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Big History and Liberal Education

Big History university courses offer the ideal

liberal education experience for students!

BH helps develop core values, knowledge and skills of liberal
education

Also helps students consider difficult questions such as:
why are they at university?

what do they hope to take from this experience?

how do they plan to live their lives?

what is the meaning or purpose of human existence, particularly
their own?

Because of this, big history should be taught
at all universities that are genuinely
committed to liberal education




| have taught Big History for more than 20 years
« Today I teach it as a two semester course for first year students in
the Honors College at GVSU |n I\/Ilchlgan (2014/15 class be|OW)
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* Liberal Education, whic h has a long
tradition stretching back to Classmalﬁre :
and Zhou Dynasty ghlna = ;\




Sought universal
definitions of a range of
topics — love, truth, justice
Used dialectic method to

proceeded from less accurate to
more accurate definitions

Aim was to discover truth
with a view to the ‘good
life’: in order to act well,
one must know what the
‘good life’ Is

Their interest in education was
both ethical and intellectual - to
persuade every man that their

Job was to seek virtue and
wisdom

Knowledge and virtue are
the same — the wise man
who knows what is right
will also do what Is right

Socrates and Plato:
Intellectual and
Ethical Cultivation




Confuclus:
Education
and Junzu

Confucian thought also
Intellectual, moral and ethical

In turbulent Late Zhou Period
Confucius attempted to build
an ethical framework into the
political hierarchy

Best way to achieve good
government was to fill official
positions with individuals who
were broadly educated,
conscientious and ethical

Focused on producing
junzu — superior
Individuals who could be
created through a
comprehensive liberal
education




European Renaissance
Uomo Universale

. - Educational goal of

| humanists was to cultivate
the mind for individual
happiness and to play an
effective role in society

- Ideal human was broadly
educated, versatile,
accomplished and socially
assured — the uomo
universale

- Uomo universale skilled
In all aspects of human
behavior — intellectual,
ethical and physical
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- Tsar Peter the first Russian ? o
ruler to promote a broad B |
secular education

- Numerous technical
schools were opened (e.g.
School of Navigation and
Math founded in Moscow
in 1701)

- Curricular focus was on
science and economics,
but also political science

Peter the Great
and Secular
Education In

Russia




Soviet Commitment

to Liberal Education

- Bolshevik Education Policy, Oct 1917:
“...A universal and classless provision
of both ‘enlightenment’ and training
for life in all its fullness and variety,
for all ages from infancy to manhood,;
disregarding all outdated methods;
based exclusively on the latest
science in every branch, and freed
from every kind of mysticism; devoted
to the end of fitting everyone for life in
the service of the community; the
whole system to be gratuitous,
secular and universally obligatory.”

- Superb comprehensive education

; | ‘ system put in place in the Soviet
_h ® : . )
=\ Union combined technical and
scientific training with the highest
'YPOKH PHCOBAHMS, MY3bIKH W MEHMS ideals of a liberal education,

KYABTYPY LUKOAbHWKA MOBBICAT GE3 COMHEHMS! including literature and music
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In 2005 the deflnltlon of this great tradition in a document tltled
Liberal Education and America’s Promise

 ldentifies four core LEAP goals

« Student evaluations demonstrate how well Big History is helping

achieve those goals




1. Knowledge
of the World

physical and
suences and
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Mostimpogtargluge ‘I learned that everything is

bl iohmprehe;jn;ﬁ Interconnected, and different -
V'e(\jN v qmrz]i_nj[ rth . subjects are only different if °
U0 Cl N0 we make them that way.’

| think i1s invaluable to
an open, tolerant W -

worldview’. &
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“This coukse was vital in fi
understanding of tRe scient
the universe, as well as a hati r the first time
with e

)‘Zwa 'OI:! the of life, and a thorough
explanation of t

aradigm of biology, natural selection.’

gaps in my
the creation of




2. Tangible Skills

. Intellectual and practlcal Skj”S mcludlng iInquiry and
analysis, critical and creative thinking, written and oral
communication, quantitative literacy, information
literacy, teamwork and problem solving

« Skills to be practiced across the curriculum through

progressively more challenging problems
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thinking, writ

development
of my critical
and oral

expression



S PersL)naI Responsibility

« Personal and social responsibility, including civic
engagement, local and global; intercultural knewledge
and competence,; ethical reasoning and action; and

-~ foundations and skills for lifelong learning
 Anchored through active invalvement with diverse

~communities and real-world €hallenges.

By 3 :




“The course helped me develop a perspective Q_n;

challenges faging the modern world, as well'as DEe T

a knowledge bﬁ%e tolbetter understand so many St

~Including su‘sil; | bihty and the environment:
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 “Big history stresse§
critical thinking about
céirrent issues as well-as
Ristorical perspectives.’



4. Applied Learning

) 4

t,across genéra?rand

I
'I
\ﬁ\" .
s _Ir /| "

J . ¢ A ‘\, : U "\ .
\,,\ '\‘«[\ . P | Vi /

\n;:::\ B I S A
hcatrgn of know}éd‘ge,
{fl
o rrew«\settlngé. "ar;rd»
h'*'ﬁii?:-oz-‘."‘, g ';-.“""& S2VAY \!'
e e *,ﬁ RS -\‘};\(yf v{:\’} W
N AN O AN e AT Y b S



. | ) ) . " e i
/ g
‘The second semester of the course was partic rly.
lnteresting because we progressed into.r tur
allenges facing the human race. L
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In addition to these LEAP skills, we all want to-hel}
students consider the BIG questions:

Why are they at university in the first place?

What do they hope to take from this experie

How do they plan to spend their lives? = /
What is the meaning and purpose of hume
including their own? I
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“We are the future and‘" ? |g istory e& o5 S
methods and perspectlves need to ¢









Conclusion

After teaching Big History for 20+ years | am
convinced it offers the quintessential liberal
education experience for students of all ages

It Is the best course for meeting the LEAP goals and for
engaging students at all levels of their consciousness

By the end of the course students are better equipped
to understand the world around them, and the
responsible role that they must play in global society
They have acquired multiple lenses through
which to view the world, and a real sense of the
potential to lead a more deeply meaningful life
IN SO many ways
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