Well thank you all for coming tonight and I also want to thank Dean Christian and my colleagues in the College of Arts and Sciences for giving me the honor of coming here tonight and talking to you about the aims of liberal education.  And as Dean Christian mentioned, liberal education is not a political idea, but it comes from the idea of and education that’s suited for a free person.  I’m going to start talking about my life a little bit and my first year in college and what that was like, and I’ll tell you, it wasn’t really what I was expecting.  I struggled, I didn’t really like it all that much, I was a biology major, and I got to college and in my first year, I had to take a year long class in calculus, a year long class in chemistry.  A year long common core humanities course called Form Problem Event, yes, I wondered what that was, and a year long social science course that focused on liberty, inequality in American and in the world.  What these courses focused on was reading, a lot of difficult, sometimes long text, and we would go to class and have debates.  We would have debates every day and the debates would be about what Al Cibiades really meant on a certain speech he gave to the Athenian Senate.  And I was trying to be a good student and I would try to get involved in these debates and sometimes I would, but after about a half hour or so, I would be worn down and I would think we are not really finding out what he really meant, I don’t understand the point of this.  Sometimes the debates were things I didn’t really have any interest in and so I would sort of tune out a bit, and for this reason, I struggled.  My first year was especially difficult in college because I wasn’t really understanding what the point of all this was.  But at the same time that I would have preferred to have been hanging out in some rocky beach, running around having a good time, I decided I didn’t want to leave that school, in fact, I never even considered it.  I didn’t consider transferring either.  The main reason why I stayed, despite not always being comfortable and content was that, sometimes, some faculty made a point of making it very clear to me that they were going to try and give me the very best liberal education that they could, and one way they did that was at the beginning of our freshman year, they had an Aims of Education Address.  I’m bringing this up just because some of these fine universities pretend they are the only place that talks about this, but that’s not true, a lot of places do and we are one of them.  So we are here now and we want to make it clear what these aims are and what liberal education is all about.  So most of us come to college in order to earn a degree, get a good job, have a decent career, have a decent life, and this sometimes lets us think about education as a series of hoops that we have to jump through.  That each course is a hoop, each assignment is a hoop, we are going through one hoop after another.  After earning enough hoops, we get a degree and we move on.  This way of thinking can also lead to the idea that we come to university with our brains partly filled with knowledge but there are gaps of knowledge in our brain.  We need to find out what those gaps are, take certain courses to pour the knowledge into our brains, and then after four years, our brains are more than full and we can cash that in, get our degree, and move onto easy street.  We think it’s more than that though; the thing is you will learn facts, concepts, ideas, and it will take studying.  We really think that the liberal education experience is about skills and about growth, than it is knowledge.  Every idiot knows that skills are important, and the question is what skills are the skills you want to learn.  Nunchucks skills, cage fighting skills, these sound good and can be impressive to people, but here we are thinking about a little bit more substantial skills such as analytical thinking, critical thinking, and forming and defending an argument.  To form and defend an argument, you have to think analytically and critically and quickly, and that’s what my first year experience courses were all about.  You also need to be able to write, to speak well, do math, work with computers, you also need to know how to solve problems and work in a team.  And it turns out these last two skills are the things employers want more than anything else.  So you are going to find that in some of your courses, and, if a few of you out there might be in my Biology 110 labs, where I have made it clear, lots of what we do in lab is about skill building, working in teams, and problem solving to give you practice.  Now you can’t go some place and buy skills, they don’t just go into your brain, you can’t go on the internet and find a skill and download into yourself.  You have to practice skills, so I’d like you to consider thinking about your general education kind of like a work out.  In general education you are going to work out your brain just as if you do yoga or weightlifting, swimming and runnings in order to get a very good workout and to be fit or an athlete.  But in your coursework, we need to have you work your brain hard, and like working out, sometimes it hurts, sometimes it’s boring, sometimes it’s painful, but usually it’s exhilarating and very satisfying as well.  I would also like you to think about this as you choose your GE classes here and in that, you really want to choose the classes that are going to give you the best mental workout you can get because that’s going to let you grow the most.  I have a little story to tell about this.  In the Biology department, a lot of students are interested into going to medical school.  A key step in getting into medical school is taking the MCAT test, the medical college admissions test, and this is a standardized test that is not based so much on facts and knowledge, you do have to know some basics, but it’s about your ability to figure stuff out, solve problems, and think, really.  It turns out that the students with the highest GPA don’t necessarily get the highest MCAT score, and the reason for that is that sometimes students get a really high GPA by avoiding the really difficult classes.  Students who take the hardest classes often score higher on the MCAT because they have had the best mental workout for the last four years.  It also turns out that very often students who major in humanities and social sciences do very well on the MCAT provided they can also do well on the science parts of things, and medical schools are really attracted to people with that kind of broad background.  Another part of having a fine liberal education is to also be well educated.  Here I am going to talk about the idea of cultural capital.  This is the knowing about your culture, knowing about the cultures of others and kinds of things.  Cultural capital is very important because in a purely pragmatic way anyways, besides the growth that occurs that is just satisfying to yourself, people who have cultural capital often get ahead in life in subtle ways that they wouldn’t if they didn’t have this capital.  As a case in point, when I was finishing my PhD I knew I wanted to get a faculty job at a good university and I knew that to compete for one of these positions, I needed a very strong resumé.  In most of the sciences, people go on for a year or two or three, into what we call a post-doc, in a high power famous lab working with famous scientists to get a little bit more experience.  Well, I was fortunate enough to get an interview at one of these labs and the guy who was interviewing me had a chronic illness.  His chronic illness didn’t let him work too many hours, but he could sit and read.  He decided he was going to get the Great Books series and really broaden his liberal education.  And it just so happens that the Great Books series is what formed those core courses that I took in college.  So he was very proud to show me these books and I could say things like “Oh, you know that book by David Hume, I like that one.”  And then he would ask me about another one and I would say “Well, to tell you the truth, I wasn’t a very good student and only read a little bit of that one.”  But nonetheless, that little bit of something gave him an inkling about me that made him want to hire me more.  Turned out to be a good thing, because I got the position, I got to go and live in a very interesting city in Ottawa, Canada for several years, and I also got to realize that my life long dream since I was about five was to work in wetlands.  The other way we can grow is to be challenged with the material we are looking at.  And I am showing you here some pictures of relatively well known people, who because of their writing, have either been loved or hated or both.  These people aren’t just from quite a while ago, some of these people are more recent, but all of them will challenge the way you think about the world.  Sometimes being challenged about how you think about the world and your belief systems is difficult and it can even be painful and hard.  It’s like the hard workout, but in the end, your understanding of the world would have to be better having being asked to consider these ideas.  Other ways you can grow here are a little bit lighter.  In my field botany class, we go on field trips, and this is a picture of students sitting on the top of a bluff overlooking the Wisconsin River valley in a beautiful grassland, and they are keying out wildflowers and grasses.  The truth is, some students may decide that they like botany, others won’t, but at least they have had the experience of walking through remnant grassland.   They might appreciate that more, they may decide that later on in life they want to go on walks in natural areas and enjoy our natural heritage, or they just might appreciate wildflowers in other people’s gardens.  All of this is a form of growth that happens here at the university.  Growth comes in other ways too, some people have aspirations to become a surgeon, some people might have aspirations to become an actor, but no one really has the aspirations to be the guy living in a van down by the river, but sometimes things happen.  A lot of people come here with aspirations to do great things and have great, great careers, but not everyone gets to be the quarterback for the Green Bay Packers.  A lot of people think that being a dolphin trainer sounds fun, but not everyone gets to do that either.  But, I had a student a few years ago that really wanted to do that and she became a dolphin trainer, so it can happen, but it’s tough to get there.  Instead, sometimes life takes us to strange places.  In my life, I ended up on a fish processing barge on Bristol Bay in Alaska working as a laborer with ex-convicts and college students and a bunch of other ne’er-do-wells, but this was a great growth experience for me.  Having going through the college experience and having a bachelor’s degree gave me a certain sense of the world that really helped me get through that tough experience.  On the fishing boat, there was a lot of bad food.  The food was so bad; I resorted going over to the Japanese technicians who processed the salmon eggs.  I would take that and mix it in with my spaghetti or whatever we were eating just to give the food a little bit more taste.  After a while, I really grew to like these salmon eggs.  So, now I pay a lot of money to go to a sushi place and get a couple of bites of that stuff.  I also like all sorts of food and tasting things and growing that way, but I talk about this to come back to the idea of general education and that it’s about tasting.  You have this opportunity to taste different flavors, to learn about and enjoy and struggle through all sorts of things.  So please do, taste the flavors the university has to offer.  And with that, thank you very much for listening to me.  I would like to introduce my colleague, Professor Paula Kleintjes Neff, former chair of the Biology department, now merely another professor as our master of ceremonies.
