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Dear GE Task Force Members and Colleagues: 
 
We submit the following for your consideration as a modification of the existing GE draft 
proposal.  Although this proposal is intended to fit with the current GE draft without too much 
disruption, we would all strongly prefer a process which, at this stage, invites greater democratic 
input and opens up our deliberations to a broader range of curriculum types, visions, and 
requirements.  This particular idea could be integrated in any number of ways with alternative 
versions of the curriculum, and the idea of interdisciplinarity behind this idea could itself serve 
as the foundation for a different model.  We see a lot of creative energy stirring among the 
faculty right now (for example, Meredith Holgerson, Anne Gothmann, and Kiara Jorgenson’s 
“Grand Challenges” idea, which overlaps significantly with our own proposal), and we believe 
that it can be truly generative. 
 

Description 
 
1 or 2 Course Sequence 
  
(1) First Course: “Ethical and Empirical Perspectives” 
  

●  A one semester investigation of some issue or set of issues with substantial societal and 
ethical significance (e.g., human migration, artificial intelligence, climate change, poverty, 
global economic development, genetic engineering, global health) 

● Team taught in parallel sections (scheduled in the same block) which would, 
respectively, focus on the natural- or social-scientific dimensions and the ethical 
dimensions of the issue(s)  

● Faculty members would rotate between the two sections in an integrated curriculum, with 
some plenary sessions 



● Students would receive training in/exposure to social/natural-scientific modes of analysis 
and investigation alongside ethical modes of analysis and investigation, with emphasis 
on integrating the two to address problems of profound public concern 

● Students would be exposed to a diversity of methodological, social, and ethical 
perspectives and would be encouraged to engage in deliberation across these 
perspectives 

● FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION/DISCUSSION: One aspect of the course could be a 
substantial writing component, which would address concerns about reductions in the 
GE writing requirement 

● FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION/DISCUSSION WITH COLLEAGUES IN THE 
NATURAL SCIENCES:  

a. Could a lab component be integrated for a course of this kind in the natural 
sciences (consider the present interdisciplinary approach in Sci Con, which does 
include a lab in the Interim)?  

b. In general, would this model work well in courses satisfying both the social 
science and natural science requirements, or is it only suited to courses 
satisfying the social science requirement? 

● FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION/DISCUSSION: Could this model work with other 
disciplines/requirements not mentioned above?  For example, could a music or art 
history course focusing on “artistic appropriation” be integrated with an ethics component 
discussing ideas of authenticity, private property, cultural rights, colonialism, and 
respect?  
 

(2) OPTIONAL: Second Course: “Social Innovation” 
  

● An experiential learning course in which students advance the design and practical 
implementation of some aspect of a solution to some aspect of the problems addressed 
in the first course 

● This course could take place in the interim or the spring – that is something that would 
require further consideration 

● FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION: We welcome input from those with experience and 
expertise in experiential learning regarding how best to implement this potential aspect 
of the proposal. 

  
Comments and Rationale 

  
- This sequence is conceived as a way of bringing together four central ambitions: 

a) Giving students an understanding of how to bring the tools of natural and social 
science to bear on questions of pressing societal importance 
b) Giving students an understanding of how to bring ethical reasoning into their 
deliberations about questions of pressing societal importance 



c) Giving students the experience of integrating disparate modes of inquiry, and an 
appreciation of the complementarities and tensions that arise across academic 
disciplines 
d) Giving students the experience of developing a genuine practical response to 
questions of pressing societal importance 

  
- This sequence could be most naturally integrated into the existing GE proposal as follows: 

● For each student, the first course in the “Integrated Social Engagement” sequence would 
serve as a replacement for either the “Scientific Investigation and Exploration” 
requirement or the “Social Investigation and Analysis” requirement in the current GE 
proposal, depending on the topic and approach.  For example, a course on genetic 
engineering co-taught by a biologist would count towards Scientific Investigation and 
Exploration, while a course on poverty co-taught by an economist or sociologist would 
count towards the Social Investigation and Analysis topic. 

● Students would then complete an additional course (outside the Integrated Social 
Engagement sequence) fulfilling whichever requirement (either Scientific Investigation 
and Exploration or Social Investigation and Analysis) is remaining in their GE 
requirements.  So if, for example, a student completed her natural science requirement 
through “Integrated Social Engagement,” then she would still need to complete her 
social science requirement separately.  

● If the second course in the sequence - “Social Innovation” - were included, it would count 
towards the “Experiential Learning in Context” requirement.  We imagine that including 
an experiential learning component would work better in some cases than others and so 
the best approach might be to decide on a case by case basis whether to couple it to the 
first course in the sequence.  Students would make their own decisions about whether to 
complete the experiential learning requirement “a la carte” or as part of an Integrated 
Societal Engagement sequence. 

● **This approach means that this requirement would not add to the total number of 
course requirements in the present GE draft** 

 
- Faculty would work together to propose team-taught courses. 
 
- Courses could be targeted at different levels of student background through prerequisites.  A 
course on artificial intelligence, for example, might require some background in computer 
science.  A course on global poverty might or might not require some background in economics 
depending on course content.  The specifics would require further deliberation among the 
faculty to hash out. 
  
- This sequence brings ethical reasoning into the GE curriculum without expanding the total 
number of course requirements (assuming that the sequence counts towards either the present 
proposed social science or natural science requirement) and establishes more direct 
connections between ethical reasoning and contextualized disciplinary approaches than would 
be achieved through an independent ethics requirement.  



  
- This sequence creates a clear context for non-science majors to take a course in which they 
learn the tools and methods of social/natural science.  At the same time, it creates a clear 
curricular context for science majors (particularly natural science majors) to engage with 
humanistic inquiry. 
  
- This sequence creates a substantial curricular foundation and base of knowledge for 
experiential learning, though that component of the sequence would require further thought and 
development.  
  
- This sequence catalyzes creativity and engagement across our humanities, social sciences, 
and sciences faculty, and models that kind of creativity for our students.  It would encourage 
faculty, not only to engage with each other in new ways across disciplines, but also to help 
students understand differences, disputes, and complementarities across different modes of 
inquiry. 
  

Sample Courses 
 
Sample Course 1: “Global Poverty” 
  
This course would focus on the problems presented by poverty and economic inequality, with a 
particular emphasis on the developing world.  It would focus on the economic and/or 
sociological dimensions of poverty, alongside questions about the ethical dimensions of 
economic inequality, capitalism, sovereignty, human rights, colonialism, and other relevant 
themes. Experiential learning could involve interning for an NGO, partnering with a local 
organization, or designing policy on a local scale. 
  
Sample Course 2: “Genetic Engineering” 
  
This course would focus on the social promise and perils of genetic engineering, including 
topics such as “designer babies,” genetically modified foods, CRISPR, and human 
enhancement.  Students would learn about the underlying science behind genetic engineering 
and would discuss its ethical implications for human nature, social inequality, and the stability of 
the planet’s ecosystems.  Experiential learning might involve policy or legal work on these 
issues, lab work, or interning with a firm in this field. 
 
Sample Course 3: “Criminal Justice” 
 
This course would focus on the criminal justice system, with attention to incarceration, the death 
penalty, criminal law, race, class, and policing tactics.  Discussion of the legal, political, and 
sociological dimensions of these issues would be paired with moral perspectives on 
punishment, freedom, justice, retribution, responsibility, legal authority, coercion, civil rights, and 
racial and social inequality.  Experiential learning might involve working with a local or national 



policy or legal organization.  Students could spend an interim designing a particular legal reform 
regarding policing or incarceration. 
  
Sample Course 4: “Human Migration” 
  
This course would focus on the challenges, and promise, presented by human migration in 
some context.  Students would learn about immigration trends and policy, about the sociology of 
race and power as it plays out in this context, and/or about the underlying economic issues. 
Alongside these concerns, students would discuss human rights, international justice, freedom 
of movement, racial identity and stigma, and the ideals of community and pluralism. 
Experiential learning might involve working with a local or international organization that aids 
refugees or works on legal matters. 
  
Sample course 5: “Climate Change” 
  
Students would learn about the science surrounding climate change - its nature, its effects, and 
its potential solutions – and would engage at the same time with ethical questions about 
international justice, collective action problems, sovereignty, human rights, private property, the 
relative priority of present/future people, and racial disparities in the global economic system. 
Experiential learning might involve partnering with a local environmental organization or working 
on energy policy at a local institution or organization. 
  
Sample course 6: “Artificial Intelligence” 
  
Students would learn about current developments in artificial intelligence and its applications in 
science, business, and technology.  They would engage at the same time with its moral 
implications for social sorting and inequality, with the risks of AI applications in medicine, 
warfare, and criminal justice, and with the idea of “moral” algorithms in domains such as 
autonomous vehicles.  Experiential learning might involve interning at a technology firm or 
designing (some aspect of) a moral AI solution to some societal problem.  For example, 
students might use their interim to design an ethical AI algorithm for sorting among low-income 
loan applications, or working on algorithms which aid autonomous vehicles in deciding how to to 
handle potential collisions. 
 
Sample course 7: “The Family” 
 
Students would learn about the history, ideology, economics, and policy surrounding models of 
the family.  Issues might include child care policy, the economics of domestic labor, women in 
the work force, cultural representations of gender roles, spousal rights, same-sex marriage, and 
divorce law.  Ethical dimensions of the course might focus on gender inequality, gay rights, 
ideals of freedom and commitment, the ethics of care, parental responsibility, and reproduction, 
among other topics.  Experiential learning might involve working on some aspect of family policy 



(e.g., subsidized child care) or interning at a local organization that works on family issues such 
as spousal abuse, child neglect, or divorce litigation. 
 


