
	Educational Effectiveness and Liberal Arts Education

A Conversation with Dr. Ruben Armiñana,

President of Sonoma State University

Sonoma State University is an organization integrated with undergraduate, graduate and extended education programs. Regarding its undergraduate program, SSU has always aimed at delivering an education grounded on the tradition of liberal art colleges.

Q1.  How do you envision the actualization of this educational goal?

RA: Sonoma State University has a distinguished history of undergraduate education in the liberal arts and sciences. This is the core education for preparing individuals to various careers and a life of learning. No university can train an individual for a single career over 30 years. As a matter of fact, most of us will have at least 5 careers, not jobs, over our productive years. The liberal arts and sciences education gives the analytical tools and learning skills that are adaptable to a life of change and creativity. This education is especially useful for those who plan to attend professional and graduate schools in after graduation.

Let me give you an example:

A few years ago I attended a meeting with Michael Eisner, the CEO of the Disney Corporation. He is a graduate of a liberal arts college and he talked about the challenges that he and his company face in attracting the best minds that will create the products that millions of individuals all over the world will buy. He told the audience that the then recently released movie “A Toy Story” had become very successful and attracted a great deal of attention because at the time it was the first fully computer animated movie. He added that that fact was interesting and engaged your imagination and attention for about one or two minutes at the most, but he still had another 67 or so more minutes to go. That time had to be filled with the storyline, development of characters, music, colors, human emotions, empathy, and laughter. Only the liberal arts could produce those essential parts of the movie, well beyond the technical capacities of the computer. That is the reason that Disney employs so many graduates of liberal arts and sciences colleges and universities. They have the talent and skills needed for Disney to create movies.

Q2. If we had to assess the effectiveness of our liberal art education, what will be your indicators?

RA: To begin with, I will see if our education gives a student the knowledge skills and motivation to be an engaged citizen who participates in responsible ways in various communities, locally, nationally and internationally.  Active and informed citizen participation is a requirement for a democratic society.

At the same time, I will observe if it prepares the individual to be a productive participant in a complex, world-class, and brain-powered economy. We are no longer an economy based on natural resources but on human resources where the ability to think, analyze, conceptualize, integrate, present and evaluate enormous amount of existing and new knowledge is the fountain of economy activity.  Instead of the shovel we push a keyboard. This type of education allows you to develop your potential as an entrepreneur or as cognitive worker.

Simultaneously, I will find out if our liberal arts and sciences education allows the individual to become an integrated person who is self-motivated, engaged, and happy with him or herself as it maneuvers the challenges of constant change.

Therefore, our type of education serves the individual, the economy, and society and its effectiveness can be assessed in these three categories.

Q3. How do we articulate professional programs--such as business, education, and engineering--within a liberal art college?

RA: The differences between “academic” vs. “professional” programs are not real. Liberal arts and sciences education must underpin all our programs—at Sonoma State University we do it largely through General Education programs. The accountant must be a literal, engaged, citizen who understands different types of individuals, cultures and transactions. The engineer must understand and deal with the ethical consequences of their work. We all have to write well, speak intelligently, and work in teams and across disciplines. No profession is an island to itself, neither is the professional. We all strive to be professionals in whatever field of endeavor we choose. The challenge that we must continuously face is how to best integrate knowledge across disciplines to make education relevant and useful. Departments are mainly organizational tools. Knowledge must be integrative.
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