in its basic documents, as an
institution of higher education which promotes an "integral humanism" as a
general educational aim. The educational model fosters interdisciplinary
approaches through a flexible curriculum, which is intended to strengthen
formative objectives of liberal education.

This research takes as a benchmark previous research studies that have
been conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of liberal education courses in the
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Iberoamerican University. Our research asks undergraduate students’ opinion
about the value of the liberal education courses they were enrolled during 2010
and 2011.

A total of 4,625 written anonymous responses were examined and
interpreted trough a qualitative methodology, in order to develop fundamental
categories, with their respective subcategories (codes) that made possible to
build up the concept of "valuable learning” from the perspective of college
students.

Project Objectives

1. To build the concept of "valuable learning™ from the various meanings
that college students gave to it when they were asked about their
opinion of the valuable things they learned in liberal education courses
they have taken as part of their curriculum.

2. To approach to the ways students think and feel about liberal education,
so those educational approaches with greater learning potential could be
strengthened.

The instrument used to collect students’ opinions about the valuable
learning of the courses, was an assessment questionnaire, to which an open
question (question number 17) was added, namely:

"Should you have learned something valuable in this course, what was it?"

Collecting, classifying, analyzing and interpreting multiple answers that
students gave to this question allowed a better understanding of the impact of
the liberal education courses that the Iberoamerican University currently offers
to all undergraduate students as the main part of their General Education.

Theoretical Considerations
The Need for Liberal Education at University Level

Today, next to a growing trend towards specialization, coexists a major
concern for not losing sight of the whole that allows us to connect the parts to
the whole and the whole to the parts. Given the magnitude of the problems
caused by technological advances, Morin (2001) emphasizes the need for a
kind of education aimed to promote comprehensive knowledge that allows
individuals to be able to address global and fundamental problems, and to
register the partial and local knowledge in a broader context that includes
ethical considerations. Among other consequences, this means that education
must have the task of developing skills to integrate the information into an
overall perspective, being this the liberal education approach.
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Without denying the role and usefulness of technical specialization, one
cannot just stick with a "compartmentalized” knowledge, because this kind of
knowledge has made us to lose the perception of the whole. It has led us to
enormous progress yet, it has become also a threat to the survival of human
species in many senses. The general culture approach of liberal education
encourages the pursuit of contextualization of any information or idea and to
reflect on its ethical consequences, meanwhile, the scientific knowledge and
disciplinary approaches tend to parcel and disengage knowledge, making it
increasingly difficult to contextualize.

In Morin’s opinion, this trend, typical of the twentieth century, has brought
a huge blindness to global problems, so from now on, education should strive
to complement a thought that splits off and reduces reality with a thought that
unifies and relates, so that individuals can be more aware of their own human
condition, from a complex and multidimensional perspective. In Morin’s
opinion, this trend, typical of the twentieth century, has brought a huge
blindness to global problems, so from now on, education should strive to
complement a thought that splits off and reduces reality with a thought that
unifies and relates, so that individuals can gain in awareness of their own
human condition, from a complex and multidimensional perspective.

Facing the problem of scientific and technological knowledge in the
globalization era, liberal education sustains the importance of the inalienable
dignity of human beings, and it is concerned about their wellbeing, their
feelings, needs and expectations, and their human development in general.
Liberal education also assigns a high value to the development of critical
thinking, creativity and curiosity, and favors discussion of ethical implications
to individuals, as well as searching relationships among disciplines, so thanks
to liberal education we can gain perception of the whole above specialized and
fragmented knowledge.

Liberal education sustains a philosophical conception of the individual as
subject-agent, endowed with free will. Thanks to a free and rational
consciousness, the human being is capable of acting intentionally. It is
considered that education is an intentional process aimed to understanding,
affirming and transforming of the world and the individual itself. So, for
example, Lopez Calva affirms that the process of teaching and learning is
essentially a process of "human encounter” in which an attentive, intelligent
and reasonable dialogue takes place, as well as a review of the various aspects
of reality that are studied with the intention of expanding the "horizon of
understandings, meanings and values involved in it" (1996: IlI) and,
concomitantly, of acquiring a greater self-appropriation.

Conceptions of Learning
Marton and Saljo (1976a, 1976b; Marton, Hounsell, & Entwistle, 1984),

are part of a group of Swedish researchers known as the "Gothenburg Group"
dedicated, since 1970s, to qualitative research about the way people learn. In
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their methodological approach, these researchers privilege a phenomenological
approach to describe the different ways apprentices approach new materials in
order to learn them. The work of Marton and Saljo with college students
concluded that there are different levels of learning, depending on the intention
of the learner. The styles of processing information can be superficial or deep,
and therefore, college students can be classified as superficial (surface) or deep
learners. This is known as the theory of the "approaches to learning™:

e Surface/Superficial Learning. In this approach, the student focuses on
memorizing the material to answer questions without trying to integrate
the elements or principles or concepts. He/she perceives the assignment
of learning as an external and alien imposition, so his/her intention is
only to comply with the request.

e Deep Learning. In this approach the student directs his/her attention to
the meaning of the material given, trying to discover the relationships
between the elements that constitute the whole, reflecting on the logic
of the arguments, and relating the content to everyday life situations if
possible, with the intention to gain a deeper a long lasting
understanding of the matter.

This distinction of the Swedish authors, as a result of their empirical study,
has been very useful for future research, such as the work of Bain (2004) and
Biggs (2008), among many others. Also, this theory is more appropriate to the
purpose of the present research, which is aimed to build the concept of
"valuable learning experience™ through the expressions of the students, who
qualify what they obtain from the liberal education courses.

In the present work we addressed a qualitative approach in order to
describe and interpret the concept of valuable learning. The research has been
done inductively, through the construction of analytical categories based on the
various expressions of the students. The data was gathered through anonymous
and voluntary testimonies that students wrote on the assessment questionnaires.
The research team gathered and analyzed a total of 4,625 responses given by
approximately 3,600 students during 2010 and 2011.

Study Methodology

To carry out this research, it was followed a qualitative methodology,
which was complemented by a quantitative analysis of the data. As it has been
said, it was conducted an inductive analysis of the voluntary and anonymous
responses to the open question No. 17 of the questionnaire of student
assessment: "In case that you have learned something valuable in this course,
what was it?".

The task of the research team was, mainly, developing the fundamental
analytical categories that made possible to interpret and build up the concept of
valuable learning in the liberal education courses through the perception of
undergraduate students who answered the cited question.
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In order to achieve this, the research team gathered a total of 4,625
responses that were distributed per term, as follows:

e Spring Term 2010: 1,579
e Fall Term 2010: 1,590
e Spring Term 2011: 1,456
e Total: 4,625

The sample studied is the result of the assessment of 32 diverse liberal
education courses in which undergraduate students were enrolled at the
moment in the Iberoamerican University of Mexico City.

As is known, in qualitative methodology, researchers are committed to a
constant review of back and forth between the data and the analytical
theoretical conceptualizations which results in the creation of new categories,
or reformulation and even removal of some of them in the research process
itself.

In some cases it was not possible to classify a response in any way, so the
research team decided to open a new code: "NC", or "not classifiable", which
was used in 530 of the 4,625 responses studied, in such a way that a total of
4,095 answers was remained as valid.

It has to be pointed out that in the classification process it was found that
one student frequently poured two or more ideas corresponding to different
categories. In these cases, the answers were divided, so that the same
individual may have two or more responses. That is the reason why in the final
counting presented here, the unit of measure was responses, not individuals.

The process of establishing and reviewing categories was the result of a
combination of individual and team work.

It is worth noting that one of the biggest problems facing qualitative
research is the subjectivity that is involved in interpreting, classifying and
categorizing information. Thus, to avoid this as much as possible, the research
team used two major strategies:

e The classification that was made by an assistant research outside the
team.

e The work of peer review within the same team.

As for the first strategy, it was used to establish a point of view outside the
research team, in order to ratify or, if such was the case, to change
categorizations. But the most helpful strategy was the assessment that team
members made to each other during peer and group discussion sessions.

Once agreement was reached about the 4,625 responses’ categorization,
the research team proceeded to do an analysis and detailed interpretation of
responses within each category, in order to achieve sub categorization that
allowed developing the discourse of each particular category and a semantic
map of its narrative. As expected in qualitative analysis, during this process the
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research team returned to discuss, reclassify and reassign some answers, until
all responses were finally classified in categories and subcategories. Each
interpretation was reviewed and adjusted by the researchers working as a team,
so teamwork was essential to achieve the objective.

Key Findings of the Research

From student responses’ interpretation, eight broad categories
corresponding to the valuable lessons they perceived in the liberal education
courses were finally established. These eight major categories are:

1. Appreciating, respecting and learning about diversity (people, cultures,
traditions and religions).

Reflecting on oneself, the meaning of life and the humanity.

Expanding knowledge and acquiring new perspectives from other
disciplinary fields.

Bonding with different disciplines to own.

Discovering new forms of interaction and coexistence with others.
Developing social commitment.

Acquiring an ethical perspective.

Developing critical thinking.

wn

N OA

The eight general categories represent the first conceptual "family" groups
whose central meaning binds different expressions.

The following briefly describes each of these eight categories with their
assigned subcategories.

Category 1: Appreciating, Respecting and Learning about Diversity
(people, cultures, traditions and religions)

"Tolerance towards others and be open to dialogue”
(Anonymous student’s response)

This category had a total of 540 entries. It grouped those students’
expressions that referred to respecting different opinions and ideologies, being
open to change and new ideas, appreciating equality and valuing diversity,
respecting interpersonal relationships, meeting and interacting with peers of
different cultures, valuing human rights, appreciating indigenous cultures,
valuing Mexico’s cultural diversity and having an openness to different
religious traditions. The information is presented graphically in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Category 1. Appreciating, Respecting and Learning about Diversity

CATEGORY 1: APPRECIATING, RESPECTING AND LEARNING
ABOUT DIVERSITY

m1.1 Changing and
openning up to new ideas.

m1.2valuing equality.

m 1.3 Vvaluing diversity and
difference

m 1.4 Appreciating
interpersonal relatioships

m 1.5 Respecting different
ideologies and opinions

m 1.6 Meeting and
interacting with peers
from other majors

1.7 valuing Human Rights

1.8 Appreciating Wiexico as
a multicultural and diverse
country.

1.9 Appreciating
indigenuos cultures

1.10 Religious openness.

Category 2: Reflecting on Oneself, the Meaning of Life and the Humanity

"l like the fact truly learn about topics that are interesting and make you
think about the world around you, a bit like trying to find answers to
questions you 've always had ."

(Anonymous student’s response)

This category grouped a total of 1339 entries. Those expressions of
students referred to the knowledge and valuation of human beings, human life,
and related aspects were classified within it. The subcategories have to do with
expressions such as: knowing and growing as a person; reflecting on the
meaning of life, reflecting on the issues of death and evil; caring for the planet
and human existence, awareness of human rights; reflecting on relationships
and sexuality; valuing people’s dignity, considering the importance of health as
a human value; discovering the importance of art, philosophy and spirituality
for human existence, among others. The information is presented graphically in
Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Reflecting on Oneself, the Meaning of Life and Humanity

CATEGORY 2: REFLECTING ON ONESELF, THE MEANING OF
LIFE AND HUMANITY m2.1Art

W 2.2 Awareness of the
social dimension and the
planet dimesnion.

m 2.3 To know about
Mexico

M 2.4 Learning about
human beings (thinking
about the person and
their characteristics).

M 2.5 Learning about
myself and growing as a
person {qualities,
mistakes, past).

m 2.6 Human Rights

W 2.7 Spirituality
{transcendence,
religions, faith).

Category 3: Expanding Knowledge and Acquiring New Perspectives from
Other Disciplinary Fields

"The course expanded the horizons of what | know and what | was
interested in. It was like traveling in many ways."
(Anonymous student’s response)

This category included a total of 1,545 entries. Assimilating and expanding
one’s knowledge, developing skills and acquiring attitudes and values are the
most obvious goals of any course at undergraduate level.

By far, this category was first in the opinion of the students, which shows
the high value given to acquiring knowledge and to every new understanding
that may expand students intellectual horizons. Thanks to this new learning, it
is possible to change one own conception of reality and one can go further,
discovering, experiencing, and even more, enjoying being in the world. It is not
only a matter of acquiring disjointed information but to make sense of it, to
establish relationships with prior knowledge and with daily life experiences, so
it can be transformed into meaningful learning. Expanding horizons of
knowledge involves constructing new meanings and appropriating reality in a
certain way.

This category was built by 30 sub-categories referred to those students’
expressions linked to acquisition of new knowledge from a wide range of
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subjects that are offered in the field of humanities. The information is shown
graphically in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Category 3: Expanding Knowledge and Acquiring New Perspectives
from Other Discipline Fields

M 3.1 Death
CATEGORY 3: EXPANDING KNOWLEDGE AND ACQUIRING concept.

NEW PERSPECTIVES FRO OTHER DISCIPLINARY FIELDS

| 3.2 Avwwareness
of reality.

m 3.3 Knowledge

M 3.4 Acquiring
general culture.

3.5 Human
Rights

M3 6 Human
Development

M 3.7 Religious
diversity

m 3.8 Diverse
sexual
orientations

3.9 The problem
of evil

m 3.10 Philosophy

M 3.11 Humanism.

=312 Jesus of
Mazareth.

m3.13 Mythsand
religions

314 New
perspectives.

m3.15 Couples
and family

M 3.16 Ecological
thinking.

317
Relationships.

m3.18
Interpersonal

Relations.
m 3.19 Religion

and society.

m 3.20 Religion
and life

3.21 Health.

Category 4: Bonding With Different Disciplines to Own

"And (in this course) | realized that there are other different worlds
outside mine, and as future Marketing Professional, it was necessary for
me to know them."

(Anonymous student s response)
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This category was constructed by a total of 44 expressions. One feature,
and arguably one of the virtues, of the current model in liberal education
courses at the Universidad Iberoamerican, is that groups are formed with
students from all majors offered by the university. This heterogeneity in
classroom fosters coexistence of students with different academic backgrounds
and different perspective of professional development, and obviously different
personal interests.

The workflow generated in these liberal education courses allows the
exchange of points of view among students, which favors, in turn, appreciating
more clearly the link between one’s own discipline and the other disciplinary
fields. Sharing different technical languages and points of view also trains
students to teamwork, a very useful competence later on, in the real
professional life. The information is shown graphically in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Category 4: Bonding With Different Disciplines to Own

CATEGORY: BONDING WITH DIFFERENT DISCIPLINES TO
OWN

o,
18% m4al

Interdisciplinary
orientation

ma.2
Interdisciplinary
relationships

4.3 Appreciation
for the
contribution of
other disciplines.
18%

Category 5: Discovering New Forms of Interaction and Coexistence with
Others

"l learned to listen to others and to know my classmates better than | did
in another courses".
(Anonymous student’s response)

This category was built upon 152 entries. Students’ responses that were
grouped here in reference to communication, dialogue, coexistence, integration
capability, human interaction and human relationships, tolerance and solidarity
among others, as examples of valuable learning obtained in their liberal
education courses. As can be seen, this kind of learning is referred to the
promotion of values, attitudes and skills that are clearly differentiated of a
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traditional perspective that focus on acquisition of theoretical knowledge. The
information is shown graphically in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Category 5: Discovering New Forms of Interaction and Coexistence
with Others

CATEGORY 5: DISCOVERING NEW FORMS OF INTERACTION
AND COEXISTENCE WITH OTHERS

14%

m 5.1 Opening
and
coexistence.

m5.2
Relationship
with others.

5.3 Tolerance

20%

Category 6: Developing Social Commitment

"(In this class) I learned that what happens in the world goes beyond you
and your own life, and that you should be mobilized to contribute to a
change™.

(Anonymous student’s response)

The set of entries of Category 6 was formed with expressions that could be
interpreted as a "sense of social commitment”, counting a total of 167 entries.
The findings made by the students during the learning process lead them to
realize that the study of the sociocultural reality promotes a clearer
understanding of the environment in which they live and the problems that they
have to face, especially in a developing country such as Mexico. In greater or
lesser degree, some students felt the need to change that part of social reality
they reject, namely: injustice, poverty, and unemployment, lack of water,
pollution, and other important big social problems.

The pedagogical method of the liberal education courses uses reflection
about action through a personal process in which the particular triad:
"watching-judging-acting" is a way to examine reality and to find out the best
ways to participate in changes. Hence, some students statements express a very
general wish to participate in change, although it is not very clear what to do
and how to do it.

An intermediate level of students’ responses makes proposals for a more
specific action in which a recipient can be seen clearly. It is not just the
manifest intention to influence reality, but to offer solutions to situations
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affecting those populations that are recognized as violated in their living
conditions, their rights or their own integrity.

Finally, there are students who propose clear actions to take, thus
confirming that some of them (a very few, indeed) have developed the ability to
indicate alternative actions to help to improve the living conditions of the most
disadvantaged sections of society. This small group of students represents a
substantive element of achievement of the major liberal education goals in the
Iberoamerican University. The information is shown graphically in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Category 6: Developing Social Commitment

CATEGORY 6: SociaL COMMITMENT

W 6.1 Desire to act

37%

M 6.2 Search for
solutions.

6.3 Proposals for
action.

W 6.4 Concern for
society.

M 6.5 Concern for the
environment.

Category 7: Acquiring an Ethical Perspective

"(I learned)... to think about my actions before making a decision so I can
see the possible consequences; and based on that, do not hurt others with
my decisions."

(Anonymous student’s response)

"It’s a question of congruence between my values and principles and my
actions.”
(Anonymous student’s response)

This category was built upon a total of 155 entries. It grouped expressions
where explicit reference to ethics were made, as well as reflection on freedom
and responsibility, the problem of evil, the values, the meaning of human
dignity and, in general, everything that have to do with the ethical/moral
experiences of students.

It should be noted that one of the main interests of liberal education is to
promote the moral development of the individuals, in order to achieve an
autonomous decision making, guided by reason. Individuals with high moral
development make decisions based on universal principles that they have taken
as their own, and therefore, they always consider the consequences of a
decision, not only for a particular individual but for humanity in general. These
guiding moral principles have to do with the affirmation of human dignity and
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the affirmation of basic fairness and equality among human beings.

It must be pointed out that developing an ethical perspective in college
students is a key priority for liberal education, so it is worrying that there are so
few explicit mentions made by students. The information is shown graphically
in Figure 7.

Figure 7. Category 7: Acquiring an Ethical Perspective

CATEGORY 7 ACQUIRING AN ETHICAL PERSPECTIVE

m 7.1 Ethical
conduct.

m 7.2 Reflection
owver evil.

m 7.3 Uptake of
22%% justice / injustice.

M 7.4 Importance of
Human Rights

m 7.5 Appreciation
for the dignity of

the person.
mT.6 values

7.7 Professional
ethics.

7.8 social ethics.

7.9 Ethical
reflection

Category 8: Developing Critical Thinking

"(...) This course made me go beyond my own thoughts"
(Anonymous student’s response)

Developing critical thinking, as a category, received a total of 153 entries.
It grouped those students expressions referred to the development of the
abilities such as questioning, investigating, arguing, being reasonable,
interpreting meanings, becoming aware and achieving autonomy of thought,
among others.

Like the autonomous moral development, development of critical thinking
is one of the priorities of liberal education, and it has been for centuries. To
think critically allows individuals to take their own decisions, defend a
reasoned perspective, be able to discuss and argue their points of view, and
therefore, gaining critical thinking skills is in some way acquiring a more
human stature.

As in the previous category, it is disturbing that students would have made
so few mentions about critical thinking as one of the valuable lessons of liberal
education courses they took. The information is shown graphically in Figure 8.
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Figure 8. Category 8: Developing Critical Thinking

CATEGORY 8: DEVELOPING CRITICAL THINKING

m 8.1 Ability to argue
and analyze.

m 3.2 To support
theoretically .

m 8.3 To research and
gather data

m 8.4 Questioning

5%
m 8.5 To think by oneself

m 8.6 Ability to
differentiate and

discern. .
8.7 Larger perspective
and consciousness.

4% 8.8 Interpreting

8.9 Assesing

Conclusions

Regarding the qualitative analysis, two key conclusions of this study are as
follows:

1. The three main areas of valuable learning for students consist of
"Appreciating, respecting and learning about diversity™; "reflecting on
oneself, the sense of life and the humanity”, and, above all, "expanding
knowledge and acquiring new perspectives from other disciplinary
fields".

e It is valuable learning new knowledge. The students greatly appreciate
the materials that allow them to expand their knowledge. Although they
commonly complain of having to enroll in these courses that are not of
"their career interest”, yet they end up valuing the contribution of these
courses to broaden their horizon of understanding, and therefore
making them more able to interact differently with reality.

e Dialogue and participation promote appreciation and respect for
diversity. The pedagogical method used in liberal education courses in
Iberoamerican University, encourages an active participation and
dialogue among students so that other ways of thinking and arguing
could be learned. Also, the method seeks to promote respect and
appreciation of different opinions and to develop tolerance. This
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teaching intentionality is reflected very clearly in what students value
most. Very often, they found valuable to learn the ability to interact
with others with tolerance and respect. In addition, students not only
learn other points of view, but also they manage to consolidate their
own knowledge and ideas through discussing different class issues.

e It is valuable reflecting on oneself and the meaning of life. Human
beings wonder about the meaning of life and recognize that life it is
fragile and vulnerable, but they realize that they can make sense of their
life and move on. When we reflect on the human being with a
methodology involving the individual itself, it is noteworthy that there
is a change in students because they learn to gain a deeper
understanding of themselves, and this, in turn, leads them to think not
only in their own present or past, but also about their future, and
therefore, to take responsibility for their own existence and even enjoy
life and appreciate the present moment, among other things.

e One of the major tasks of human beings is learning about themselves.
This implies grasping their past and present in order to shape the future.
Through the pedagogical methodology, students achieve certain degree
of introspection and to recognize their own strengths and weaknesses,
so they can continue building their identity, which is a long lasting task.
Among the topics covered in the courses, students highlight the
emotional intelligence and the recognition and correction of errors as
valuable learning.

2. Although students mentioned as valuable learning the possibility they
had to interact with student of different disciplinary fields, developing a
sense of social commitment, acquiring an ethical perspective and
promoting critical thinking, these are aspects that deserve to be worked
out better in courses. Liberal education certainly encourages the
development of an ethical perspective, critical thinking and social
commitment in a very important way, so it is disturbing that these
aspects would have been left so behind in the students” assessment of
valuable learning in the liberal education courses.
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