Core Curriculum Not Emphasized in Universities
By Jordan Cash
Are Nebraska college students receiving a well-rounded education? According to a study
by the American Council for Trustees and Alumni (ACTA), the answer is no.
The study, entitled "What Will They Learn," is a study of 1,007 four-year higher
learning institutions in all 50 states examining whether the schools require seven core
subjects: Composition, Literature, Foreign Language, U.S. Government or History,
Economics, Mathematics, and Natural or Physical Science. In most cases, the study
focused on the Arts and Sciences or Liberal Arts divisions for the examination.[1]
Of particular interest are the grades that Nebraska's institutions of higher learning
received. Among the twelve Nebraska colleges included in the study, none received A's
for their core curriculum, two-Creighton and Nebraska Wesleyan-received B's, fiveUNL, UNK, Concordia, Doane, and Wayne State-were given the average grade of a C,
UNO, Peru State, Chadron State, and Bellevue University were all given D's, only
Hastings College was given an F.[2] If Nebraska were a college student, these grades
would earn them the dismal GPA of 1.66, a D+ performance.
Nebraska's universities should not be too discouraged though; three-fifths of higher
education institutions get a C or worse when it comes to core curriculum, even the
prestigious Harvard and Yale were not spared from bad grades, receiving a D and an F,
respectively.[3]
Yet the fact that a lack of required core curriculum is common does not mean it should
be ignored. Core curriculum provides a basic foundation of learning, giving students
basic skills in a wide variety of areas. The study's authors explain that the subjects
chosen were specifically for four reasons: 1) to be proficient in reading and writing; 2)
so the student understands enough math, science, and economics to function in 21 st
century society; 3) to be able to communicate in a more interconnected society by
speaking a foreign language; and 4) to have enough knowledge of American history and
government to be an informed citizen.[4]
The move away from this core curriculum speaks to the tendency of colleges, and even
students, to focus on the utility of a college education rather than the breadth. With the
price of college skyrocketing, this is a legitimate concern. It is noteworthy that if a
student were required to take one class in each of the aforementioned subjects, and then

possibly another class in the foreign language, math, and science categories, in the
University of Nebraska system, that would amount to thirty credit hours. A student
taking fifteen credit hours a semester could then complete all core curricula in their
freshman year. The University of Nebraska Regents recently announced 120 credit hours
would be enough to graduate in most subjects,[5] so that would leave three full years for
students to focus exclusively on their major, entering their upper-level studies with a
base foundation in the seven critical, yet diverse areas described above.
A utilitarian focus on trade skills and major-specific classes instead of allowing for a
core curriculum of broad classes can hurt students seeking employment after graduation.
A survey of employers asking what basic knowledge and skills are the most important
for employers hiring college graduates found the most important skills were found to be
the ability to communicate effectively in both writing and speaking, as well as reading
comprehension-skills that any good composition or speech class should teach-following
those skills, basic knowledge of math and science were rated to be of great importance.
About a fifth of employers considered knowledge of foreign languages and competency
in government and economics to be important skills.[6] Other studies have shown that
an in-depth knowledge and broad range of skills are required to succeed in today's
workforce,[7] showing that the focus on a utilitarian education is not a completely viable
strategy for students who wish to succeed.
Some colleges have turned to a distributive system whereby students choose classes
from broad core categories like Humanities, Social Sciences, or Natural Sciences. In
fact, it is this system that could explain several of the bad grades for Nebraska's
universities. The webpage detailing the University of Nebraska at Omaha's score is full
of notes describing how requirements are not upheld to the standards that the ACTA is
looking for because it uses a distributive system, which allows students to pick and
choose what they want to learn.[8] For example, UNO's general requirements for
students in the College of Arts and Sciences in the category of Social Sciences only
requires students to take four Social Science classes from four different sub-categories.
However, there are seven sub-categories, which means that students could graduate
without a course in economics, political science, or psychology if they focused on other
sub-categories.[9]
Colleges must prepare students for careers in the real world, but a college education
should also bestow a certain depth and breadth of knowledge. Not all of ACTA's
recommendations must be implemented to increase the variety of a student's knowledge
and skill, but Nebraska's higher learning institutions must be aware of what employers
are looking for, and insure students are getting the broad and well-rounded education
they are paying for.
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