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Preface: 2011 
 

Debrah Bokowski (Marylhurst University) 

David Gitomer (DePaul University) 

Ken Smith (Indiana University South Bend) 

Editors 

 

 

The purpose of this guidebook is to provide practical information for those 

administering Graduate Liberal Studies programs. Like other guidebooks, it is for 

travelers. Most administrators of GLS programs are accidental interdisciplinarians, 

which is to say, we began our academic careers within a single discipline, bounded 

by its own paradigm and populated with similarly trained people. Often we arrived 

serendipitously in the world of GLS, a world populated with scholars from many 

disciplines and students from a wide variety of backgrounds and training. For those 

of us who have come from the worlds of research-oriented academic careers, we 

also may unexpectedly find ourselves dealing with the administrative realities of 

marketing, assessment, contracts and budget negotiations with the provost. This 

guidebook is for those newly arrived and those who continue to develop the 

possibilities for a GLS program. 

 

The possibilities and actualities are enormously varied. The guidebook can 

help you orient yourself within the many landscapes of GLS programs. Included is 

information that can be useful no matter the size or composition of your program. 

It can help in communicating about your program to both your internal and 

external audiences. 

 

In the spirit of collaborative learning, we hope you find this guidebook 

useful and thought provoking. 

 
 

 

The AGLSP Board and Publications Committee, Jo Ellen Lundblad 

(University of Minnesota), Ken Smith (Indiana University South Bend), Jerry 

Jerman (University of Oklahoma), would like to thank the editors and the program 

directors and faculty who contributed their expertise to the production of this 

guidebook. 
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Introduction: 

What is Graduate Liberal Studies Today? 
 

 

 

In an impassioned commencement address to liberal arts undergraduates at Kenyon 

College in 2005, the American writer David Foster Wallace described a Liberal 

Studies education as a process of learning to think and to stay present in a complex 

world. In this wildly, wisely and uncomfortably poignant and humorous speech, 

Wallace described the day-to-day adult world. Its negotiation, as Wallace infers, 

urgently requires the critical awareness of a liberal education in order to move 

beyond an unconscious focus on the self, to become a compassionate and engaged 

participant in the social and political life of our communities, awake to the world. 

He might have been describing Graduate Liberal Studies (GLS) too, in stressing 

critical consciousness, the importance of a liberal arts education in the working 

world beyond the university, and in reminding his young audience what every GLS 

graduate comes to understand: that their education extends before them—a life’s 

project. 

 

Indeed, the GLS movement has developed as a graduate-level extension of the 

liberal arts education long available to undergraduates. Wallace’s exhortation to his 

young audience captures important aspects of a GLS education: critical awareness, 

the growth of the individual, and the relevance of this education to the larger 

community. GLS extends from here to specify common values, exploring 

interdisciplinarity, espousing the philosophy of liberal arts education as a necessary 

complement to vocational training, and creating flexible graduate programs 

available to a population of non-traditional graduate students—sometimes older, 

often working and therefore needing a part-time program—and traditional, full-

time students alike. There are now well over one hundred and fifty liberal studies 

graduate programs in the US and Canada, with some one hundred and ten member 

programs affiliated with the AGLSP, all unique yet connected by common values 

in graduate education. Indeed, the GLS movement remains as relevant to changing 

times and as innovative as it was nearly sixty years ago when it began. For 

example, the AGLSP on-line journal Confluence: The Journal of Graduate Liberal 

Studies, the AGLSP blog, and the AGLSP listserv are exciting developments of the 

last decade, as is the Association’s more comprehensive website. 

 

The novel idea of offering a liberal education at the graduate level followed from 

the increased need for adult education after World War II and in the wake of the 
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G.I. bill (Servicemen’s Readjustment Act 1944). Post-secondary institutions 

developed a wide range of educational opportunities for non-traditional students, 

who were older than traditional post-secondary students and were either returning 

to higher education or seeking educational opportunities while retaining 

employment (O’Callaghan, 1). Wesleyan University developed the first MALS 

degree in 1952, a degree initially conceived for secondary teachers and offering an 

interdisciplinary, humanities-based alternative to a graduate degree in educational 

methodology. The concept of GLS caught on and the interest in the MALS degree 

grew. In 1975, the movement, with thirteen charter members, instituted its own 

professional organization, the AGLSP, which continues to provide identity and 

leadership, support to member programs, a philosophy and program standards. 

 

The concept of a liberal arts education was present as a basic philosophy of GLS 

programs from the beginning. As Phyllis O’Callaghan states in her history of the 

AGLSP: 

 

This degree would be both traditional and innovative. It was traditional in 

the sense that the Graduate Liberal Studies degree avoided professional 

courses and objectives while focusing on liberal arts as the proper 

educational grounding. Innovation was to be found in the fact that the 

degree would be interdisciplinary and appeal to part-time, adult students 

with other professional and personal responsibilities whose study would 

have to be at night, weekends or summers and whose academic interests 

would be broader than a single discipline and more reflective. (2) 

 

As Liberal Studies graduate programs have developed and evolved, these elements 

remained key to liberal arts education. GLS programs still differentiate between 

vocational training and liberal arts education. In one part of their mandate, GLS 

programs are intended to feed the soul, not the body, and serve to further human 

self-fulfillment, not job preparation. This quest is focused in the development of an 

individual’s intellectual and personal growth and premised on the intrinsic value of 

learning. Mary Rockcastle, Dean of the Graduate School of Liberal Studies at 

Hamline University, for example, states on the Hamline website that “[t]hose who 

enter our Master of Arts in Liberal Studies program wish to broaden from a 

narrower undergraduate education or professional specialty or engage in life-long 

learning as a value in itself.” She further describes an educational ethos of 

creativity and support, also typical of Liberal Studies graduate programs: 

 

One of the joys of working in the Graduate School of Liberal Studies is to be 

in the midst of a caring, accomplished group of faculty and a diverse, 
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stimulating mix of students, all of them interesting and hard-working adults 

eager to develop as thinkers and writers. At Hamline, we believe in hands-

on, student-centered, active learning. Strong student-faculty relationships, 

many of which extend long after graduation, are an earmark of our 

program.1 

 

At the same time, the seemingly long-lasting climate of economic adversity has 

made the combination of liberal arts study and courses that more directly foster 

professional qualifications an attractive option for some GLS programs. 

 

Application of the GLS degree 

GLS programs also seek connections with contemporary issues, and an 

understanding of the degree in terms of its potential usefulness and engagement. 

One such understanding that most programs emphasize is the value of acquiring 

broad knowledge and developing critical thinking and communication skills. Some 

programs emphasize that knowledge and critical thinking are of measureable use in 

the corporate and professional world. Dartmouth College addresses “What can I do 

with a MALS degree?” by combining the acquisition of critical thinking and other 

academic skills with real-world extensions and potentials of the degree: 

 

Students who graduate with a Dartmouth M.A.L.S. degree expand their base 

of formal knowledge, and enhance their capacity for analytical insight, 

creative research, and independent thought. Many M.A.L.S. graduates 

return to their chosen profession with a heightened confidence in their 

intellectual strength. … 

 

Within academia, our graduates go on to doctorates in cultural studies, 

American studies, literature, history, government, philosophy, and 

psychology as well as professional schools in business, law and public 

policy. Others return to teach or go on to teach at the secondary or 

community college levels. 

 

In addition, several of our current students and alumni have written 

professionally for various journals, magazines and the film industry, while 

others prefer to work for non-profit organizations, the private sector or the 

arts.  

 

                                                 
1 All statements from individual programs can be found on program websites. Website URLs are available through 

the AGLSP website: http://www.aglsp.org. 
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Another emphasis that presents the GLS degree as useful and engaged is that of 

leadership. Georgetown, for example, describes its MALS degree as “[addressing] 

the many dimensions of mind, spirit, and personality that contribute to your 

leadership potential.” Ultimately, the student turns from reflection and study to 

action: 

 

By understanding past and present human behavior in all its interconnected 

complexity, you’ll gain a perspective that few have. The knowledge that you 

acquire through this program will help you adjust or validate your own 

values, and as a result you will learn how to put that knowledge into action. 

 

For those programs that choose to permit professional preparation as an auxiliary 

dimension to the pursuit of the liberal arts, an additional persuasive element of a 

GLS education is immediately apparent.  

 

Interdisciplinarity of GLS degrees 

The genius of GLS programs and what truly connects them to the complexities of 

contemporary society is their interdisciplinarity. Answers emerge from the 

intersection of discipline-based explanations. Those of us who teach in the GLS 

programs allow students to seek answers and explore knowledge in many areas 

outside our own range of expertise. We have to direct them to experts in other 

disciplines. We have to be open to unfamiliar texts; we have to trust our students’ 

newfound wisdom as they thread often unfamiliar themes into the tapestry of their 

research and theses. 

 

GLS programs have incorporated an interdisciplinary pedagogy into their courses 

and more broadly into their program designs. Some programs have extended the 

interdisciplinary approach to develop distinctive tracks. Excelsior, for examples 

offers “Issues in Today’s Society,” “Global Strategies,” “Educational Leadership,” 

and “Natural Science and Society.” Arcadia University, whose degree is a Master 

of Arts in Humanities (M.A.H.) has options in “Literature,” “Fine Arts, Theater 

and Music,” and “History, Philosophy and Religion.” Georgetown University has 

fourteen tracks including “Classical Civilizations,” “Ethics and the Professionals,” 

“Individualized Study,” and “International Affairs.” 

 

Some programs have directly explored the potential for engagement that 

interdisciplinarity encourages. Indiana University South Bend has incorporated a 

Public Intellectual Option into its capstone requirement. Northern Arizona 

University has transformed its MALS program into a Master of Arts in Sustainable 
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Communities. It, too, emphasizes personal growth and critical skills with the 

wisdom to act. 

 

The concept of GLS, then, has inspired programs of study that are open to all 

possibilities. A discipline-based graduate degree is one that is framed by the 

literature and methods of inquiry defined by that discipline. Instead of having to 

study a prescribed curriculum, students pursuing the Graduate Liberal Studies 

degree develop their own courses of study. This expectation demands 

extraordinary creativity for administrators, faculty, and students alike. GLS 

students are on a quest with no preordained conclusion. GLS students must 

articulate what they are thinking, what questions they have and where they intend 

to seek answers. Without a fixed map, students must be resourceful and 

courageous, open to a course of study that remains fluid. Discoveries along the 

way can redefine the direction of the program and raise new questions that demand 

additional avenues of inquiry. As Lennard J. Davis cautioned, “A truly 

interdisciplinary approach is potentially dangerous: Some kinds of knowledge 

might refute or negate other kinds of knowledge.” … “…being truly 

interdisciplinary means being willing to let go of what you know so well and free-

fall into what is only being formulated” (Davis). 

 

Finally, the general state of graduate education also provides opportunities worth 

serious consideration for GLS programs: an increasing demand for master’s level 

education as the master’s degree becomes the new “gatekeeper” in many parts of 

the workplace; an increasing number of non-traditional students, a trend predicted 

to continue over the next decade; and a growing need for faculty and leadership in 

community colleges. As the Council of Graduate Schools stated in a December 

2009 study,  

 

Even if current data sources are unable to provide a full picture of the 

participation of non-traditional students in graduate education, it is clear 

that the population is growing in sheer numbers and that this growth will 

likely persist for at least the next decade. To serve this growing population, 

U.S. graduate schools will need to continue to offer flexible programs, 

delivered in a variety of forms, to meet the needs of these older students 

(Bell). 

 

Further, Debra Stewart, president of the Council of Graduate Schools, chose 

interdisciplinarity as the topic for her 2009 address. As she wrote, “if there is a 

single theme on which there is broad consensus among CGS member deans it is 

that the time has come to embrace interdisciplinarity in the structure and process of 
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graduate training as a powerful and essential option for 21st century graduate 

students” (Stewart). 

 

These observations and developments in graduate education speak directly to the 

philosophies and practices of GLS programs. Current and new directions in GLS 

are all promising. Flexible interdisciplinary programs and relevance to the 

complexities of contemporary society augur well, as does the incorporation of 

technology and online courses. Worth noting also are signs of possible 

demographic change within GLS student constituencies: some GLS programs are 

experiencing an increased interest in the MALS degree from international students 

and from younger students who perceive GLS as a transformational bridge from an 

undergraduate to further graduate or professional education. There is no doubt that 

GLS programs are well situated to meet the challenges and opportunities of the 21st 

century. The road ahead holds adventure and promise. 
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Starting a Graduate Liberal Studies Program 
 

 

If you and your teaching and administrative colleagues are thinking of starting a 

Graduate Liberal Studies program at your institution, this section will help you to 

organize the process and give you the questions you need to think about as you 

proceed. However, please do not consider this section as comprehensive or 

exhaustive. Instead, let it serve as an outline or checklist that will organize your 

efforts to study, digest and apply the contents of the entire guidebook to your 

institutional setting during the planning stages of your new program. For example, 

this section will briefly discuss topics such as curriculum design, recruiting faculty, 

working with deans and assessment: all these are treated in greater detail in other 

sections. This section is also meant to be very practical; it will touch on issues in 

the philosophy of education, but it is focused on nuts and bolts issues, with some 

candid observations about the sociology of higher education. 

 

Starting a new GLS program presents all kinds of challenges and can be filled with 

setbacks. The AGLSP has assisted many times in supporting new programs in the 

planning and neophyte stages. We are ready to connect you with experienced board 

members and program directors who can advise you on matters from curriculum 

design to marketing. Please contact us! 

 

What is your motivation for starting a GLS Program? 

GLS programs are basically characterized as interdisciplinary graduate programs 

for working adults. In early GLS programs, most students were in mid or late 

career and seeking enrichment in a more serious environment than a non-degree-

conferring continuing studies setting. Nowadays many programs, while still 

drawing older students with personal goals, attract large numbers of students in 

their 20’s and 30’s who hope to use the intellectual skills gained in a GLS program 

to leverage career enhancement or career change. There is a broad perception that a 

master’s degree imparts a competitive edge in the hunt for a job. A flexible, 

interdisciplinary degree affords the graduate flexibility in career paths. 

 

In an institution with an established array of terminal master’s programs and 

graduate programs in general, a GLS program may fill a niche for students wanting 

further education but not wanting the professional or academic focus of a single 

discipline. In a four-year college with few or no other graduate programs, the GLS 

program provides one way to start graduate offerings and serves a wide group of 

students who might otherwise not find an appropriate choice of graduate program. 
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In such settings, the GLS program sometimes serves, through the development of 

concentrations, as an incubator for disciplinary programs. A GLS program also 

affords new opportunities for faculty. In research universities, faculty can teach 

courses in different areas than their usual specialties or try out different pedagogies 

with an engaged student audience. In four-year colleges, faculty will gain the 

opportunity to teach at a more advanced level or at least present material that’s 

important to them to more mature students. 

 

In some cases, the stimulus for the creation of a GLS program may come from a 

dean who has seen the success of a similar program at another institution. Because 

GLS programs, like many terminal master’s programs, usually do not offer 

financial aid, some administrators see these programs as potential new revenue 

streams. This motivation is not necessarily at odds with an academic mission, but 

administrators need to be aware that these programs also require investments of 

leadership and support staff, marketing, etc. Classes must be relatively small, 

incurring faculty costs. Depending on the local educational market, some programs 

will attain only modest size. All this is to say that if the motivation for starting the 

program is driven by fiscal concerns rather than by academic mission, there may 

be an ongoing friction between the academic leaders of the program and 

administrative officers. 

 

On the other hand, it is nearly always the case that GLS alums feel strong bonds to 

the institution. They may encourage younger family members to attend as 

undergraduates (and this process also works the other way around—a child’s 

successful experience at the university may prompt a parent to try its GLS 

program). As members of their community in the corporate and not-for-profit 

sector, as people involved in community affairs, they will talk about their GLS 

experience and become informal ambassadors not only for the program but for the 

institution. Most schools that have started GLS programs have discovered that they 

are good for the institution in many ways. 

 

Who will take the lead to get it started? 

There is no getting around the fact that the planning for a new GLS program will 

need both a dedicated leader and a leadership team. Although certain aspects of the 

process can be delegated, there needs to be someone who keeps the ball rolling. 

Moreover, it is very important that the leadership of the new program be a person 

or persons who have broad respect and clout in the institution. Serious faculty will 

have to be recruited, and often from the senior or emeritus cadre. GLS programs 

will likely be unfamiliar to most of the faculty and administration and lead to many 

questions: 
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 about rigor; 

 about where the students will come from; 

 about how the program relates to existing units in the college or university. 

The leadership team will have to be prepared with answers and with advocacy. A 

leadership team composed of faculty who are known and respected throughout the 

institution will be more likely to secure administrative buy-in from the very 

beginning, which in turn will ensure that this unfamiliar kind of program is 

regarded as legitimate. 

 

How will you position your program in your institution and community? 

Administrative setting 

Hopefully the motivations for creating the program will determine the kind of 

program that is created. Serving the needs of your projected student audience and 

providing new and enjoyable teaching opportunities for your faculty are chief 

considerations in constructing the program. But there are other factors that 

determine structure and character of your program as well. A primary one will be 

its administrative setting. For shorthand purposes, we will distinguish between two 

primary types of GLS program. One type coexists with other terminal master’s 

programs, such as an MA in English or an MA in Sociology in a college or 

university setting, and may share elective courses with some of these other 

graduate programs. Typically in this type of program, students earn an MA degree. 

Another type exists in a division of continuing studies; its course offerings are 

often self-contained. Typically in this type of program students earn an MLS or 

MLA degree, but there are programs of this type in which students earn MA 

degrees. But there are also programs housed in other kinds of academic units, and 

there are programs at some four-year colleges which are the only master’s-level 

program at the institution. The AGLSP promotes academic rigor across all its 

member programs: Programs housed in divisions of continuing studies should be, 

and in fact are, as serious and demanding as those in the more conventional 

university MA setting. However, if you are thinking that one possible path for 

some of your students post-graduation is toward a traditional PhD (which is the 

path of a small minority of GLS students), that path may be easier when the 

student comes from an “MA” type program rather than an “MLS” type program, if 

only because of the way the student will be perceived by a PhD admissions 

committee. But there are also examples of students from “separately housed” GLS 

programs who have continued on to doctoral programs. And of course there are 

non-PhD doctoral programs, including doctorates in liberal studies, that will admit 

highly qualified MLS graduates. 
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The administrative setting of the program is also likely to determine how the 

program is budgeted. In an “MA” type program, faculty with regular appointments 

will often be permitted to teach in the GLS program as part of their regular load. 

This is almost never the case in the MLS continuing studies model, where 

instructors, whether drawn from regular faculty, retired faculty or adjuncts, are 

paid on a per course basis. Further, in all types of programs there will have to be 

some deliberation about how faculty who advise students on their capstone 

projects, which can be a tremendous investment of time, will be compensated. As 

the capstone projects form one of the most powerful elements of a strong GLS 

program, care is needed to be sure that they are thoughtfully and adequately 

supported. 

 

Whenever a new program is created, there are going to be turf issues. A GLS 

program that is housed in the “regular” college or university departmental setting 

may provide an opportunity for cross-listing in electives and perhaps even in some 

core courses. But there may also be some sensitive issues to work out: an existing 

conventional disciplinary MA may see a new program in which students can take 

some of their courses as competing with it for those students. On the other hand, 

many a GLS MA program has served through its concentrations as an incubator of 

further new programs. At elite or Research I institutions, there may be questions 

about whether the new GLS program will draw students stamped with the same 

seriousness and motivation as those in the other MA or MS programs. This is a 

valid question, since GLS programs are typically part-time, and while students can 

be selected for their intelligence and academic preparedness, they can’t be selected 

for their proven talent or accomplishment in a particular field, such as history or 

French, since GLS programs are interdisciplinary.  

 

The issue of the “quality” or perceived quality of GLS students comes into play 

with cross-lists and more generally in GLS students’ taking courses in other 

departments. This can be somewhat sensitive: graduate students are admitted to 

departments rather than to the institution. The GLS program will be asking other 

departments to permit GLS students to participate in courses in programs to which 

they were not admitted, and perhaps might not have qualified for admission. It’s 

therefore important when setting up a program that involves cross-lists to develop 

mechanisms whereby students are vetted for their preparedness for graduate work 

in other departments, and are advised on ways to enhance their knowledge of the 

field before the class begins. Unless a new program has sufficient funding to offer 

a full range of courses all by itself, this issue of cross-listing must be addressed. If 

resolved successfully, it promises to strengthen enrollments in other graduate 

program courses, a plus, as well as to create more diverse offerings in the GLS 
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program. Students from different programs can, in the right circumstances, enrich 

one another’s experience in a seminar discussion as well. 

 

Those involved in developing a Graduate Liberal Studies degree program should 

be aware that they may find themselves in the thick of academic politics about the 

nature, use and rigor of the program. Some Research I institutions exert the 

institutional will to keep these programs separated from their well-known graduate 

programs. They may not permit students to take courses in other graduate 

divisions. Others are more welcoming of GLS programs. The best way to ensure 

that your program will be taken seriously is to make it as rigorous as possible from 

the core courses through the electives to the capstone, as well as to get respected 

faculty involved in the program. A core GLS faculty needs time to hold 

conversations about rigor: What is rigor in an interdisciplinary course and 

program? How do we foster it? How do we assess so as to know that it is being 

achieved? What pedagogical implications arise in a quest for rigor in an 

interdisciplinary course or program? 

 

Of course, some of these issues are less likely to press upon a GLS program that is 

housed in its own division or in a division apart from the “standard” graduate 

programs. A more positive argument to be made for a GLS program to exist in a 

separate division (or a division of continuing studies) is that these programs really 

are unique, and the distinct administrative status will allow the program to chart its 

own course in terms of educational goals, class format, requirements, and so forth. 

 

Positioning a program with a distinct orientation 

Most programs are generalist in orientation, though quite a few have 

concentrations that reflect faculty or institutional strengths. Other concentrations 

may emphasize the institution’s regional culture or themes that may have a special 

appeal to students, such as the environment or women’s and gender studies. A 

distinct offering in terms of concentrations or overall orientation will allow your 

program to distinguish itself strategically from others in your region. 

 

Another possible strategy for positioning a program would be to offer courses or 

concentrations that broadly or more narrowly address issues that resonate with 

potential employment opportunities. These could be very broad and issue oriented, 

such as courses on the globalized economy or the sociology of health care. But the 

matter of application raises another important issue in planning a program. 

Program planners will want to decide on how to position the program vis-à-vis 

professional development. In the earliest days, GLS programs staked out a territory 

of advanced interdisciplinary study in the liberal arts and, when the case was to be 
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made for practical application, stated that the skills of written and oral 

communication, analytic reasoning, cultural and multicultural competency, and 

multi-disciplinary research skills were valued in all career paths. While member 

programs still maintain this position, some programs have chosen to incorporate or 

allow professional or technical courses with more direct application (in 

communication, business, computer science/digital media, education, health care, 

not-for-profit management, etc.) to be a part of the mix. In the Association, we 

have a spectrum of programs from those that keep an exclusive focus on 

enrichment in the liberal arts and sciences and bluntly tell the prospective students 

that this degree is not a stepping stone to anything in particular, to those that 

suggest that their programs could be a bridge to a more conventional MA/PhD 

program (and they can be), to those that permit and encourage professional 

development alongside of exploration in the liberal arts. And while some career 

paths are closely linked to a particular master’s degree (e.g., accounting to the 

MBA or the MS in accounting) there is no question that some careers are 

strengthened by a wider range of graduate experiences. GLS programs that include 

an element of choice for the student, in both courses and capstone projects, are 

being widely used as career enhancements, but our programs continue to enroll 

students captivated by the chance for enrichment not tied to career. 

 

Who will your students be? 

The “Students” section of this guidebook emphasizes the high degree of motivation 

of most GLS students, as well as their diversity of life backgrounds and academic 

preparation. GLS programs draw both adults in midlife who have always wanted to 

study history or psychology and who have always wanted to get a firm grasp on the 

history of ideas, as well as young people less than ten years out of college who 

look back on the excitement of the classroom as perhaps a contrast to their current 

work lives, or who see the GLS degree as an enhancement to their professional 

possibilities. Because of the openness and flexibility of the GLS program, in the 

mix of students you may find some who are bright and capable, but have not yet 

found a direction in life. For these students (and perhaps for many GLS students), 

advisement often reaches into areas that are not solely academic. Some students 

successfully use the program to find that direction, but they may need career 

counseling along the way. It’s a good idea therefore for the program to make 

connections with your institution’s career center so that academic advisors can 

refer students to their services when appropriate. In some cases, an institution’s 

career services may be set up to serve only undergraduate students and recent 

graduates. But often there is no reason why job fairs, internships, career 

counseling, etc., cannot be extended to GLS students. 
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How will you find your students? 

Some of the students who will most benefit from or enjoy a GLS program will be 

unfamiliar with this type of degree and won’t think to search for your program. 

The “Marketing” section of this guidebook has many ideas to help you reach and 

educate your potential student audiences about your program. To paraphrase an 

expression from pop culture, “If you build it, they will come—but only if they 

know about it.” GLS programs provide a distinctive experience for students, and if 

your program documents its best and most innovative courses, its outside of class 

opportunities, and especially its capstone projects, you will build a very attractive 

body of information that will persuade potential students to take a close look. 

 

What kinds of academic support will your students need? 

Even if your program is highly selective and your students bright and motivated, 

there may still be the need for academic skills development. After all, some of 

these students have not written an academic essay in many years, and if they had a 

highly technical college education they may have written very few such essays. 

Your core courses should include staged writing exercises leading to the 

completion of research essays. Even with this, some students may need further 

support, or ongoing support. If your writing center has not in the past supported 

graduate students, it’s a good idea to work with them to get this component started. 

In addition, the program itself can hold workshops for students about the standards 

and procedures of graduate level writing, and help get your students connected to 

library resources. Approach your library staff about holding workshops and 

orientations for your students. For many GLS students there will be a gap between 

pre-electronic library research in print books and journals and easily accessed 

information on the Internet. Your librarians will relish the opportunity to introduce 

your students to the vast world of electronic journal databases and how they may 

be searched. With their assistance and partnership, GLS students can be among the 

most sophisticated users of academic library and Internet resources. 

 

Who will your faculty be? 

As was discussed above, your faculty will in part be determined by the 

administrative setting and associated budget arrangements. Whether your faculty 

are full-time, retired or contingent, be careful to recruit vibrant teachers who are 

eager to work with adult learners and understand the life situation of even the most 

dedicated adult learners. It makes sense that the faculty involved in creating the 

program should form the initial cadre of instructors. It also makes sense that these 

faculty should form the core of the first advisory board. Although department 

chairs will wisely ensure that their younger, pre-tenure faculty will focus on 

publication, the GLS program should try to recruit these instructors so that the 
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program is infused with new ideas and new courses—and so that by the time these 

faculty reach mid-career they can be called upon to assume leadership roles in the 

program. Many of the issues in leading GLS programs are not encountered in other 

academic leadership situations, such as department chair-ship. By involving faculty 

in more than teaching roles in the program, it is possible to avoid the most familiar 

crisis in a GLS program—the retirement or departure of a long-time leader. Plan 

ahead for the kind of faculty engagement and development that is necessary to 

sustain a program over many years. A thoughtful dean or vice-chancellor will 

appreciate and support this effort. 

 

What will be the shape of your curriculum? 

It is fairly standard for a GLS program to have three components: 

 

(1) A set of core courses that introduces students to the disciplines, themes and 

debates of graduate study, including, of course, interdisciplinarity. At the same 

time, these courses serve the purpose of honing graduate level academic skills. 

Faculty who are invited to teach in these core courses should be willing, if not 

eager, to infuse their courses with these two agendas. Conversely, faculty who 

wish only to teach a course on something that interests them, but are not prepared 

to develop students’ intellectual skills and horizons in this way, might be better 

suited to teaching elective courses. Ideally, core courses should not be cross-listed 

from other departments, although they could be cross-listed to other departments in 

some cases. 

 

(2) Elective courses in a variety of topics that are likely to be of interest to adult 

learners. In programs that are not completely self-contained, but rely on cross-lists 

with other departments and units, these must be carefully selected. Students must 

also be prepared for these courses. A student may have a fascination with a 

Sociology of American Cities course, but she should be aware that most of the 

other students in the course will have taken a number of advanced courses in 

sociological theory, method and literature, and the instructor may assume this 

knowledge. GLS students tend to be adventurous and able to quickly catch on to 

disciplinary language and method, but in cases such as this, program advisors 

should alert students to the importance of contacting the professor well in advance 

of the course so that they can do some background reading if necessary. In 

addition, these elective courses can add up to a problem if they blur the goals of 

interdisciplinary study. What number of disciplinary courses are appropriate for an 

interdisciplinary program, and what kinds? The program should consider this. 
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(3) Capstone. The GLS capstone may range from a traditional master’s thesis, 

especially if the student is contemplating further education, to scholarship-based 

journalistic investigation of an issue of personal or local interest, to a practical 

project in community engagement or the arts. If a practical project is chosen, the 

student would also be expected to write a shorter paper documenting the 

background and execution of the project. Students who wish to pursue an artistic 

project, such as a piece of creative writing or a photography exhibit, should be 

asked to show their competence in the medium in which they propose to work. 

Certainly, they should be encouraged to study the medium before developing the 

project, and they should be matched with a capstone advisor who is knowledgeable 

about the medium and its possibilities. The program structure should 

encourage/require students to begin discussing potential projects when they have 

completed a little more than half the program. Capstone advisors should be drawn 

first from faculty who regularly teach in the program, and then more broadly from 

the institution. Program administrators may need to assist students in recruiting 

advisors, but students should first think of faculty with whom they have previously 

studied and have a good working relationship. Since GLS capstones are expected 

to be interdisciplinary, members of the capstone committee (usually three) should 

be drawn from at least two disciplines. Commonly, the written work on a capstone 

project includes an explicit discussion of the interdisciplinary contexts for the 

project, whether the core of the project is a work of art or a more traditional 

academic inquiry. 

 

What about accreditation? 

The AGLSP is an association that supports member programs. It admits programs 

to Full Membership after examining how the program works, and this examination 

includes review of program documents and a comprehensive site visit. This 

process helps to ensure quality in all Full Member programs. Full Members are 

rightly proud of their status. Yet the AGLSP is not an accrediting body, primarily 

because it does not review its Full Member programs periodically, unless 

requested. Normally your program will be accredited as part of your institution’s 

regional accreditation process. 

 

What needs to be in place before/when you start? 

Most of these are addressed more fully in the relevant sections of the guidebook. 

 A plan for the flow of the entire program, including recruitment/marketing, 

admissions/advisement, curriculum, academic support, capstone process, etc. 

 A budget plan. 

 A year's worth of core courses fully planned, and a year’s worth of electives 

that are aligned with the program goals as well. Even though your first group 
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of students may not be ready for electives, they will want to know what’s 

coming, or they may not stick around. Further, your program structure may 

have room for some electives after one core course, so these need to be in 

place. 

 At least a part-time administrative assistant or competent student worker. If 

the program is small, it may not need (or you, the director, may not receive) 

an assistant/associate director. In some programs, the official faculty director 

is more involved with the academic planning and advisement, while the 

assistant/associate director oversees the day-to-day operation of the program, 

as well as a great deal of practical advising. In any event, no program should 

be started unless there is at least part-time administrative assistance, whether 

a shared part-time program assistant, or a highly competent student worker. 

There are a great many administrative and bureaucratic tasks involved that 

are unique to the adult student environment, and a director or “managing” 

assistant/associate director cannot be expected to do them all. Heads of new 

programs are strongly advised not to get a program underway by agreeing to 

forego administrative assistance “temporarily.” 

 Admissions criteria/admissions process. GLS programs attract students of 

diverse ages, life backgrounds and academic preparations. Admissions 

criteria should be flexible but clear. A required admissions essay (or several 

essays) will not only help you get to know a potential student, but also help 

the admissions committee evaluate the level of writing development the 

student brings. Although GLS programs emphasize writing to a high degree 

and students improve their skills as a result, individuals with severe writing 

deficits may not be ready for admission. Some programs require such 

students to take academic writing courses before they are granted full 

admission. Some programs also permit conditional admissions for students 

with low GPAs, but this process must be monitored closely to maintain 

consistent academic standards. 

 At least 9 months of marketing before the first course is offered. 

 A faculty advisory board to share in the admissions, advisory and advising 

of students. 

 A plan for academic skills support. 

 An assessment plan. 

 Plans for creating community in the program: because adult learners often 

seek these programs in part to find other like-minded people in their area, 

social events or academic/social events (perhaps centered around speakers or 

cultural events) are a great idea. 
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Administering a Graduate Liberal Studies Program 
 

 

Graduate Liberal Studies programs aim to provide quality interdisciplinary 

master’s programs to seriously motivated adults—keeping in mind that our adult 

students may be the young woman who received her B.A. in English last year, the 

middle manager who is ten years away from his business degree, a woman who has 

just sent her last child off to college, or a retired engineer. Because our programs 

draw students who might also be considering non-degree programs for personal 

enrichment as well as students who intend to use their degree for career 

advancement or as a stepping stone to another, possibly higher degree, the 

administration of the GLS program combines features of community-oriented 

continuing education (such as marketing and public relations) with that of the 

traditional academic department (such as detailed curriculum planning and 

assessment for quality). 

 

Administrative configurations: primary types of GLS Programs 

Describing the administration of Graduate Liberal Studies programs is complicated 

by the fact that they exist in a tremendous variety of administrative structures as a 

result of institutional and historical factors. Some of the primary patterns include: 

 

 The nature of the institution in which the program exists: A GLS program at 

a four-year college in which there are no other graduate programs or very 

few other graduate programs may have a different structure and role in the 

institution from a GLS program in a university where there are many other 

graduate programs. 

 

 The foundational mission and institutional location of the program: While all 

GLS programs deliver interdisciplinary graduate degree programs to adult 

learners, some do so in the context of a continuing studies division, while 

others are more or less integrated into the structure that houses the 

institution’s other graduate programs. In the continuing studies environment, 

teaching staff may be drawn from both regular and contingent faculty, while 

in the graduate department model the teaching staff is more usually 

exclusively drawn from the institution’s tenured and tenure track faculty. 

 

 The institution’s patterns for administering interdisciplinary programs 

without resident faculty: Typically such programs rely on faculty borrowed 
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from other departments, which makes the role of the program director 

different from that of a department chair. 

 

 The history of the particular GLS program: For example, programs may 

have full-time directors who are faculty with full-time or part-time assistant 

directors, or part-time faculty directors with full-time or part-time assistant 

directors who are staff. Between the part-time faculty director and full-time 

staff assistant director, there is a wide spectrum of sharing authority and 

responsibility. Often these arrangements have as much to do with the history 

of particular programs and the individuals who directed them as they do with 

the actual administrative needs of the program. 

 

 Financial autonomy or integration: Some GLS programs control their own 

budgets, and are expected to pay for themselves with tuition revenues they 

generate, while others are given budgets that they negotiate with deans as 

any other department would. Some are able to borrow faculty whose 

teaching is part of their regular load while others must have a budget to pay 

faculty for overload teaching. 

 

It is a good idea for programs periodically to review their existing structures and 

decide whether they are, in fact, appropriate to the current needs of the program 

itself. 

 

Administrative personnel 
Typically, GLS programs have the following administrative components: a director 

(either faculty or staff position), an assistant or associate director (staff position), a 

full or part-time administrative assistant, and student workers. In cases where there 

is no assistant or associate director, the administrative assistant may take on a 

stronger role (see below). Some programs also have dedicated writing specialists. 

 

 The Director 

 Credentials: When the GLS program is integrated into the institution’s 

array of graduate programs, a GLS program director is usually a regular 

faculty member in the institution appointed for a limited term like a 

department chair, although reappointments are likely. When the GLS 

program is housed separately from other academic units, for example in a 

continuing studies division, the program director is usually a more or less 

permanent staff appointment, though he or she may hold a Ph.D. degree 

and come from a faculty background. Although some GLS programs are 

directed by staff or faculty without a Ph.D., it is usually desirable that the 
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director hold a Ph.D. degree for program credibility, legitimacy in thesis 

advisement, and clout within the institution. While it is the more usual 

pattern for the director to hold a Ph.D. and the assistant or associate 

director (if one exists) to have an M.A., at some institutions the program 

is officially led by a term-appointed faculty director who however 

exercises few day-to-day leadership responsibilities, while the academic 

or administrative aspects of the program have been largely assumed by an 

assistant or associate director in a staff position. Whether the actual 

“leader” of the GLS program is a faculty or staff appointment, he or she 

must either have or be willing to earn a respected role within the 

institution, since he or she must often negotiate budgets with academic 

officers at the highest level and must recruit faculty from departments 

across the university. A person who is not known and respected in the 

institution will have a difficult time with these and other tasks. 

 

 Leadership: The role of a GLS director involves all the tasks and 

activities incumbent upon a leader of a “program,” that is, an academic 

unit without faculty of its own, or with faculty who do not have regular 

academic appointments. The GLS director, working with an advisory 

board, must develop an overall curricular vision as well as specific 

courses. He or she must establish strong relations with other departments, 

since GLS programs often have no resident faculty and must call upon 

faculty from other departments to teach core or seminar courses, and often 

must cross-list courses from other departments. The GLS director must 

also have especially good communication with the chief academic officer 

in his or her division, since the financial needs of GLS programs are 

different from those of other departments and programs and are often not 

well understood by deans or provosts. 

 

 Advising: The GLS director and assistant/associate director should be 

prepared to advise students at all stages of their academic careers, from 

the initial stages of program planning to the capstone. The GLS director 

will often have a distinctive role in helping students shape theses and final 

projects. Ideally, students will select as thesis directors faculty with whom 

they have previously studied, and these faculty will be involved even in 

the early conceptual stages of the capstone project. Yet students 

sometimes find themselves at the thesis stage without a strong 

relationship with a particular faculty member. In such cases, it often falls 

to the program director to work with students in the early stages of 

formulating a topic so that the student will have well-formed ideas and a 
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base of knowledge when he or she calls on a faculty member to request 

that person’s assistance as a thesis director or committee member. It may 

even fall to the director to suggest a match between the student and a 

potential thesis director. 

 

 Marketing: Although the GLS director’s role resembles that of a 

program director in a conventional graduate program, he or she also has a 

number of unique functions. Chief among these is marketing. The mantra 

is “if you build it, they will come—but only if they know about it.” Since 

many serious adult learners seeking a graduate program do not know 

about the GLS option, it is incumbent upon programs to get the word out. 

This is especially true when the institution has not made a commitment to 

marketing its GLS program. In cases where the GLS program is part of an 

array of conventional master’s programs, these may be grouped together 

in advertising campaigns and simply appear as one of a number of 

options. Because the designation “Master of Liberal Arts” or “Master in 

Liberal Studies” conveys little to the uninitiated, such cluster marketing is 

nearly worthless for a GLS program. When the program is housed in a 

division of continuing studies, the marketing may be more vivid and 

aggressive, because these divisions are generally expected to generate 

independent operating revenues, and even to make a “profit.” Even in this 

situation, the director must work closely with the university’s marketing 

department to ensure that the right messages are conveyed. 

 

The Assistant or Associate Director 

Unless the director is full-time or the program is very small in terms of 

number of students, an assistant or associate director is virtually a necessity. 

In many programs, the assistant/associate director has a unique role: While 

faculty directors may come and go every three or six years, the 

assistant/associate director has a more or less permanent appointment. Thus 

the assistant/associate director comes to be the institutional memory of the 

program, and sometimes serves to “train” the new director about what the 

program is and what the director’s responsibilities are. When both director 

and assistant/associate director have a clear understanding of the roles, the 

stability and continuity provided by the assistant/associate director are 

invaluable. Yet, because within the institution responsibility for the academic 

side of the program is understood to rest with the director, it is necessarily 

the director’s responsibility to take the lead in establishing the 

complementary leadership roles of the director and assistant/associate 

director. The quality of the professional relationship between the two is one 
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of the most powerful factors in the vigor of a Graduate Liberal Studies 

program. 

 

GLS programs are very student-centered and advising is a more or less 

continuous process for GLS students. A part-time faculty director simply 

cannot advise all the 50-200 students that are found in many programs. Adult 

learners returning to a degree program that affords many choices, even after 

an absence of only five years (not to mention those who have been away 

from the classroom for a few decades), are going to require extensive 

exploratory advising conversations. Students may need assistance in 

connecting with library training or writing workshops. In some programs, a 

part-time faculty director who is developing curricula, working with faculty, 

and monitoring thesis development will require an assistant/associate director 

as a partner in keeping the advising process flowing. 

 

The assistant/associate director will also oversee the day-to-day activities of 

the program, including management of the workflow of the program assistant 

and student workers, and monitoring the program’s expenditures against the 

budget. Assistant/associate directors will often initiate special events of the 

program, as well as editing and producing newsletters. 

 

The assistant/associate director will thus have distinct responsibilities in the 

administration of the program, but also serve as an ally or associate of the 

director. It is of utmost importance that there be a comfortable flow of 

communication between the director and assistant/associate director. 

 

The Program Assistant 

The role of the program assistant in Graduate Liberal Studies is crucial, and 

of greater importance than in other departments. While the program assistant 

fulfills the usual secretarial and organizational functions, equally important, 

he or she also serves as the public face of the program. Whereas in a 

traditional academic department or program, the level of “people skills” in 

the program assistant may be of secondary importance, in a GLS program 

they are all important. Whenever the program assistant answers the phone, 

responds to an email or interacts with a potential learner who walks in the 

office, he or she is representing the program and, in fact, is engaged in 

marketing the program. Adult learners will not feel confident about the 

program if the first person they speak to lacks confidence or maturity. 

Likewise, because the program assistant will frequently be interacting with 

many more units of the institution than would the program assistant of a 
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conventional department, he or she needs to have a greater familiarity with 

the overall workings of the institution. 

 

The Policy Committee/Advisory Board 

Many institutions require that the GLS program have an advisory board or 

policy committee consisting of faculty who teach regularly in the program or 

are frequently involved in working with students on final projects or theses. 

Even if not required, it is advantageous to the health of the program for such 

a body to exist. An advisory board/policy committee can deliberate with the 

director in formulating or revising the program’s curriculum and academic 

policies. The board can share the responsibility for vetting courses proposed 

for the program, especially core courses. When the program is charged with 

periodic tasks such as assessment, the director can depend on the 

cooperation of advisory board members. Frequently, when a director steps 

down, a new program leader can be found from among the members of the 

policy committee/advisory board. This enables a much smoother transition 

than might take place otherwise. Finally, because of the interdisciplinary 

nature of GLS programs, an advisory board’s members are typically drawn 

from departments across the institution and thus can serve as ambassadors 

for the program to their home departments and to the various institution-

wide committees on which they serve. 

 

Members of the policy committee/advisory board are typically recruited and 

appointed by the director or current members and serve for fixed terms with 

staggered rotations. It is very important that the board contain a mix of “old 

hands” and newer faculty to ensure both program continuity and the influx 

of new ideas. 

 

Students 

Because GLS programs are directed toward adult learners, students and 

graduates from your program may bring real-world experience in some of 

the outreach functions that are crucial to the success of the program. For 

example, a student/alumni/ae advisory board can assist with public relations 

by helping to arrange information sessions at a workplace or community 

organization, and students and alums are often effective ambassadors for the 

program at these sessions. Some students with business and communication 

backgrounds can suggest ideas for marketing and fundraising strategies 

when programs have limited resources for this crucial activity. In some 

institutions, student and alumni/ae advisory boards have committed 

themselves to developing scholarship funds for incoming students. Students 
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and alums can contribute to newsletters and websites and act as mentors to 

new students. 
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Graduate Liberal Studies Students 
 

 

Graduate Liberal Studies students are a joy to teach because of their broad range of 

backgrounds, interests, and life experiences. A class will often include recent 

college graduates, retirees, and people with active careers in business, the arts, 

education, and non-profits. Even though students have active lives outside of 

school, they have sought out graduate study for a variety of important personal and 

professional reasons and usually come to class prepared, enthusiastically enter into 

discussions, and submit thoughtful written work. An important part of the 

experience in a GLS program is in fact the diversity of knowledge and perspective 

that the students themselves bring to the seminar table. 

 

GLS students are more likely female (61%) than male. In age, they are distributed 

across the adult age spectrum. Twenty-five percent are aged 20-29, 28% are 30-39, 

23% are 40-49, 17% are 50-59 and 6% are aged 60 or over (AGLSP Member 

Survey, 2009). Many students are life-long learners who have continued to take 

courses through continuing education or community services since completing 

their undergraduate degrees. It is not unusual for a GLS student to have more than 

one undergraduate or advanced degree. 

 

Describing the demographics of our student body cannot fully convey its strength.  

 

 Our students share a desire to continue their education at the graduate level, 

an eagerness to challenge themselves, an openness to fresh points of view, 

and a strong determination to succeed.  

 They are knowledgeable in their respective fields. Faculty and students alike 

learn from the rich experiences that students bring to the class.  

 GLS students are usually easy to work with because of their desire to excel 

in what is expected of them.  

 They are confident enough to debate issues with instructors as well as peers.  

 Discussions can sometimes be lively, multilayered, controversial, and 

rewarding for the instructor as well as students, while being respectful of the 

contributions of others. 

 

Liberal Studies graduate students are attracted by the flexibility of designing their 

own interdisciplinary programs to fit their individual educational or career goals 

better than a master’s program with the more narrow course requirements of a 

single discipline. Many select a GLS program because of the flexibility of 
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scheduling classes around busy lives. GLS program offerings in the evenings, 

weekends and online make it possible to complete a degree while employed full 

time. In regions where a range of graduate study is not readily available, a GLS 

program might stand in for the wider selection of master’s programs familiar to 

residents of a university town or city. Student interests and motivations are as 

varied as the students themselves. 

 

Teachers in public schools or community colleges may be required to complete a 

master’s degree within a certain time frame, and are often attracted to Graduate 

Liberal Studies programs rather than a program in their field because of the greater 

emphasis on academic content over pedagogical method. Some students opt for the 

GLS degree because of a desire to teach at a community college or because of 

professional advancement that will accrue with an advanced degree. Many students 

pursue a GLS degree for personal reasons rather than career goals. These include a 

wish to fill out educational areas neglected during the undergraduate years, the 

desire to pursue a recently developed interest, the possibility of “jumping ship” 

into a new career, or a desire to experience the joy of learning after an absence. 

Increasingly, a minority of GLS students use a carefully selected program of 

courses and a well-aimed final project or thesis as preparation for doctoral study in 

a related discipline. A fair number of our students are retirees who may be turning 

to civic affairs, volunteer activities, the arts, or new part-time employment after 

years or decades in the same profession. 

 

Many admitted GLS students begin graduate school with solid analytical and 

critical ability, well-focused goals and proficient writing skills, though probably 

not with a keen awareness of the nature of interdisciplinary study. Since 

technology has entered most workplaces, students are likely to be computer savvy 

and may not need much assistance with the general procedures for managing an 

electronic library catalog, online sources, and databases. In-class demonstrations, 

orientations, library tours, or dedicated sessions in an introductory course are 

usually sufficient to launch students on their individual research tasks. 

Nevertheless, a few students may need the one-on-one services of an instructor or 

librarian to navigate the latest technological challenges in scholarship. 

Occasionally a student feels intimidated by the latest information technology, but 

will learn quickly with help. 

  

Research strategies and academic writing are the largest challenges for students 

who are returning to school after a prolonged absence, students for whom English 

is not the first language, and the occasional student with marginal skills. The 

reasons often come to light in the classroom: the student attended a small college 
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where library resources were limited, interlibrary loan service was not available, 

the Internet was new, academic writing and critical thinking were not emphasized 

in his or her major area of study, or the student had more pressing demands than 

writing. An acceptable research paper at the undergraduate level may have been a 

report, synthesizing and summarizing available information and perpetuating 

conventional scholarly opinions. Dealing with influences, relationships, 

interconnections among disciplines, and interpretations of meaning may not have 

been a priority. Explicit instruction in the research strategies appropriate for 

interdisciplinary work is fruitful and often essential.  

 

Although GLS students are generally very competent, if they have any common 

insecurity it is likely to be in the area of academic writing. Asking thoughtful 

questions of research materials, forming a solid thesis statement, developing an 

argument, establishing an academic voice, and presenting appropriate supporting 

evidence for one’s claim are strategies that may need to be repeatedly discussed in 

class, and several drafts of each written assignment may be required in order to 

develop these skills. Detailed feedback from peers and the instructor is essential; 

students should be encouraged to use a writing center or writing consultant if one 

is available.  

 

These matters of adequate preparation for graduate study are often addressed in a 

focused way in a program’s introductory course or courses, and then less 

systematically in the courses that follow, but whenever seminars include time in 

the syllabus for stages of research, paper drafting, and cycles of feedback they 

support growth in these skills through the entire length of the GLS program. 

Explicit discussion of the opportunities and hurdles particular to interdisciplinary 

inquiry is probably of use to all but the very strongest GLS students. Close reading 

and discussion of excellent examples of interdisciplinary writing can help students 

distinguish between the narrower kind of academic writing they may have done in 

their undergraduate major and the more far-reaching work they will carry out in 

their interdisciplinary graduate courses. Faculty members often make their 

planning and teaching easier when they make explicit, for themselves and for their 

students, the differences between disciplinary and interdisciplinary study. A good 

graduate program asks students to change and grow, and the more clearly we can 

explain the goals that are particular to GLS work, the more readily our curious and 

adventurous students can try to achieve them. This clarity is the responsibility of 

individual faculty members in their courses as well as the shared responsibility of 

faculty in their work of program assessment, design, and development. 
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Because they have launched themselves into the many duties and complications of 

adulthood, GLS students may run into problems that are not as common with 

undergraduates: certain kinds of time management or financial hardships, 

balancing school with other commitments, and maintaining a schedule when faced 

with family emergencies. A program’s director or other faculty members will have 

to advise some students as they grapple with these matters, and the program’s 

faculty may need to come to an agreement about the level of flexibility appropriate 

in times of crisis. Some introductory courses include a discussion of the time 

commitments necessary for graduate-level academic assignments.  

 

Overall, GLS students are outstanding, and the experience of teaching them is 

extraordinarily satisfying. As a group, they meet the challenges of graduate study 

with resourcefulness, creativity, self-direction, and deep motivation to explore new 

ideas. They bring maturity, experience and wisdom to the classroom and are able 

to inspire one another to new modes of thought. 
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Graduate Liberal Studies Faculty 
 

 

Recruiting GLS faculty 
Graduate Liberal Studies program directors have an important role in identifying 

and recruiting GLS faculty from a variety of departments who are proven teachers 

with intellectual flexibility to allow students to explore within and beyond 

disciplinary boundaries. In addition, directors should look for faculty who 

understand the special character and needs of the GLS student population. Melissa 

Hilbish, Associate Program Chair for the Johns Hopkins University Master of 

Liberal Arts Program, advises that “the faculty know what they are getting into 

with part-time students and classes that contain students of vastly different ages, 

academic and professional backgrounds, and life experience.” Many directors feel 

it gives their programs greater legitimacy to look for faculty with terminal degrees 

whenever possible. Others may find exceptions, and can seek faculty in specific 

courses with specialized credentials that do not fall within traditional terminal 

degrees. It is important that GLS faculty meet all requirements to teach at the 

graduate level in the institution. 

 

A cadre of potential GLS faculty might already exist in honors programs or cross-

disciplinary programs such as women’s studies or urban studies. Directors at a 

small liberal arts college can send out an e-mail calling for course proposals to the 

entire faculty, following up with a hard copy with a program brochure. Typically, 

though, directors recruit faculty individually, based either upon personal 

connections or upon the recommendation of other faculty who have had experience 

with GLS teaching. Christopher Pastore, director of the University of Pennsylvania 

Master of Liberal Arts Program, recommends asking current faculty to spread the 

word about the strengths of the GLS students, to excite potential new faculty about 

the opportunity to teach in the GLS program and become a member of the 

instructor pool. The reputation of well-established programs can draw new faculty 

who ask to be involved. Programs may have full-time faculty appointments 

dedicated to teaching in the GLS program. Most likely, however, GLS faculty 

come from many departments across the institution. In these cases, the program 

director will need to work with the chairs of those departments to coordinate 

teaching schedules, loads, and compensation terms. Depending upon the 

institutional administrative structure, the director also may need to seek approvals 

from offices such as deans or provosts. 
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Programs have different philosophies regarding involvement of tenured, part-time 

non-tenured track, and adjunct faculty. Generally, any current member of the 

faculty (including visiting professors) is eligible to offer a GLS course. Some 

programs, such as Johns Hopkins and University of Pennsylvania, also use part-

time non-tenured track and adjunct faculty who are recognized practitioners 

experienced in graduate teaching to offer specialized courses and to “round out” 

the cadre of faculty with expertise to advise on the broad range of capstone 

projects that students undertake. Programs generally do not use junior faculty, out 

of consideration for the priority they must place on research and teaching in their 

specific disciplines and for their home departments. Faculty who are retired or in 

phased retirement at one’s own institution or at other nearby universities also make 

outstanding GLS teachers. 

 

Directors may let specific curriculum choices be determined by the chance of 

getting an excellent teacher. In cases in which a program needs a specific type of 

course or students have made a specific request, directors may seek out a particular 

faculty member with that expertise, or may approach a department chair for 

suggestions of colleagues who might be qualified. 

 

Directors utilizing contingent or adjunct faculty are advised to work at ensuring 

that they maintain good communications with those instructors to keep them “in 

the fold.” Part-time faculty may be excellent instructors, but they might be less 

current on specific university regulations and policies, and therefore need direction 

from the program director and mentorship from fellow full-time faculty. (See 

James P. Pappas, Jerry Jerman, eds., Developing and Delivering Adult Degree 

Programs (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004), Number 103, Chapter 4: “Faculty 

Issues Related to Adult Degree Programs,” Lauren E. Clarke, Trent E. Gabert.) 

Directors also have an important role in providing positive feedback to department 

chairs and others to help ensure that GLS faculty receive professional support and 

recognition for their contributions outside of their home departments. 

 

Motivating factors for GLS faculty  

 The opportunity to teach an older, more mature, highly motivated group of 

students; 

 The opportunity to teach in an area not that may not be possible in the 

undergraduate curriculum; 

 The opportunity to teach interdisciplinary courses; and 

 Overload compensation. 
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Select faculty might hold a terminal degree in one field and also develop expertise 

in areas outside of their known expertise. Stephen Duguid, Director of Simon 

Fraser University Master of Liberal Studies Program said, “I have found that many 

faculty nurture deep engagement with fields of knowledge outside their recognized 

‘field.’” These faculty members relish the chance to further develop their special 

interest and to teach in those areas. Duguid also has found that he tends to look for 

more senior faculty, as these professors are interested in trying something different. 

If the institutions support administrators teaching in programs like GLS, directors 

may consider administrators as potential faculty for these reasons. 

 

Characteristics of successful GLS faculty 
Faculty who are successful teachers in GLS programs share many common 

qualities of successful faculty across universities and disciplines: 

 Student-centered in teaching and learning; 

 Skilled in creating clear and organized syllabi and student expectations; 

 Compassionate with a general sense of caring for students; 

 Willing to interact with students on a frequent basis; and adapt to time 

constraints of students through use of communication via technology 

 High energy and pro-active in staying abreast of content and trends in fields 

of study. 

 

In addition, other qualities are particularly important for instructors in GLS: 

 Understand interdisciplinarity and, perhaps, the need to change from 

discipline based teaching formats; 

 Understand andragogy; 

 Understand the special needs of adult learners, such as: students returning to 

college after extended time breaks, concerns about coming back to college 

and being successful, returning to academic writing and study habits after 

either not being directly involved in such tasks for an extended time period 

or using career techniques that may be unique, work and family constraints 

on time; and 

 Work proactively with GLS administrators and organizations associated 

with GLS. 

 

Duties of GLS faculty 
In addition to teaching in the program, GLS faculty may serve on the faculty board 

or program committee, evaluate applications, review the progress of current 

students, develop curriculum, and consider policy issues. In addition, GLS faculty 

members may advise students, and direct or serve on capstone or final project 
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committees. Faculty may serve on various ad hoc committees for recruitment, 

publicity, or fund-raising. 

 

GLS faculty development 

As directors tend to enlist senior faculty predisposed to interdisciplinarity, they 

may not find it necessary to train or develop their GLS faculty. Programs also 

differ in the proportion of interdisciplinary courses to singular discipline courses in 

the curriculum, so it is possible in some programs for faculty to teach courses 

clearly situated in one discipline. Curriculum committees and directors can watch 

for problems in lack of interdisciplinarity or expected outcomes or similar elements 

when conducting periodic reviews. 

 

Faculty training typically is one-on-one with the director, who might provide 

sample syllabi, information about the student population, review program 

requirements and procedures, and arrange for technical orientation to university 

services. Instructions to faculty can be posted on department or faculty websites. 

Directors may conduct periodic workshops to help instructors reach their potential. 

Regular faculty meetings and faculty development workshops become especially 

important as the field of education moves to more online or hybrid course/program 

offerings. Barbara Amen, director of Reed College’s Master of Liberal Arts 

Program, suggests reminding faculty that many students have limited access to 

campus, so they should make reading materials conveniently available in electronic 

form or online. 

 

Another conversation that it might be necessary to have with potential faculty 

concerns student preparation. Faculty who are excited about working with GLS 

students may need to be reminded that students may have had no previous work in 

the field. Even though they are capable of adventurous thinking in a variety of new 

areas, they do not know the history and literature of the faculty member’s 

discipline. This means that the first few sessions might require a broad background 

in the ideas at play and the fundamental paradigms and debates in the field. This 

might be the case in all fields of the liberal arts, but it becomes even more crucial 

in a consciously interdisciplinary course. A course that combines texts and 

approaches from literature and sociology will gain a great deal from an explicit 

comparison of the methods of those two fields. In interdisciplinary studies it is 

frequently said that students can’t understand interdisciplinarity if they don’t 

understand disciplinarity. 

 

Directors can best support faculty by having regular contact with them and 

understanding the multiple demands they face, as GLS faculty usually have 
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primary responsibilities outside of the GLS program. Art Morin, former Director of 

the Master of Liberal Studies Program at Fort Hays State University, suggests 

sharing periodic reports and information with faculty, and frequently expressing 

gratitude to them for their contributions. Programs may have occasional special 

lunches or dinners as occasions to bring the faculty together and recognize their 

work. GLS faculty should be considered for university instructional awards and 

directors may consider nominating GLS faculty when appropriate. GLS faculty 

should be encouraged to attend and be involved in educational and specific need 

conferences, especially AGLSP. 

 

On a regular, and at least annual, basis, directors should conduct evaluations of 

GLS faculty, which should include course/instructor evaluations by students, with 

the intent to nurture faculty and perhaps make decisions on future employment in a 

GLS program. 
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Interdisciplinary Curricula and Course Design 
 

 

The Liberal Studies approach to curricula 

Graduate Liberal Studies offers several distinct advantages to potential students. 

First, unlike individual disciplines in the liberal arts or other graduate programs, 

Liberal Studies has no prerequisites other than having completed an undergraduate 

degree. Nor are students likely to be required to take an entry exam such as the 

GRE or GMAT. As a result, programs can encourage applications from a wide 

variety of candidates, and entering classes are often more representative of the 

diversity of the region than other programs on campus. 

 

Traditionally disciplines in the liberal arts and sciences focus on professionalized 

curricula. A master’s degree is usually designed to ensure that the candidate is 

exposed to the major areas of a single field, and a required thesis demonstrates the 

student’s mastery of the methodology and skills of experts in that field. A few 

areas like classical studies, American Studies, religious studies, and gender studies 

break out from the single field or “silo” approach. There is at least a cluster of silos 

that the student can visit, a number of points of view from which their focused 

topic can be viewed and investigated. 

 

Liberal Studies also departs from this “silo” view of specialization and embraces a 

much bigger universe: the whole world, the whole of human life, thought, and 

culture. As the Roman poet Horace said, “Nothing human is alien to me.” Beyond 

an interdisciplinary core, GLS programs have few prerequisites, so Liberal Studies 

students can quickly get to the courses that drew them to the program to begin 

with. This is an advantage, but it is also a disadvantage in that faculty are working 

with people who do not share a substantial disciplinary background, which is the 

normal experience and expectation of faculty in graduate courses. Unless a 

program prepares faculty for this difference in the background and goals of the 

students, trouble can arise when a colleague teaches for the first time in the 

program. An assignment appropriate for an MA course in English or an MS course 

in Chemistry might be unworkable for many GLS students, and the students 

themselves might look at a single-discipline assignment as failing to follow up on 

the goals and promise of Liberal Studies. Evaluation rubrics drawn from one 

program will probably not be appropriate in another type of program, too. 
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The interdisciplinary approach 
Interdisciplinary courses focus on interrelationships between topics and points of 

view, using a variety of methods and approaches. Faculty come from different 

academic departments and are trained in at least one traditional discipline (history, 

music, English, Spanish or Romance languages, philosophy, etc.) but express a 

commitment to stretching their course preparation into at least one other area. 

Some also will come from interdisciplinary programs (classics, religious studies, 

gender studies). Many courses are developed exclusively for the Liberal Studies 

program, although preexisting courses from another graduate program may be 

considered if enough Liberal Studies students take an interest. In addition, some 

programs make use of carefully screened upper level undergraduate courses, often 

with some additional work added to the undergraduate syllabus, such as more far-

reaching research, a longer major paper, additional discussion sessions, or 

responsibility for a seminar-like presentation to the class.  

 

Rigor is an issue not only in the selection of appropriate undergraduate courses, for 

those programs that choose that practice, but also in interdisciplinary courses 

designed to be offered on the graduate level. Faculty members usually recognize an 

appropriate level of work for graduate study within their home discipline, but this 

may not be as clear in an interdisciplinary course where the teacher must, at times, 

explore outside the comfort zone of that home discipline. Part of the work of 

program design and assessment is from time to time made up of faculty 

deliberation on this issue. Much guidance comes from our memory of other traits 

of a strong graduate course, such as shared responsibility for preparing for 

thoughtful discussion of substantial readings, presentations of independent work, 

advanced and advancing skill in working together on ideas and case studies around 

a seminar table, control of a thesis and a substantial body of material in a seminar 

paper, increasing independence as a researcher, and so forth. Related to these 

issues of assessment but not limited to matters of course design is the question of 

how to create a program that offers a true graduate experience, one that feels 

different to the student, more advanced and substantial, more independent, and 

more adventurous, not only in class but also in co-curricular opportunities. 

 

The progression of courses 

In a traditional graduate program, some courses are seen as basic building blocks 

of the discipline, and others build upon them in an Aztec-like pyramid. In the 

Liberal Studies interdisciplinary approach, courses don’t necessarily rest on other 

courses like building blocks in a wall, but instead may connect, forming a “spider 

web” of interlinked nodes rather than an Aztec pyramid. World politics can tie in 

with a course on simple living, for example, which can further relate to the 
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literature of protest or ethics in the workplace. Issues converge and sometimes 

overlap. The content of one course takes on new meaning as another approach to 

related issues is revealed in a later course. One has only to read students’ portfolio 

summaries at the end of the course of study to see this clearly. Some programs do, 

however, have a progression of some kind built into their program, and examples 

appear below. 

 

Individual courses usually weave together more than one discipline. For example, a 

course on the history of London can include not just historical issues ranging from 

ancient Celtic down to the Blitz and the Millennium Bridge, but literature and 

literary genres (Chaucer’s poetry, Shakespeare’s plays, Pepys’ diaries, novels, 

short stories, e.g., Sherlock Holmes), philosophy (Mill and Marx), painting 

(Turner), music (Handel), as well as political science (the development of 

parliamentary democracy). Implicit, at least, and often explicit in the progression 

of a course is the question of where this multiplicity of perspective, genre, and 

discipline take us. Having learned to consider a variety of perspectives, how do we 

then make judgments? How do we weigh incommensurate materials and proceed 

to shape an argument of our own? 

 

Even unlikely topics can lend themselves to an “interdisciplinary” approach. For 

example, an interdisciplinary biology course could include history and biography 

along with social and ethical issues raised by scientific development. An 

understanding of science is enriched by knowing something of the lives of leading 

scientists, the pressures of their times, the philosophical issues that serve as one 

context for the questions that science asks, and so forth. In an example like this 

one, an episode in the development of a particular science grows more interesting 

and more far-reaching in its import as the Liberal Studies seminar continues week 

by week. 

 

Core courses 

Many GLS programs offer a core course designed to introduce the student to the 

substantive questions of interdisciplinary study and the methods of investigation it 

employs. At the University of Minnesota, for example, there is a required course 

for all incoming students, Introduction to Interdisciplinary Inquiry. This class 

“serves as a foundation for developing skills and understanding the standards 

necessary for graduate level work.” While introductory classes frequently provide 

the student with an understanding of interdisciplinarity, other programs begin with 

a course that also addresses disciplinarity. At Indiana University South Bend, for 

example, the introductory course is premised on the idea that a study of the kinds 

of inquiry practiced in the humanities, social sciences, and sciences will prepare 
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students for their own practice of multi-disciplinary inquiry in their program’s 

seminars.  

 

Some programs may also have core courses that introduce students to the liberal 

arts at the graduate level. They include: Ways of Knowing in Comparative 

Perspective at Fort Hays State University, The Search for Meaning at Ramapo 

College, and Social Justice at Marylhurst University. (Examples of GLS core and 

interdisciplinary courses may be obtained from the AGLSP). 

 

In the first semester, most programs also offer some sort of introduction to 

graduate level research skills, varying from brief orientations conducted by 

librarians to as much as a one-credit course taught in the reference section of the 

university library. 

 

Cross-listed courses 

New programs, small programs, programs at financially challenged institutions, 

programs with focused topical tracks, programs that seek to meet the needs of 

students with very distinctive goals, etc.: these are all examples of programs that 

might make use of cross-listed courses. In other words, many programs do so for a 

variety of reasons and in more and less ideal circumstances. One reason program 

directors need release time is that working out relationships with other programs or 

departments or with individual faculty in order to establish a cross-listed course 

that will be offered on an on-going basis, with appropriate pedagogical adaption 

for the Liberal Studies students who will be enrolled, is time consuming. Yet when 

these arrangements are in place, with good understanding from the faculty who are 

involved, then a program can look forward to some years of course offerings that 

are well adapted to the mission of the program. It is reasonable to expect that a 

faculty member from another discipline will not want to make major changes to an 

existing course, but at the same time faculty members often enjoy the opportunity 

to add a fresh twist to their regular slate of teaching duties. In addition, they will 

probably enjoy the variety of perspectives the new graduate students bring to class 

discussion. A program director with good people skills should be able, over time, 

to assemble an attractive set of cross-listed courses whose pedagogical goals are in 

keeping with the program’s goals. 

 

Some GLS programs already offer cross-listed courses. While the initial process of 

establishing these courses might be labor-intensive, once in place, cross-listed 

courses add variety and value to GLS programs. In some programs, cross-listing 

combines disciplines and guarantees at least a couple of seats to students and 

faculty from diverse areas of study. This results in a wider selection of course 
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offerings, varied enrollment, and entry to truly interdisciplinary courses that would 

not ordinarily be available outside a particular major. 

 

When selecting courses to cross-list, try to include courses because of the 

professor, topic, and times that are of interest to your adult students. Make sure that 

your GLS students are notified of the cross-list offerings in advance of registration. 

GLS students and professors often indicate that they value cross-listed courses 

because the blend of specialized subjects coupled with a diverse group of students 

leads to very lively classes. For instance, a course in “Writing for Magazines” 

offered by an English department cross-listed with GLS will be predominantly 

enrolled by English majors, and the cross-list might appeal to students from the 

sciences, new media studies, or business. Building a dynamic selection of cross-

lists creates visibility for GLS programs and the originating departments, faculty 

and students across the curriculum. 

 

Classroom techniques, online courses, and technology 

Liberal Studies programs may offer face-to-face, online, and blended courses. 

Liberal Studies courses are usually conducted as seminars with emphasis on open 

dialogue, with a free exchange of ideas that engages without being competitive. 

Faculty members and students value collaborative learning in a collegial 

atmosphere that strives to bridge the gap between theory and practice, helping 

students apply what they learn to their daily lives. 

 

Online and blended courses offer opportunities limited in face-to-face settings. 

Learning management systems (LMS) like BlackBoard and Moodle include tools 

for student writing that can be accessed by other students, such as discussion 

boards, blogs, and wikis. In both blogs and wikis, students can easily enhance their 

written assignments with audio, video, and images, and can link to outside sources. 

Wikis simplify something almost impossible in the more traditional classroom: a 

collaborative writing assignment that  

(1) is easy for each student to contribute to and  

(2) is easy for the instructor to see actual participation. Instructors can also utilize 

multimedia more easily than in face-to-face settings. 

 

Some online Liberal Studies programs build the main course content on a separate 

server that allows a full range of online learning possibilities, including enhanced 

graphics, custom multimedia, and custom interactive learning objects to enhance 

and test students’ learning as they progress. One advantage of the online format is 

that once materials are developed they can be reused, and instructors can focus on 

responding to students. 
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A growing number of programs also include study abroad as a way to synthesize 

and broaden the liberal studies experience. These study abroad courses are often 

open to graduate students from other schools, which creates an opportunity for 

even a small program to offer a range of study abroad options. Increasingly, too, 

these include programs of varying length, in order to accommodate the work lives 

of our students. Perhaps few graduate students in Liberal Studies can manage a 

year abroad, or even a semester will be possible for a narrow enough group. But 

more could consider a summer program, or a month or six-week program in the 

summer. And most students could consider a hybrid course that begins with a few 

weeks of class meetings on campus, then turns to two or three weeks in another 

country, and then concludes back on campus. This very practical range of course 

designs opens up the power of study abroad to a large number of students. 

 

Some programs pride themselves on innovation in pedagogy and course design. 

One credit courses, courses that prepare students to attend and appreciate live 

theater at a regional Shakespeare festival, courses in which students work with the 

professor to co-curate an exhibit at a regional museum, courses in which students 

edit a publication or create a rich, informative and persuasive website on an issue 

of public policy—these are all examples of recent work offered in Liberal Studies 

programs that take advantage of the classroom as a profoundly elastic social space. 

These most innovative courses are often mentioned in end-of-program evaluations 

by our graduates, which provide encouragement for the notion that Liberal Studies 

can and probably should be one of the most vibrant centers of pedagogical 

innovation on a campus. 

 

The importance of writing 

A main goal of Liberal Studies is for students to reflect thoughtfully on the 

material they are learning. The best expression of this is through writing. To quote 

North Carolina writer Lee Smith (who was borrowing from E.M. Forster), “How 

do I know what I think until I see what I say?” Writing requires multiple levels of 

skills on Bloom’s taxonomy. The writer must  

 learn the facts (knowledge), 

 ponder their meaning (comprehension and analysis), 

 organize their expression (synthesis), and 

 come to a conclusion (evaluation). 

 

Writing well about a topic may be the highest demonstration of learning. In 

writing, we have a special opportunity to test and master the materials we 

encounter in interdisciplinary inquiry, for writing is one of the most important 
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ways we grapple with the specificity of ideas and cases. Perhaps most assignments 

in graduate school are some version of this question: How do the details of a given 

case illustrate, test, and even challenge the concepts of a given theory? Our 

students grow into a new command of the rich specificity of human knowledge. 

 

Objective tests tend to emphasize the mastery of facts, but writing demands a more 

holistic understanding of a subject. Liberal Studies students, who have often spent 

a number of years in the workforce, bring a wealth of adult experience and are 

often eager both to learn and to express themselves about what they have learned. 

Writing projects, like blogs, papers, wikis, creative writing, and portfolios are the 

perfect venue; and, unlike undergraduates, Liberal Studies students are often 

excited by writing assignments. The bonus is that increased writing skills can also 

bring additional opportunity in the workplace. Increasingly, students ask faculty to 

help them take advantage of this career-related power of graduate study, and 

programs benefit by addressing this challenge explicitly. Whatever the faculty 

discover as they deliberate on this challenge should happily be reported 

prominently in the recruiting materials and on the home page of the program 

website. 

 

Thesis/capstone 

Usually the culmination of a student’s GLS study is the creation of a thesis or 

capstone project that reflects the work done in the program and enlarges upon that 

in an original way that contributes to the body of scholarly knowledge. In many 

GLS programs, the thesis/capstone is done in the context of a seminar or series of 

seminars. In this way, the student works, not only with a faculty committee, but 

along with other graduating students, creating a supportive scholarly community. 

This supportive structure can be crucial for the success of what, for most students, 

will be their most challenging academic project, especially since most students will 

never have undertaken a project of this scope. Programs report greater completion 

rates when an appropriate structure of guidance and support is in place. A few 

programs offer a proposal writing course to prepare the bibliography and frame the 

question of the final project, for example. 

 

A handful of programs have also created non-project capstone courses based on a 

portfolio. At Indiana University South Bend, that capstone option centers on public 

writing, where each student chooses an issue of public policy and develops a 

portfolio of research-based writing meant for wide general audiences, in genres 

such as editorials, op-ed pieces, and public radio commentaries. 
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Marketing the Graduate Liberal Studies Program 
 

 

Introduction 

While it may be fun to think of marketing in terms of attractive brochures and 

catalogs, arresting web pages, and advertising gimmicks to attract the attention of 

potential students, true marketing actually precedes these end-products. Marketing 

is all about identifying audience needs and then meeting those needs with your 

particular program, service, or product. For the purposes of this chapter, we will 

adhere to this definition. Advertising, publications, website design, and the other 

end-products we will term “promotion.” 

 

Many believe that strategies about marketing large public programs are not 

applicable to small private programs. While it may seem that the concerns and 

issues of a large institution prevent it from offering practical advice to a smaller 

institution (or vice versa for that matter), especially about marketing, there are 

common concerns that affect all institutions. Granted, larger institutions typically 

have the advantage of greater resources and economies of scale, but institutional 

size is only one consideration. A smaller institution actually may have greater 

flexibility and may be more responsive to potential students than a larger 

institution hindered by an extensive bureaucracy.  

 

Five key marketing principles 

Regardless of size, effective marketing is guided by principles and values. We 

have identified five that cross all institutions and programs. 

 

 Know your students. You learn about your students through the 

application process, having a comprehensive demographic profile of 

them, surveying them, conducting focus groups with them, and talking 

formally and informally with them. This helps because to grow your 

program you need to seek other students who “look” like your current 

students. 

 

 Track all responses. Any time a student or prospective student contacts 

you, you need to know what prompted that call or email or personal visit 

or hit on your website (the specific advertising, direct mail piece, etc.). 

Knowing this information enables you to replicate the initiating 

communication and assign future promotional resources. 
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 Provide good customer service. All the good messages and elaborate 

advertising and promotion you do will be for naught if you have a surly 

person answering the phones, if your instructors are ill-equipped in class, 

if your advisors seem confused, or if you demonstrate in any way that 

you are not 100 percent committed to your students. 

 

 Be consistent with your message. It is good to keep things fresh; of 

course we get tired of hearing the same radio ad or seeing the same 

publication or website, but keep in mind that you are not the audience for 

your promotion. Prospective students are not as aware of your promotion 

as you are. If you make frequent changes in your message, not allowing it 

to be consistent and constant, how do you know that you’ve given it 

enough time to percolate in the minds of prospective students? 

 

 Seek promotional vehicles where you get the most bang for your buck. 
This is just simple economics and common sense. The cheapest 

promotional efforts are not often the best; in fact they may prove to be 

costly in the long run. However, the most expensive promotional 

practices (e.g., lavish, four-color catalogs and brochures, television 

advertising, big budget web gimmicks) do not guarantee success. Return 

on investment is the only measure that counts: how many students 

inquired and then enrolled as a result of your promotional effort? 

 

Relationship marketing 

All programs, from smallest to largest, engage in relationship marketing. This 

simply means you interact with students and prospective students. The difference 

lies in the resources you have available for this interaction. Smaller programs have 

only one or two professionals who do everything, including one-on-one work with 

students and prospects. Larger programs may have a prospective student services 

unit of one or more professionals whose primary focus is relationship marketing. 

Regardless of the program size, it is helpful to have someone going off campus to 

conduct information sessions, meet prospective students at employer-sponsored 

education fairs, etc.  

 

It is important to become very intentional about one’s marketing activities. You do 

this by taking notes about your interactions with prospects. By attending to 

individuals at each step, we can better serve potential, current, and past students. 

Further, administrators can identify incremental points between each major step. 

For instance, some larger institutions have found in the past that they experienced 

as much as an 80 percent attrition rate in some online programs. By breaking down 
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the steps more precisely, we can be smarter about reminding students in a 

particular program that it is time to be advised or to enroll, that certain deadlines 

are approaching and when they need to take action if they are to keep on track with 

their degree progress. Whether you have the resources to create a dedicated unit or 

not, you can become more intentional about tapping into and influencing the 

decision-making of prospective and current students. 

 

Marketing research 

An important early step in the marketing process is to engage in marketing 

research. This need not be complicated. Your goal is always to know more about 

the pool of prospective students “out there.” As noted above, you begin by learning 

as much as possible about your current students. Once you have this kind of 

information, you can seek out pockets of individuals who share similar 

characteristics. The college of business on your campus will likely have faculty 

and students who can assist you if your funds are limited. Further, various Internet 

databases—e.g., metropolitan websites, labor market statistics—can provide a 

wealth of insightful information. 

 

The Internet offers many helpful tools—some of them free—to help you engage in 

meaningful marketing research. For example, one way to query a limited number 

of students, or prospective students, is to create online surveys using Survey 

Monkey (www.surveymonkey.com). You can devise and distribute a free survey as 

long as you limit it to ten items and have no more than 100 responses. For more 

complex surveys resulting in a larger number of responses, the charge is nominal. 

Other free or low-cost survey programs abound on the Internet (e.g., 

www.zoomerang.com, www.surveygizmo.com). 

 

Other ways of engaging in marketing research are mail or phone surveys, focus 

group sessions with potential students, and enlistment of local organizations that 

already collect data about consumers in your area (e.g., city newspapers, especially 

in larger cities). 

 

Paid vs. unpaid promotion 

Knowing to whom to communicate is an important first step, but what strategy do 

you employ in initiating that communication? This is the promotion part of 

marketing and is typically organized under the headings of paid and unpaid 

promotion. Paid promotion is just what the term suggests: promotion that you pay 

for directly (i.e., advertising, publications, website design and development). 

Technically, all promotion is paid promotion because of the cost of staff time; 

however, publicity (typically generated by press releases) is regarded as unpaid 
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promotion because we do not pay for the space that a newspaper story requires—

unlike the space an advertisement requires. A significant resource here might be 

the campus public relations office, which usually generates publicity for a variety 

of departments at your institution. Many institutions offer as a public service a 

speakers bureau. When you sign up to speak before various groups, you offer 

another opportunity for the public to learn about your program. 

 

First things first: your website 

In the past, advertising and publications (often, the course catalog) were most 

important for GLS programs. The electronic age has changed all that. First and 

foremost must be the website that promotes your GLS program. Your program’s 

website is your most important vehicle to reach potential students and to help 

create and foster a sense of community among the students you have. So it makes 

sense to invest a significant portion of your marketing budget in the development 

and maintenance of this page. If you do not have funds to hire an individual or firm 

to create a dynamic website for you, talk with the art department on campus 

(especially if it has a visual communications or graphic design major). Marketing 

and journalism are other departments where, at a nominal cost, you might enlist the 

help of students to create your page. Your campus website or IT personnel also 

may be willing to help. Most institutions must work within established web 

platforms; then, GLS administrators must work with IT managers to devise the 

most effective online options to promote the program. 

 

Tracking web “hits” and inquiries 

Having a website is not enough. You must track visitors to your site. Google 

Analytics (www.google.com/analytics) provides a free means for tracking hits on 

your website. Other providers offer web services for a relatively low cost and can 

be very user-friendly. For instance, you can use OpenTracker 

(www.opentracker.net), an enhanced web counter. OpenTracker enables programs 

to track where users come from, where they go within a site, and where they go on 

leaving the site. It provides statistics about the most popular pages within a site and 

much more. It also reveals technical details about users’ operating systems, 

browsers, etc.  

 

Advertising—print, broadcast, outdoor 

Many GLS directors and administrators hold the same opinion of advertising as 

George Orwell (“Advertising is the rattling of a stick inside a swill bucket"). But as 

nice as it is to believe in the effectiveness of “marketing by word of mouth,” the 

fact is that word of mouth requires a lot of mouths speaking the right words. 

Advertising is an essential part of the marketing mix and successful advertising 
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depends on repeated exposures. A single billboard promoting your program for one 

month before an enrollment period is usually not sufficient; it needs to be 

complemented with email blasts, direct mail, and/or newspaper or radio ads. 

Repeated “exposures” enable your message to get reinforced in the minds of your 

target audience. (In fact, keep information about prospects who contact you as a 

result of advertising for 12-18 months and be sure to contact these individuals 

several times. Research suggests that adults take a long time to decide about 

returning to college, and their ambivalence frequently requires several “starts.”) 

Where do you invest your advertising dollars? Review information about your 

students’ characteristics—especially what they read, what they watch, what they 

listen to—for help in determining advertising strategies.  

 

Direct mail/email 

Direct mail was once the standard bearer for nonprofit organizations and 

universities to promote their programs and services. While it continues to be 

widely used and effective, direct mail needs to be strategic. Ideally, you should 

mail promotional pieces only to zip codes of individuals who conform to the 

characteristics of your current students.  

 

Unpaid promotion (publicity) 

We assume most GLS directors are producing press releases and letting local 

media know about coming events and important achievements. But much more 

can—and should—be done. Strategic marketing is proactive and intentional. 

 

 Proactive publicity  

Depending on your budget, there are steps you can take to anticipate 

media interest in your program. For instance, you can subscribe to 

ProfNet, a subscription service that provides feeds from reporters 

throughout the day related to your areas of operation. Under “Education” 

you might receive a reporter’s query about, for instance, the rise in 

people engaged in online college or post-graduate professional degrees. 

This could lead you to respond immediately with names and contacts for 

the reporter. As a result, you will gain publicity and become a reliable 

source for the reporter. 

 

 Reaching out strategically and nationally  

For high profile events or announcements a service like PR Newswire 

(www.prnewswire.com) enables you to issue nationwide news releases. It 

is crucial to determine in advance what is “important” enough for the 

national media. It takes only a few nationwide releases for a routine 



46 

course offering before the media you are hoping to engage will tune you 

out. 

 

 Putting a human face on your publicity 

The typical press release sent from any program on campus offers 

skeletal details about an upcoming course or conference. Rarely do these 

releases convey the impact such courses and conferences have on human 

lives. For select programs, try to identify specific (and articulate!) 

students who have benefited from your program. Include in your release 

a brief interview or human interest feature about these students. These 

stories make for powerful marketing. Keep in mind that many 

newspapers prefer to generate such human interest stories themselves, but 

they will rely on you to point them to the appropriate students. Check 

with your institution to learn of specific promotional guidelines for 

program publications.  

 

 Tracking unpaid promotional efforts (e.g., eWatch) 

Just as you should track traffic on your website and the effectiveness of 

your print and broadcast advertising, you should track your publicity 

efforts as well. One good online monitoring service is eWatch (a PR 

Newswire service), which will determine if your message is being 

received and if the media are acting on it. eWatch will capture everything 

that is written about your college or department, whether you pitched it 

or not, and will provide you with reports. 

 

Shoestring marketing? 

Are you truly marketing on a shoestring? Here are a few ideas that may be helpful. 

 Use free U.S. Census Bureau information and reports for demographic 

studies. 

 On program evaluations, ask participants which trade magazines and 

newspapers they read. Use this information to help you select advertising 

media outlets. 

 Update your mailing lists. Using a postal endorsement on your mailer 

panel may cost you in terms of returned mail, but it will enable you to 

make your mailing list more efficient and effective.  

 Know the difference between compiled and response lists if you rent or 

buy mailing lists. A compiled list is often a membership directory. A 

response list indicates that the individuals on it took some kind of action 

related to your interest (i.e., bought something). 
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 Call the marketing department in your college of business to get graduate 

students to help you design surveys, prepare a marketing plan, run focus 

groups, or conduct a research project. Be sure to provide guidelines and 

directions for them.  

 “Hire” interns. Journalism students can help you prepare press releases. 

 Keep headlines short. Research shows that headlines with fewer than 10 

words get more readership. 

 Hold focus groups of people to review your publications. Buy them lunch 

and ask them if you are making everything understandable, attractive, 

and user-friendly. 

 Study the layout and design of the newspapers in which you advertise. 

Design ads for the particular publication so your ad stands out among the 

crowd. Usually the newspaper’s ad department will help you here. 

 Never write an ad without emphasizing benefits. Put your main benefit in 

your headline. 

 Include testimonials in your ad. This effectively extends the best of all 

promotion methods, word of mouth. 

 Cluster your promotion. If you can only afford to advertise at specific 

times, run your radio and print ads during the same time period. Send out 

your press releases to run at the same time as your ads (but keep in mind 

you are at the mercy of editors!). Throughout this campaign, keep a 

consistent message. 

 Contact Rotary, Lions, and other community service groups and ask to 

speak at their meetings on a topic related to your program.  

 

Conclusion 

Attempting to grapple with the broad topic of marketing GLS programs in such a 

brief space can only provide suggestions and outline some of the tasks ahead of 

you. Keep in mind that there is no one way to market your program. The important 

thing about marketing is to be intentional in your efforts to identify prospective 

students and in communicating messages about the benefits of your program to 

them. As you become more intentional, it is important to be methodical in 

following up on your messages so that your potential and current students feel part 

of a two-way communication process in which you demonstrate that you value 

their perspectives as you design, develop, and enhance your GLS program. 
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Assessment and Program Review  

in Graduate Liberal Studies 
 

 

The Role of Assessment among other Tools of Program Evaluation 

How do we know if our programs are working? That is, how do we know if our 

students are achieving the learning outcomes we have created? How do we know if 

the parts of our programs are fitting together well? How do we know if our 

students are able to translate their learning into professional development and 

personal growth? 

 

According to standard assessment theory, there are four fundamental, inter-related, 

reasons for assessment:  

 first, to find out if we are obtaining the outcomes that we desire; 

 second, to correct shortcomings, improve what could be done better, and 

continue what is working well; 

 third, to see whether something needs to be eliminated; and 

 fourth, to see if it is time for something different or new to be added.1 

 

But we should also add that we often begin doing assessment because it’s 

mandated by a higher academic authority, and because we can use the results not 

only for the reasons just described, but also because what we find out can help us 

promote our programs within the university and to market them to our potential 

student audiences. Furthermore, faculty members who discover ways to make 

mandated assessment serve their goals and their program’s goals often find, 

although perhaps not instantly, that regular assessment becomes a satisfying and 

practical form of professional reflection and self-definition. 

 

Higher education has always used such tools as course evaluations and peer 

instructor evaluations to look at the effectiveness of individual courses and 

professors from the student’s point of view, as well as the from the vantage point 

of professional standards. Formal assessment of learning outcomes is a newer tool 

in higher education; this will be discussed more completely below in this section. 

On the program level, deans have always asked for a self-study process as the basis 

                                                 
1 Peter Drucker (1994, 160) claims that “to turn around any institution … requires always the same three steps: (1) 

Abandonment of things that do not work; the things that have never worked; the things that have outlived their 

usefulness and their capacity to contribute; (2) Concentration on the things that do work, the things that produce 

results, the things that improve the organization’s ability to perform; and (3) Analysis of the half-successes, the half 

failures.” 
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for academic program review, and this is usually supplemented by a periodic 

external review as well. The AGLSP is often called upon to assist in periodic 

academic program review. Sometimes this process coincides with a program’s 

move from Associate Member to Full Member status. The entire 

assessment/evaluation/program review process is then folded into your institution’s 

regional once-a-decade re-accreditation process.2  

 

Anyone involved in administration of a program in higher education is well aware 

that the assessment movement migrated from the K-12 setting. Originally a tool to 

evaluate learning in younger students, formal assessment projects became 

widespread in colleges in the 1990’s, largely via schools of education, and can now 

be found in many terminal M.A. programs. At first there was widespread resistance 

to formal assessment among academic program directors. Many of us thought that 

the assessment paradigm was so limited in its reach that it couldn’t reveal the 

intangibles we look for in a student who has completed a Graduate Liberal Studies 

program: the ability to understand the complexities of the world, to join the 

conversation about the history of thought, politics and culture, and to lead that 

conversation. It turns out, however, that the components of these noble goals can 

indeed be expressed as assessment items. It also turns out that we do not need to let 

go of some of our ineffable aspirations simply because they can’t be easily 

translated into assessment procedures. For those new to assessment, it’s good to 

keep in mind that what distinguishes assessment from other forms of evaluation is 

that it focuses on overall, collective student outcomes rather than individual 

performance on either the student or faculty side. Because formal assessment is in 

most settings the most recently adopted form of self-evaluation, this section of the 

guidebook focuses on the nuts and bolts of that particular tool. 

 

Assessable (and non-assessable) learning goals 

Assessment is actually part of a structure that needs to be integrated into a GLS 

program on all levels. Before we can devise an assessment system, we need to 

decide what we want the program to do: 

 Does your program have overall learning goals? 

 Can they be assessed? 

 What are the five or ten skills, perspectives, and bodies of knowledge that 

you hope all your students will have mastered by the time they complete the 

program? 

                                                 
2 At present, the Association does not conduct formal reviews of a program after it is admitted into full member 

status, which is one way that Association reviews differ from an accreditation process. However, the Association is 

sometimes called on to conduct reviews in conjunction with an institution’s upcoming regional accreditation 

process. 
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Most programs have developed these, so if you need some inspiration look at 

examples on a few program websites. From overall program goals, we need to 

ensure that the individual courses will also embody at least a certain number of 

these goals. Does your program have a policy to ensure or at least encourage that 

your core courses and some if not all of your electives include a certain number of 

your program goals? 

 

What are assessable goals? Sometimes assessable goals are referred to as learning 

outcomes or learning objectives. Learning outcomes can be measured because they 

are things that students do.3 Your program learning goals should be phrased 

something like: “Students who have completed the MLA program will be able to 

…” Likewise, a syllabus learning outcome or learning goal should begin with a 

phrase like “At the end of the course, students will be able to . . .” The verbs 

should be ones like “demonstrate,” “describe,” “construct,” “analyze,” “critique,” 

and so forth. Although we can include in program goals “understand,” “develop an 

appreciation for,” or “be familiar with,” these are not useful as goals for 

assessment projects, since they can’t be easily measured. 

 

However, there is a misunderstanding that the more “aspirational” goals of 

Graduate Liberal Studies programs should be eliminated because they are 

somewhat more ineffable. This is not at all the case. It is in fact these sorts of goals 

that stamp GLS programs with their distinctive character. Two strategies are 

necessary: First, goals that actually are assessable need to be rewritten so that they 

are assessable. “Students will be conversant with the major philosophical 

breakthroughs of the twentieth century” becomes “Students will describe and 

critique the major philosophical breakthroughs of the twentieth century.” Second, 

if there are goals that describe the kind of person that your GLS program hopes to 

produce, these should become part of a mission statement. If a program wishes to 

assert that “A MALS graduate will become more active in her community, and 

entertain the idea of herself as a citizen of the world,” it is a good thing for students 

and faculty to know this and think about as a goal. But it’s only when components 

of this idea can be presented as learning outcomes that they can be assessed. For 

example, does a capstone project include interviews of, research with, or 

presentations to stakeholders in an appropriate community? Can these be 

evaluated? 

 

                                                 
3 A frequently heard mantra is that effective learning objectives are “student-centered, measurable, and clear and 

concise.” For more on the nine principles of assessment developed under the auspices of the former American 

Association for Higher Education, please see http://condor.depaul.edu/acafflpc/aahe.htm. 

http://condor.depaul.edu/acafflpc/aahe.htm
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Four Facets of Assessment 

Let us briefly look at four facets of assessment: the purposes of assessment, what is 

assessed, who assesses, and what to do with the results. 

 

Purposes of assessment 

The process of assessment can be applied to many levels of program outcomes. It 

can be used to determine whether the promised content of a course is being 

delivered, or to determine if students are acquiring the relevant knowledge and 

desired skills. It can be used to evaluate the effectiveness of a particular dimension 

of a program (such as a capstone) in delivering a specific learning goal. It can even 

be used to ascertain the ‘after graduation’ impact of the educational experience. 

Two almost universal dimensions of Graduate Liberal Studies education are the 

acquisition/enhancement of graduate level intellectual skills such as critical 

reading, thinking, writing and research and the ability to see connections between 

what may seem to be disparate streams of thought, or academic fields of study, i.e. 

interdisciplinarity. Therefore, the heart of most GLS assessment plans will look at 

how these two aims are instantiated in courses, projects, capstones, etc. The raised 

level of demonstrated skill in these two broad areas ideally results in a new outlook 

on knowledge and one’s place in the world, which may be among a program’s 

learning goals. A program may decide to poll students on whether they have 

undergone a change in the way they use knowledge or the way they see themselves 

in the world. Self-reporting by students is certainly of value in determining 

whether a program’s courses and other requirements are effective in reaching these 

hard-to-measure goals, but a formal assessment process enables a program to assert 

with greater certainty that both learning and a change of perspective is going on. 

 

What is to be assessed? 

If we return briefly to the overall picture of program evaluation we see that at the 

program level there are issues that need to be addressed that are best treated by the 

traditional tools of program review. Here we can ask questions such as: Is the 

program coherent on its various levels and as a whole? How well is the program 

administered? Is there a natural fit between the mission and vision of the program, 

and its various elements? Are expectations clearly articulated? Is the process for 

moving through the program transparent? What services are provided and what is 

the quality of these services? How has the student’s GLS learning affected his or 

her post-program career or life experience? A periodic review should be conducted 

by members of the program advisory board along with external members. 

 

Formal assessment processes, however, can be applied at all other levels. Again, 

ideally program administrators will want to see how their overall learning goals are 



52 

realized at the “program component” level. Are they realized in the core courses or 

interdisciplinary seminars? Are they realized in the electives? Are they realized in 

the capstone? Although it is by no means necessary that each learning goal be 

realized in every component, all of the assessable goals should be addressed over 

the collective components. 

 

This principle of “dispersed” addressing of goals applies even more to assessment 

on the course level. When courses are being planned, program administrators 

should share the program’s overall learning goals with instructors, and let them 

know that each course should address a certain number of them (perhaps three to 

five). These goals will be the ones that are looked at when student learning in the 

course is assessed by the program, which is not the same as the grading of 

individual students carried out by the teacher. The course level is where the formal 

assessment process is most naturally applied. Individual assignments can be looked 

at for their realization of a program or course goal. Most frequently, it is the final 

assignment that is assessed; this is discussed further below. 

 

Who assesses and how is it actually done? 

It’s often the case that your institution will mandate that an assessment project be 

conducted every year. Even if this directive is not in place, the program itself 

should decide on a regular schedule, with an assessment project conducted at least 

every other year. The director or assistant director of the program should work 

with the program’s advisory board to set a schedule of assessment projects. The 

best way for this to happen is that a program administrator and one or two faculty 

should form an ad hoc assessment committee to do the work. 

 

For example, the program may decide it is going to assess the effectiveness of a 

gateway course or required seminar. Those involved in such a situation should be 

the program administrator (director or assistant director), a faculty person involved 

in teaching the course or one like it, and another faculty member who is on the 

advisory board. This committee should select one of the program’s learning goals 

or a version of this goal that has been adapted as a goal of the particular course. 

Multi-disciplinary literacy might be an example, or the ability to analyze an 

academic article, or to evaluate evidence, etc. Of course there will have to be a 

course assignment in which the student is asked to demonstrate this goal, and this 

is where prior curriculum planning fits into the larger structure of which 

assessment is a later piece. The goal to be assessed is broken down into rubrics for 

evaluation: The rubrics will be the markers decided upon by the committee that 

demonstrate that the student has mastered multi-disciplinary literacy, etc. Then the 

committee decides on a scale, such as “shows strong mastery of multi-disciplinary 
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literacy,” “shows some mastery of multi-disciplinary literacy,” “shows weak 

mastery of multi-disciplinary literacy,” “does not show mastery of multi-

disciplinary literacy,” and so forth. 

 

Often the most efficient way to work is that the ad hoc assessment committee uses 

a procedure something like this: The materials to be assessed (perhaps a final 

course paper) are prepared with the student names removed. Ideally the copies 

should also have no grades or instructor comments. In the first meeting, the 

committee reviews the materials and constructs rubrics by which to assess the goal, 

as described above. In the second meeting, the committee meets, quickly reads a 

representative sample of the anonymous papers in terms of the rubrics, scores the 

paper in terms of the rubrics and aggregates the results. It cannot be stressed 

sufficiently that this is not a process of regrading the paper. It’s quite possible that 

an excellent essay is deficient in realizing the goal being assessed. 

 

A typical assessment report will describe the assessment project in terms of the 

choice of the goal being assessed, the rubrics used for the assessment, the 

composition of the assessment committee, the process for the particular 

assessment, the aggregated results with annotations, and the plan for response to 

the assessment. 

 

What to do with the results? 

A well executed assessment project should help your program find whether the 

desired results are being obtained. It is at this stage that the assessment committee 

needs to reflect on the results. If they look good, that is, if it turns out that the goal 

is being realized well by a majority of the students, only minor tweaks may be 

needed to the course or the program. 

 

If there are problems, then the assessment committee needs to brainstorm about 

what can be done better. In some cases it may be that the assessment project was 

not constructed in such a way as to capture the data that the committee is seeking, 

and that a better method of assessment needs to be devised.4 More often the 

problem lies in the construction of the course or the construction of the assignment. 

A frequent problem is that the students are not well-enough aware that their course 

project or capstone needs to embody a particular intellectual perspective or use a 

certain multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary strategy. Another frequent problem is 

that there was not sufficient staging in early assignments or assignment orientation 

for the students to confidently achieve the goal. 

                                                 
4 Resources that may prove useful are Astin (1993) and Banta, Jones, and Black (2009). 
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Committee members may make suggestions about changes in the syllabus, but of 

course it is always ultimately the instructor’s decision about the best way to 

implement the results. At the program level, students may need workshops to 

bolster research skills or to have the opportunity to discuss how the realization of a 

critical, interdisciplinary research might be embodied in their particular project. 

Just as faculty advisors may need guidelines for constructing syllabi for courses in 

your program, so might thesis/capstone advisors need guidelines on incorporating 

program goals into a GLS thesis. As the assessment committee and then the wider 

GLS faculty deliberate on the results of assessment, program goals are often 

refined, rubrics and procedures are revised and improved, and pedagogical 

strategies are proposed that should help students improve. 

 

The results of assessment projects should be shared with all stakeholders, including 

students and alumni. If assessment is institutionalized at your school, there will 

already be a process for submitting your report to a director of assessment. 

However, it’s important that all the members of your advisory board know the 

results of the assessment, if only in a summary version. If there are problems in 

realizing a particular learning goal in a core course, for example, there may be 

problems for students, faculty and administrators as students move through the 

program. 

 

Often assessment reports are folded into academic program reviews, which are 

seen by external reviewers, such as representatives of the regional accreditation 

association. There is no need to massage assessment results into a more positive 

picture than the findings actually show. Candor is the best policy: the positive side 

to every assessment report is the change that the program will make as a result of 

the assessment. If your program is new to assessment it’s not a bad idea to assess 

something you know you are doing well alongside something you know needs to 

be improved. 

 

Assessment and Educational Quality 

It’s always a good idea to develop a larger picture of program quality by focusing 

on specifics in courses and program components. Overall program quality and the 

elusive aspirational goals certainly come from those “magical” moments in classes 

when students transcend mastery of content and skill into a changed perspective on 

the world. But these moments usually rest on the accumulation of skills, and so it’s 

crucial that we know whether outcomes are being realized. 
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Assessment done well should help address such concerns as those raised in the 

Spellings Commission, which claimed that there is “a remarkable absence of 

accountability mechanisms to ensure that colleges succeed in educating students” 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2006, p. x). The goals and objectives of GLS 

programs embody the very essence of what your college or university says it stands 

for. The assessment process helps to keep us focused and honest in the programs 

we create for our students. Assessment at its best is a practical method of 

reviewing and deliberating on the strengths and weaknesses of a program, and it 

operates in the service of quality graduate education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



56 

Program Review Guideline and Overview 

 

     By now most Graduate Liberal Studies (GLS) Program Directors are acquainted 

with Assessment, a process mandated by the various regional Accreditation 

Associations across the nation.  Program Review, also known as External 

Review, is one of the assessment processes.  Unlike annual assessment activities, 

Program Review occurs periodically from every 3 to 7 years.  The purpose of this 

article is to provide MALS Directors with information and context about Program 

Review to help ease the process and to explain what AGLSP resources may aid a 

Director in achieving a successful review.   

 

     Program Review, like other Assessment activities, can be a serious burden on 

Directors already managing a difficult workload.  Consequently, it can seem like a 

bureaucratic imposition that mechanically produces nothing more than satisfying 

an Accreditation Association demand.  While this response is certainly grounded 

on many valid bases, and is a widely shared, the best way to prepare for Program 

Review is to admit that we would all agree that improving our programs is 

something Directors constantly, more or less, think about.  The best approach to 

Program Review is therefore to try to work to shape it into something that may 

produce new ideas or bring attention to weaknesses which really are helpful to 

making changes that will improve a program. 

 

The Review Process 

Each institution will have its own rules for Program Review which the Director 

will need to be familiar with, but, in general, Program Review begins with 

something called a Self Study (or something similar).  This can be the most 

challenging part of the process for the Director because it calls for a written 

document addressing various features of the program:  faculty, financial resources 

and performance (i.e. does it make or lose money), faculty credit hours, mission, 

how the mission and program fits with the mission and goals of the School the 

program resides in and the larger institution as a whole, rationale for the 

curriculum, classes, and how they are laid out in the program, student success, both 

while in the program and afterwards, enrollment trends, and resources.  The 

curriculum portion may call for something called Curriculum Mapping.  

Curriculum Mapping is basically a chart that shows a student’s progress through 

the program from the first gateway class to the capstone that lays out the 

justification for the various classes, what the students learn in each, and how each 

ties back to program goals and Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs are not 

discussed here as we assume familiarity with this feature of Assessment).  

Curriculum mapping can be a very useful exercise for a Director to actually 
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confront the rationale of their program.  The self study generally includes a section 

on requests the Director may have:  more faculty, more resources, better 

admissions support, better career services support, etc.  The self study may also ask 

the Director to compare their program to a number of Peer Schools (schools of 

similar size) and/or Aspirant Schools (schools that the school may want to 

emulate). 

 

The self study is generally done in preparation for a Site Visit.  A site visit is 

where one to three people (generally known as External Reviewers) familiar with 

GLS programs visit the institution after having read the self study.  These 

individuals meet with the Director, faculty, students, various administrators, and 

perhaps alumni to get feedback on how the program is doing, looking for strengths 

and weaknesses, with a view towards making recommendations to the Director and 

Administration for program improvements.  The findings and recommendations of 

the external reviewers will be set forth in an External Reviewer’s Report 

provided to the Director and Administration.  The site visit is an important 

opportunity for the Director to highlight strengths, clarify requests for support, and 

ask for new ideas about possible changes.   

 

After the report is delivered the Director will generally have an opportunity to 

Comment on the report to the Administration particularly in regard to suggested 

changes.  The Administration will generally then prepare a brief Response to the 

report and comment, generally in reference to recommended changes it would like 

to see, those it will support, and those it will not support.  These documents are 

working towards something generally called a Memorandum of Mutual 

Understanding, i.e. that over a specified timeframe the Director will do certain 

things and Administration will do certain things.  The idea being that these 

concrete steps can later be evaluated as to whether they occurred.  As one can 

surmise, given the time needed to review, write, respond, and given the natural 

delays required by the demands of academic cycles, etc.,  this process from 

receiving the External Reviewer’s Report to a finalized Memorandum of 

Understanding can take months. 

 

Participants 
Understanding who is going to participate in the Program Review process helps a 

Director shape a positive outcome (positive here is not meant solely in material 

measures but in obtaining what the Director recognizes as new ideas that really 

help make changes to improve the program).  Other than the External Reviewers, 

in general, the School Dean will direct the review, though this may be delegated to 

an Associate or Assistant Dean.  The main administrator overseeing the process 
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will likely be the Provost or Associate Provost, Vice President of Academic 

Affairs, or Associate VPA, or possibly a dedicated Director of Assessment.  It is 

important for the Director to get to know these people, if they don’t already, and to 

understand how they each view the GLS program.  The external reviewers may 

also be scheduled, or request, to meet with the Director of, or someone from 

(depending on the size of the institution) admissions, the library, facilities, 

marketing, advancement, and finances.  The Director should also get to know these 

people and their view of and connection to the program.  Participants the Director 

has the most control over are faculty, students, and alumni.  These people should 

be selected with a view towards educating, not only the external reviewers, but 

institution administrators about the program and its positive contribution to the 

institution.  Directors should not hesitate to make selections towards making the 

maximum positive spin on the program.  Listening to your most positive 

statements about the program can be helpful in making a Director think about 

whether their program is really achieving those positive outcomes.  Meeting the 

participants is the best way to educate people about your program and to solicit 

positive suggestions for change, making it clear that new ideas and suggestions are 

welcome.   

 

Goals of Program Review 

The basic goal of Program Review from the Administration’s point of view is 

simply a review that endorses the GLS program as meeting or exceeding 

accreditation standards.  As the regional accreditation team may read the report in 

a future campus visit, administrators don’t want to hear, for example, that too 

many courses are taught by unqualified faculty, or by too many part-time faculty, 

that students are not meetings SLOs, that the program has no rigor, or that no effort 

is made to account for expenditures or revenue.  However, if the reviewer’s report 

is more or less positive so Administration sees that it will not pose an accreditation 

problem, they may lose interest in any other recommendations, especially those 

which require them to do something.  Administration prefers to see 

recommendations solely within the purview of the director, like curriculum 

changes.  Many directors may feel that the program review process is an 

opportunity to ask for more resources or administrative support, often based on 

arguments of fairness, equity, or financial performance, and while such arguments 

should be made, and may be recommended by the reviewers, unless lack of support 

poses a threat to a positive accreditation review of the institution at some point in 

the future, a director should not place much hope in administration voluntarily 

agreeing to provide more support.  As an assessment process, administration is 

more interested in recommendations towards helping student success within the 

classroom or program structure.  Directors should see as a goal of review soliciting 
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such recommendations, especially ones that can be readily implemented without 

undue burden so they can be checked off as accomplished within an agreed upon 

timeframe.  This satisfies the goal of review as a process of contributing to 

improvement of the program.  In addition to recommendations for improvement, 

the Director should view program review as an opportunity to educate as many 

people in administration as possible about the program, to leave them with a 

favorable impression of the program, and to forge some personal relations that 

might lead to more future support. 

 

Budget 

Directors should be aware that there is likely budgetary support for program 

review both in terms of covering expenses (for example, paying the external 

reviewers) and release time (for example for time required to do the self study).  

Directors should not hesitate to inquire beforehand as to the amount of support 

available.  Total lack of financial support by administration for a program review 

would be something, for example, that accreditation associations would take a dim 

view of.   

 

AGLSP Resources 

The AGSLP has several resources which should help in program review.  First, 

Directors should read the Directors Handbook, especially the section on 

assessment, which is available to members on the website (www.aglsp.org).  

Second, the self study should highlight that you belong to the AGLSP, attend the 

annual conference and especially the workshop (list some of the workshop sessions 

attended). Even better if you can detail how those are part of your assessment 

activities (especially any ideas gleaned from the workshops and implemented in 

your program).  Third, from its member programs, the AGLSP can assist you if 

you need to obtain data regarding Peer or Aspirant programs.  For example, survey 

data from member institutions are available on the website. Fourth, the AGLSP can 

assist you with names for possible external reviewers. Several AGLSP members 

have experience serving as external reviewers for GLS programs.  Finally, if you 

have any other questions about program review, you can always contact AGLSP 

and we can try to put you in touch with someone who can discuss the process with 

you and try to answer any questions you might have.   
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Writing in the Graduate Liberal Studies Program 
 

 

When students begin their graduate work, they often find that their reading and 

writing assignments, weekly preparation for seminar discussions, and research 

projects require them to reach a new level of skill with language. Some GLS 

courses address these necessary changes directly, as an explicit part of course 

content, while some instructors, focusing naturally on their compelling disciplinary 

and interdisciplinary subject matter, leave the process of linguistic growth to the 

realm of tacit learning. Whatever the norm in a particular program, graduate 

students benefit from a variety of common writing assignments that draw on and 

help develop a range of critical skills, along with at least some explicit discussion 

of how those skills should work. 

 

Some courses include assignments that require multiple drafts, with feedback from 

class members and the professor, in order to help students deepen their awareness 

of the writing process. Writers accustomed to drafting and revising see writing not 

only as the production of an artifact or a report on findings but also as a process of 

inquiry that tests and deepens the tentative connections with which a paper begins. 

 

Assignments vary in form, difficulty, and sophistication: summarizing the 

argument of a complex reading can prepare students for seminar discussion; testing 

a theoretical frame against the details of a case study can deepen one’s 

understanding of both concept and case; surveying the literature can provide 

context for new discoveries; and considering disciplinary knowledge in light of 

personal observation and experience can help measure the significance of one’s 

findings. Interdisciplinary projects always demand a mastery of new tools and 

contexts, and a final M.A. project often deepens those demands as the project 

unfolds. Public writing—the writing of active citizenship—and creative writing 

help a writer build a more sophisticated understanding of genre and audience. All 

together, these common types of writing in GLS programs acquaint graduate 

students with the range of linguistic and writerly skills we can build as educated 

persons throughout our adult lives. 

 

Whether informally in ad hoc study groups or as part of course assignments, 

graduate students should practice reading drafts and giving feedback to classmates. 

When carried out in the right spirit, this activity deepens a reader’s sense of a 

particular assignment as well as of the particular genre of academic writing being 

practiced. As readers grow in skill, they become far more useful to each other in 
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the drafting process, but the real reward is the new insight a careful reader brings 

back to her own draft. Awareness of form, context, the movement or progression 

of ideas, the relationships between terms and examples—all of these elements 

come more keenly into view when a reader pays close attention to the drafts of 

others. Usually, too, this process is good for a writer’s morale, as she witnesses 

others struggling with the same material that has troubled her in her draft and sees 

clear growth in the ability to read closely. 

 

Graduate students are usually ready to examine and strive for a sophisticated 

model for academic writing. They benefit from a clear formulation of the task at 

hand—not just written assignment sheets but also a clear, practical sense of genre. 

For example, some find the metaphors of frame or lens useful. A good academic 

essay directs our attention and understanding of a topic in the same way that a 

picture frame helps us attend to the content of a painting. Or an essay focuses our 

attention on some element of a topic in much the same way as a lens focuses a 

portion of the visual field. The frame or lens represents whatever concepts are 

central to the essay’s argument. 

 

As writers grow in sophistication they can usually replace these somewhat general 

metaphors with more exact and exacting ideas about genre. Academic essays 

usually ask a question, orient readers to the relevant work that has gone before, 

identify and carefully define the handful of concepts that will advance the inquiry, 

test those concepts against some substantial example or case, tease out the 

implications of the findings, and assert the significance of what has been 

accomplished in the inquiry. Essays with a commitment to interdisciplinary inquiry 

take on the further burden of evaluating the relative importance of different 

disciplinary perspectives; they present and solve a rhetorical problem, answering 

the question, “Which of these perspectives are most important for this inquiry?” 

Because there are no clearly established norms for an interdisciplinary essay, each 

assignment presents writers with the linked problem of form and content: How 

shall I organize these materials into a progression of thought that builds step by 

step to some worthy insight and conclusion? Early in their careers graduate 

students might be tempted to organize an essay essentially as a checklist or grocery 

list: there’s this, and there’s that, and there’s this other thing…. Eventually, 

however, the challenges yield up the greater satisfactions of a carefully linked 

progression of thought. By establishing explicit relationships in the material, 

writers organize their drafts and tighten their arguments. Less sophisticated essays 

use transitions that say, “And another thing,” while the transitions in stronger 

essays say, “Having considered that, I am now in a position to more meaningfully 

say this next thing….” 
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Early in their careers, graduate students are more likely to write essays that depend 

quite a bit on the context a professor has provided in the course reading list. The 

writing might even take for granted that the reader has attended the weekly seminar 

discussions. Later in the career, however, the graduate student will choose 

elements of course readings and personal research to shape a distinctive context 

not entirely of the professor’s making, and the writer will come to assume that the 

work of creating context belongs to the essay, not the course. Certainly, the course 

will remain in the background, but the writer will understand that stronger 

arguments typically rely on more specific contexts. Specificity itself is one of the 

great markers of linguistic growth in graduate school, specificity in the use of 

terms and examples, in establishing contexts, in evaluating findings. 

 

One might say that graduate school’s great lesson is in repeatedly learning how to 

read, whether we mean reading in new contexts, reading to make finer distinctions, 

or reading to reflect on the opportunities for revision. Readers interpret what has 

already been written, and of course writers interpret as well. Graduate school in a 

GLS program fosters growth in linguistic skill exactly because of all the good work 

done there practicing interpretation.
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Regional Student Symposia 
 

 

Regional Graduate Liberal Studies student and alumni symposia represent one of 

the richest and most exciting ways to both promote GLS and to enhance the cross-

disciplinary/cross-program dialogue that students in our programs seek. Student-

centered, these symposia have been well-received by programs, students, and 

alumni as an effective and stimulating way to foster scholarship, offer students and 

alumni presentation opportunities, recognize outstanding student work, and build 

community among GLS students, alumni, and faculty across programs. 

 

While not an AGLSP initiative, the Association recognizes their value and 

encourages their proliferation. We post symposia information on the website. 

 

Since 2007, GLS programs on the West Coast have gathered each summer at 

symposia for the presentation of student and alumni papers. Participating programs 

have included Dominican University of California, Marylhurst University, Mount 

St. Mary’s College in Los Angeles, Reed College, San Diego State University, 

Simon Fraser University, Stanford University, University of Southern California, 

and Maastricht University-Netherlands. Symposia are also being held in the 

Midwest, South, and East Coast regions, and have been hosted by Georgetown 

University, Indiana University Southeast, University of North Carolina 

Wilmington, East Tennessee State University.  

 

To learn more about hosting or participating in a regional symposium and for 

advice on how to proceed, we suggest contacting past symposium hosts (see 

student symposia page of the website or contact the AGLSP office). 

 

Sample Symposium Timeline 

 

8-12 months out 

 Determine dates, school, budget, and length of symposium (1 day, 

weekend, etc.) 

 

6 months out 

 Determine program (days, events, length of presentations) 

 Contact area hotels for rates and sign contracts 

 Create symposium database 
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 Begin scouting campus locations for events (Friday dinner, Saturday 

presentations, Saturday lunch, Saturday reception, Sunday presentations, 

Sunday lunch) 

 

5 months out  

 Reserve locations for events 

 Create and send general flier announcing symposium and requesting 

presentation proposals (due by 4mos out) 

 Create registration forms and determine attendance fees 

 

4 months out  

 Send reminders for proposal deadline 

 Review proposals and assign each a general topic 

 Create sample presentation schedule organized by topic 

 Enter proposal info in database 

 

3-4 months out  

 Inform presenters they have been chosen 

 Provide hotel, tech info to presenters, request registration forms, final 

titles, bios, descriptions 

 Invite general GLS audience to attend 

 Begin entering incoming registrations, collecting money, sending 

registration confirmations 

 Recruit volunteers and moderators 

 

2 months out  

 Begin catering and facilities orders (Friday dinner, Saturday rooms, 

breakfast, lunch, breaks, tech assistance, reception, Sunday rooms, 

breakfast, tech assistance, lunch) 

 Continue entering incoming registrations, collecting money, sending 

registration confirmations 

 Send reminder invitation to general audience 

 

1 month out  

 Begin purchasing and collecting program materials (folders, maps, 

nametags) 

 Begin writing program 

 Edit bios and descriptions 
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 Continue entering incoming registrations, collecting money, sending 

registration confirmations 

 Assign volunteers and moderators-send moderators information on their 

panel(s) 

 Arrange transportation from hotels to symposium site 

 Directors-arrange time to meet during the symposium 

 

3 weeks out 

 Create updated symposium information (final locations, directions, 

updated schedule) and email to attendees 

 Continue entering incoming registrations, collecting money, sending 

registration confirmations 

 

2 weeks out  

 Finalize catering 

 Create signage 

 

1 week out  

 Finalize program, print and assemble 

 Print and assemble nametags 

 Put together registration table supplies (pens, tape, stapler, phone book, 

maps, etc.) 

 

After event  

 Invoice schools for their portion 

 Send thank-yous to vendors 

 Write notes for following year 

 

 

Sample Symposium Programs 

 

For each time slot marked “Symposium Presentations,” there might be as many as 

three concurrent sessions. Each session might have three papers/presentations. 

3-Day Conference 

Friday 

 6:00 pm   Registration open 

 6:30-8:30 pm  Welcome dinner (casual, buffet) 
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Saturday 

 8:00 am   Registration open 

 8:30 am   Welcome and coffee 

 9:00- noon  Symposium presentations 

 12:15-1:45 pm  Lunch 

 1:45-5:00 pm  Symposium presentations 

 5:15 pm   Wine and cheese reception 

 

Sunday 

 9:00 am   Coffee 

 9:30-11:00 am  Symposium presentations 

 11:15-11:30 am  Closing remarks 

 Noon   Picnic lunch on your own with food from cafe 

 

1-Day Conference 
Saturday 

 9:00 am   Registration open 

 9:20 am   Welcome and opening remarks 

 9:30-11am  Symposium presentations 

 11:10-12:20 pm  Plenary session 

 12:30-1:40 pm  Lunch 

 1:45-2:55 pm  Plenary session 

 3:00-4:55 pm  Symposium presentations 

 5:00 pm   Reception 
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ASSOCIATION OF GRADUATE LIBERAL STUDIES PROGRAMS 

 

ANNUAL CONFERENCE HOSTING GUIDELINES 

 

The planning of the AGLSP Annual Conference is a significant responsibility.  It 

requires scholarly, organizational, communications, and fiduciary skills.  Due to 

the complexity of planning, it is highly recommended that organizers have a strong 

network of collaborators (faculty, staff, students/alumni, administrators) both at 

their own institution and at any other area institutions before undertaking the 

planning of the conference.  This document is designed to provide guidance and 

models to make the planning process as easy as possible. 

 

1. Host Selection (two years prior to conference) 
a. Typically the host is invited by the Board, but proposals are accepted. 

b. Host recommends a conference theme to the AGLSP Board which has 

final approval of theme. 

c. Board will provide host planning document, and AGLSP national 

office will provide some administrative support throughout the 

process.  

 

2. Conference Arrangements-- (one year plus) 
a. Hotel 

i. Host institution to handle hotel arrangements in consultation 

with AGLSP President and Board.  Contract should be sent to 

AGLSP main office and Board President for feedback and 

approval before signing contract. 

ii. The hotel site must agree to direct billing and must be noted in 

the contract.  

iii. Get a minimum of 3 hotel bids before finalizing hotel contract, 

including number and price of rooms (both for attendees and 

for presentations/meetings), number and price of meals, tech 

support, and anything else that is negotiable.  Hosts can contact 

their local Visitors and Convention Bureau for assistance with 

this stage, free of charge. It is crucial that the price of the 
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conference remains within the budget outlined by the Board.  

Additional expenses and overage should be discussed with the 

Board leadership before agreeing to them.  

iv. Host institution should negotiate comp rooms with the hotel. 

Often this includes a suite (for the AGLSP president), and a 

certain number of comp rooms based on the total number of 

room reservations. 

v. Hotel AV equipment and Tech support can be very costly. 

Some host institutions are able to reduce costs by bringing in 

computers and projectors (along with student tech support) 

from their own institutions for use during the conference. 

vi. Be the liaison with the hotel throughout the planning and the 

conference. 

 

b. Additional sites 

i. Sometimes, it will be cheaper to host some or all of the 

conference sessions on a college/university campus if it is 

within easy walking distance of the conference hotel.  It is not 

advisable to transport attendees to campus for entire conference 

by shuttle/bus since this will increase cost and complexity of 

the event.   

ii. In the past, some organizers have opted to have only the 

opening reception on campus, while others have had the entire 

program take place in the hotel. 

iii. Assist AGLSP Office in identifying restaurant and making 

reservations for Board Dinner (Wednesday night before 

conference).   

 

3. Conference Program 

a. Host institution will develop a theme in consultation with the AGLSP 

Board  

b. Host is encouraged to select a theme that embraces regional elements 

and that is broad enough to allow for a wide range of participants  

c. Host prepares a call for papers with guidelines and a deadline 

d. Host develops a process for reviewing and selecting conference paper 

presenters  

e.  Host maintains communication with presenters to ensure they provide 

AV/technology requirements and register for conference 

f. Host develops the conference program 
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g. Host selects keynote speaker(s) and negotiates fees in consultation 

with Board President. 

h. Host may arrange extra-conference excursions/activities (for optional 

additional fee). 

 

4. Communications and Promotion (one year) 

a. Host institution will make a brief promotional presentation at the prior 

year Annual Business Meeting, with promotional handout 

b. Host institution will provide the AGLSP Office with Call for Papers 

Guidelines for distribution by January 31 of the conference year; 

AGLSP will distribute via email and “save the date/call for papers” 

mailed postcard 

c. Working with the host institution, the AGLSP Office will promote the 

conference via President’s communications, emails, postcard 

mailings, listserv announcements and reminders, and association and 

conference Websites.  

d. The host institution will provide the AGLSP Office all relevant 

information for collateral material and the AGLSP Website— call for 

papers guidelines, program details, speaker bios and photos (if 

needed), hotel reservation instructions, transportation options, area 

social activities, tourism links, area photos (jpg). 

e. Host will arrange for photographing of event (by faculty, staff, 

student, or by professional photographer) 

 

5. Registrations (six months) 
a. The AGLSP Office will process registrations 

i. accept registration forms and payments (checks and credit 

cards) 

ii. provide conference confirmations. 

b. The AGLSP Office will maintain registrant roster and provide to host 

institution for hotel reservation monitoring. 

c. The AGLSP Office will notify host of special dietary needs of 

registrants for banquets. 

d. Host institution will staff conference registration table for registrant 

check-in and on-site registration on Thursday, Friday, and possibly 

Saturday morning.   

i. Registration forms needed for walk-ins. 



70 

ii. Walk-in registration payable by credit card or check made out 

to “AGLSP”.  No cash accepted.  Receipts for cc will be sent 

the week after the conference (host in consultation with AGLSP 

Office.) 

iii. AGLSP administrative manager will be available on-site to 

assist as needed. 

e. Host institution will create and post signage in consultation with Hotel 

staff regarding registration and conference location 

f.  Registration materials to include information about local area (maps, 

lists of restaurants, local attractions, transportation, etc.) 

g. Name tags needed for attendees.   

i. Name and institution 

ii. Please note AGLSP board members and presenters. 

iii. If possible, necklace/lanyard style not clip or pin. 

 

6. Conference Collateral (weeks and immediately prior) 

a. Host institution will minimize paper and hard copy packets/materials 

to the extent possible; host will provide registrant name tags.  

b. AGLSP Office will provide relevant files, among them: registrant 

rosters, registrant spreadsheet, files necessary for creating name tags, 

conference and workshop evaluation forms.  

 

7. Workshop Program (developed at summer board meeting) 

a. President and Board will develop, coordinate, and facilitate the pre-

conference workshop program. 

b. The AGLSP Office will promote the program via email and on the 

AGLSP website. 

c. Materials required for the program will be produced in the AGLSP 

Office and emailed to registrants in advance, if appropriate. 

 

8. Expense and Payment Process (as soon after conference as possible, not 

to exceed 60 days) 
a. Host institution will review and approve all bills. Questions or 

discrepancies to be resolved by the host institution. 

b. Host institution will submit all verified, itemized bills to the AGLSP 

Office for direct payment or reimbursement. 
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c. Receipts must be submitted for all expenses, along with AGLSP 

expense report form. AGLSP Office will issue payment once 

paperwork has been submitted. 

d. Signature on expense report form constitutes authorization for 

payment by host institution. 

e. Payee must be specified. 

f. Honorarium payments require name and home address.  (All speakers 

are required to complete a W9 form prior to payment. The AGLSP 

office will contact the speaker and supply the form. Checks will be 

provided by AGLSP Office to be distributed at the conference. 

g. Host institution shall submit to the AGLSP Office a final conference 

accounting within 60 days of the conference, or by December 31, 

whichever is earlier. 

h. Hotel charges to be charged to Master Account which will be paid 

upon review and verification by host institution. 

 

9. Commitment to Green 

a. Host institution will make every effort to ensure a conference that is 

environmentally responsible, in conformance with the resolution 

passed at the 2008 Annual Business Meeting. Such efforts may 

include: minimizing use of paper and using both sides when paper is 

unavoidable; minimizing individual beverage bottles; 100-mile diet; 

requiring hotels to follow environmentally-responsible practices (e.g., 

no daily linen changes unless requested by guest, easily available 

recycling bins for paper and plastic). 

b. Host institution to negotiate green practices at time of hotel 

negotiation and specify such practices in contract. 

 

10.   Commitment to Inclusiveness 

 The AGLSP Board and membership are committed to the spirit of 

 inclusiveness and ask all conference hosts to incorporate an expansive 

 attitude in the review of all submitted papers, especially student 

 submissions.  As educators, we encourage the lifelong-learning 

 enterprise, and the annual conference is a forum where we can 

 exercise an inclusive approach and offer students the opportunity to 

 participate in panel presentations.  Student paper acceptance allows all 

 conference attendees to experience a rich and lively exchange 

 between representatives of a variety of programs.  In addition, 

 students have the opportunity to refine their writing, research and  
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 presentation skills which ultimately supports and prepares them for 

 post-graduate educational and professional pursuits. Finally, with this 

 commitment to inclusiveness, our AGLSP membership can continue 

 to refine and enhance their programs, and continue their commitment 

 to strong graduate liberal arts study which is avital element of our 

 universities and colleges. 
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Typical Program Schedule 

Wednesday 

Board Meeting 3-5 pm 

Board dinner 7 pm 

 

Thursday 

Pre-conference workshop (buffet breakfast and lunch) 

 

Thursday evening 

Opening reception (heavy hors d’oeuvres and cash bar) 

 

Friday 

Conference program (keynote and concurrent sessions) (buffet breakfast) 

Conference banquet (faculty award presentation/remarks; Confluence award 

presentations) (cash bar) 

 

Saturday (buffet breakfast) 

Annual business meeting 

Final concurrent session 

Adjourn at noon 
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Appendices:  Templates 

This section includes sample documents that you may opt to use as templates to 

streamline your planning process.  

 

**Due to the number and size of these appendices, please download the 

separate AGLSP Conference Guide from the AGLSP website** 

 

1. Announcements and early planning 

a. Conference history (hosts/themes) 

b. Budget history of prior conferences 

c. 2012 Conference and Workshop evaluation results 

d. Call for Papers/Presentations 

e. Conference Invitation 

f. Conference Registration Form 

g. Tentative Conference Program 

h. Presenter Information Sheet 

2. Hotel 

a. Hotel planning questions 

b. Banquet, Food, and Meeting Space needs 

c. Guest room letter of agreement from hotel 

3. Registration 

a. Registration desk staff sign up 

b. Registration packet 

i. Conference program book. Host should consider including 

abstracts in the program book. 

ii. Annual Faculty Award Call for Nominations 

iii. List of attendees 

iv. Restaurant Guide 

v. Saturday optional excursion 

vi. Top sites in the area 

vii. Confluence competition guidelines (if still active) 

viii. Hotel internet access information 

 

c. Optional tote with local products (chocolate, coffee, sticker, visitor 

bureau information) 
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The Future of Graduate Liberal Studies Programs  

 

 

For decades adult learners have looked to Graduate Liberal Studies programs for 

intellectual enrichment and career enhancement. But the academic and 

employment environment of the 21st century presents new challenges that show no 

signs of going away. GLS programs in the near future will have to deal with the 

impact of factors as diverse as global economics, multi-generational student 

populations, emergent information technologies and changed social environments 

in both education and the workplace. Graduate Liberal Studies is ideally suited to 

address this new landscape by its very nature. Our programs have always stressed 

such intellectual skills as plural literacies, multi-mode communication, and critical, 

multi-paradigmatic thinking and literacy. But we also urge our students to extend 

the traditional notions of academic competency to include focused imagination, 

culturally informed intuition, emotional and design intelligence, yielding creative 

innovation. These Graduate Liberal Studies “roots” are more important than ever 

in producing strategically oriented programs. Can programs that emphasize these 

skills meet emerging student needs, practical applications in unknown landscapes 

of knowledge, and equally important to our students, unknown landscapes of 

employments? 

 

The future of our Graduate Liberal Studies programs depends of course, as it 

always has, on the ability of programs to anticipate the needs of diverse student 

populations. While a few students will go on to academic careers, most are looking 

to serve their communities and find or create satisfying employment situations. In 

both the corporate and not-for-profit sectors, the need is for workers who are 

flexible, innovative, self-organized, and also skilled in particular areas. GLS 

programs provide students with an interdisciplinary context to develop knowledge 

and skills ideally suited for knowledge work. Interdisciplinarity has always been 

the hallmark of GLS programs, but is interdisciplinarity alone a sufficient 

foundation for students’ successful professional futures? 

 

First, it is incumbent upon GLS programs to educate both their students and the 

communities and businesses in which these students work regarding the 

advantages that interdisciplinary learning provides. Too often, GLS students are 

not as articulate about the career implications of the education they have had; it is 

certainly part of our responsibility to coach them on how to leverage their 

education into career options. Further, employers too must be aware of the skill 

sets that interdisciplinary learning produces, and so it behooves us to educate the 
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community at large about Graduate Liberal Studies. If not, a GLS education can 

run the risk of producing a disconnect between student and potential employer. 

This is already the case to some extent, and it is likely to be amplified in the future 

if not addressed. 

 

Second, we should consider going beyond our interdisciplinary models. Some have 

characterized these approaches using the terms “transdisciplinarity” and 

“postdisciplinarity.” Both of these approaches highlight the ability to anticipate, 

adapt to, and create the future through creative adaptation of existing disciplines. 

Trans-disciplinarity refers to the capability of students to develop nascent proto-

disciplines through creative syntheses built upon interdisciplinarity. For example, 

when a Liberal Studies student combines coursework in cultural history, ethnic 

studies, comparative religion, political science and international studies, she may 

be creating a program in which Peace Studies or Peace and Conflict Resolution 

Studies emerges. Such a student is aligned to work successfully in NGOs or other 

international organizations. In fact, it is often the student’s own motivation that 

drives the construction of this formal or informal transdisciplinary study. This 

example suggests two ideas for the future: (1) Programs should be flexible in 

allowing students to create individualized fields of study. (2) Students should be 

permitted and encouraged to use these titles (“Peace and Conflict Resolution 

Studies”) on their résumés and other materials. 

 

Postdisciplinarity has been described as an individualized application of 

interdisciplinary learning and transdisciplinary innovation, a strategy by which a 

student can leverage clusters of course work for maximum career potential. For 

example, a GLS program may create curricula to study the impact that instant 

information as provided by the Internet has had on the ways that humans 

communicate from a variety of disciplinary angles-- sociological, technological, 

psychological, cultural, historical, and literary. A GLS graduate who may have 

come from a computer programming background but seeks a meaningful platform 

for her skills might see herself as a gaming programmer who collaborates with 

authors, filmmakers, and elementary schools to develop alternate learning 

opportunities for students with reading disabilities, using hand-held gaming 

technology. Further training in programming, even in gaming design, would have 

limited both her career horizons and her need to be useful to the community. It is in 

the flexible, multidisciplinary environment of GLS that she can thrive and realize 

her potential. 

 

These examples show that postdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity are progressive 

extensions of our well-practiced multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity. But 
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they also show that in order to be relevant to current and future generations of GLS 

students, programs that are entirely oriented towards the liberal arts should 

strongly consider permitting professionally-oriented courses in areas such as 

communication, computing and new media, business and education. Some 

programs have been doing this for years, while others have insisted that their target 

audience wants a more purely intellectual adventure. Program advisory boards will 

have to deliberate on the question of target audience and program flexibility. One 

thing is for certain, however: It is no longer the case that we have two distinct 

audiences--students in their middle years seeking intellectual enrichment and 

younger students looking to develop intellectual skills for career enhancement. 

Students of all ages and backgrounds in the work force need to be forward-thinking 

and innovative about their preparation for tomorrow. 

 

Practical steps for the future 

In light of this perspective, how can GLS programs maintain their educational 

viability, and serve their students and communities in the coming years? Here are a 

few practical steps that programs can take to solidify their futures. 

 

 Develop and maintain an excellent, lively, engaging, and interactive website. 

Update it frequently. Use social media and outlets, such as YouTube, to 

showcase the dynamic and timely features of your program. 

 

 Become a “leapfrog” program, jumping over obstacles to achieve goals. The 

strategy of “leapfrogging” denotes a leadership style that anticipates 

problems, and leaps over current obstacles to solve them, and that anticipates 

needs that future social and economic situations may present. This may 

mean actually disrupting and reconstituting your program to respond 

successfully in the global knowledge and innovation economy. A leapfrog 

strategy helps avoid playing catch-up. 

 

 Become known as the most “edgy” department or division of its type. Use 

the facility of an interdisciplinary approach to curriculum development to 

push the boundaries and think outside the disciplinary box. The GLS 

program at your university should be known as the place where educational 

experimentation and innovation happens. 

 

 Use technology in variety of modes: to enhance and enrich the classroom 

experience, to reach student audiences who are unable to be present for the 

GLS “seminar experience,” and to involve local and distant intellectual and 
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social innovators in the programs and classes. Thoughtful and planned use of 

technology can expand the instructional world of your program. 

 

 Emphasize the international, global and experiential dimensions of learning. 

Promote new ideals of “service” that develop human capital. 

 

 Emphasize quality through insistence on high-level graduate intellectual 

skills and participation in conversations that are relevant to public as well as 

academic concerns. 

 

Coda to the Guidebook: The future and the role of AGLSP 

As this guidebook is being launched, the Association is also preparing to support 

member programs in new ways. Our new website is intended to be the hub of 

conversations about Graduate Liberal Studies. A blog that highlights developments 

in adult interdisciplinary learning has been liberated from its association with our 

journal Confluence and is now more fittingly a blog for the Association as a whole. 

We plan for aglsp.org to be media rich and interactive. Through creative practices 

developed by Graduate Liberal Studies students, faculty, alumni/ae, and 

stakeholders, a vibrant AGLSP website can help to grow the relevance of its 

programs and campuses, thereby having a hand in steering new futures for creative 

thought, scholarship, and innovation. 

 

The website aspires to be not a static repository of information but what our annual 

conference has always been: a supportive and interactive venue for sharing ideas 

and innovating high-quality graduate education for adults. Given the profile of the 

students we serve and the commitment to cross-disciplinary, multidisciplinary, 

transdisciplinary, and interdisciplinary thinking and problem solving that Liberal 

Studies programs provide, AGLSP is perfectly positioned to meet and anticipate 

current and future emerging needs. 
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