Foreword

The speed at which information expands and knowledge get updated
today is overwhelming. Of all the choices that dazzle like frenzied blooms, the
classics have acquired an existence that is both familiar and remote, longed
for but not quite understood. The classics are those that have survived the tests
and selections of history. Though the time and space where they first emerged
are remote to us, their influences are lasting. They are still inspirational to our
lives, our ideals, our beliefs and our thinking today. For general education,
reading classics is clearly of utmost importance to the achievement of its
ideals, for it is a valuable entry point for whole person education, for inquiry
into the essence of things, for inducing students to think about big questions
like society, nature and ethics—all these what general education pursues.

Journal of General and Liberal Education previously introduced the
General Education Foundation Programme of The Chinese University of Hong
Kong (CUHK), a programme that was piloted in 2009 and fully implemented
in 2012 to all freshmen under its four-year curriculum. For this issue, our
special topic is “Reading Classics and General Education Programme.” We
invited three universities of different natures yet all implementing classics
reading programmes to discuss the following two questions: 1) the importance
of reading classics to the fulfillment of general education ideals; 2) their

practical experience in classics reading as formal curriculum.



Grant Franks is a veteran teacher at St. John’s College. He tells the story
ofthe college’s early development and the ideals and practice of its distinctive
classics education today. Established in 1693 during the colonial age,
St. John’s College is one of the oldest higher education institutes in the United
States. Through many historical changes in the past three decades, especially
with a number of major education reforms in modern and contemporary
times, the St. John’s curriculum system has evolved to be distinct from the
rest of American higher education in general. There is no majoring in its
undergraduate curriculum, neither are there electives. All programmes embark
on classic works and teachers and students learn together through seminars
and tutorials. While specialization tends to neglect the integration of students’
ideals for life and their values, the College’s alternative practice in classics
education can certainly be seen as a “strike back” to such fragmentation.
As Franks points out, the most important objective of studying classics is
to allow students to have freedom of the mind and an inquisitive attitude
towards the world.

As a vibrant city of commercial and technological innovations in Asia,
Singapore attaches great importance to its technological education. Such also
is the mission of the newly founded Singapore University of Technology
and Design (SUTD). Casey Hammond is one of the designers of its core
texts programme. He also discusses the impacts of “professionalization”
and “globalization” on contemporary higher education. Hammond’s concern
is, whether factors like media and globalization promote or debilitate
understanding of human experiences in their own situation. This is also the
objective of their core texts programme: through the study of classics, students

learn about the different phenomena, cultures and experiences in human



history, and from there, critical thinking is cultivated. To make it relevant to a
migrant country that is constituted by different races and ethnicities, SUTD’s
core texts programme includes classics drawn from four different cultures,
namely, the Western, Chinese, Indian and Islamic. Hammond describes
how, through reading, writing and discussing these classics, the students are
invited to look at the world through a lens different from the fashionable
“globalization” theory.

The last article of the special topic comes from Chen I-ai of Tunghai
University in Taiwan. One of the core people behind the general education
reform at Tunghai, she discusses the process of setting up a classics reading
general education programme at the university. It was remarkable to contrast
how the university had no certainty of the reception at the start and the
excellent reception the programme received across the board after its launch.
Our readers with similar experience may resonate with this journey, while
institutions interested in developing classics reading programmes will find
it useful reference. Tunghai’s particularly rich programme comprises of
content from their faculties of arts, social sciences and creative arts. Another
noteworthy feature is how general education is extended to daily life in the
university. For example, a “Study Alcove” is set up in a corner of a Tang
Dynasty-styled courtyard, where students and teachers have dialogues on
humanity, general education activities are held, and the learning and cultural
atmosphere of the campus is enhanced.

All three articles share the same concerns, which are, in today’s world
where professionalization and technology are highlighted, how humanistic
education can be realized and what its expectations are. They also all address

the importance of classroom discussion between teachers and students in the

il



study of classics. Be it the veteran in classic education as St John’s College,
or the new comer in core curriculum as SUTD, or the reformer as Tunghai
University whose general education underwent a makeover, small class
discussion has been adopted to promote active thinking and a habit of raising
questions.

A good programme is a necessary condition to the success of general
education, but it still has to be complemented by quality teaching. In the
section “Teaching and Learning in General Education,” Lam Chiu Ying,
former director of the Hong Kong Observatory and adjunct professor of
CUHK, Ng Kai Chiu from the Department of Philosophy of the same
university, Martha Franks, tutor from St. John’s College, and Hu Kexian of the
School of Chinese Language and Culture of Zhejiang University, share their
teaching experiences. Lam teaches a course titled “Climate, Energy & Life,”
which integrates the issues of environment, resources and human activities.
It discusses profound questions like “do individuals have absolute freedom in
a city?” as well as reflects on the role of ethics in human evolution.

Ng Kai Chiu explores a core question of general education, which is—
the possibility and practice of value education—through the examples of his
two courses, “Outline of Chinese Culture” and “Freedom and Destiny,” Ng
first of all affirms the plurality of values and then compares between technical
education and value education. From there, he concludes that value education
is very trying exactly because of this pluralism. He then interprets the concept
of “destiny” through the lens of different cultures. By “questioning the others
and examining our own self,” and with reference to different cultures, he
proposes, we may help students develop a more mature value system of

their own. Finally, he asserts that even though values are a thorny issue, one



must not simply shelve it. Such will only be an “empty tolerance,” because
“though it seems that today we can no longer find the most correct values,
through dialogues, interchanges and self-examinations, we can find the more
appropriate, more convincing value beliefs for ourselves.”

Martha Franks tells us about her experience of and reflections on
teaching law at the Affiliated High School of Peking University. As an
“outsider” completely foreign to the Chinese culture, she describes in detail
what she saw in this elite school in Beijing and also her uncertainties and self-
examinations. In her course, she tried to link her observations to the course
contents, e.g., the United States Constitution, separation of powers, land laws.
In soil different from the Western value system, the results were interesting
clashes with students’ own conceptions. Such attempt requires courage and
resolution both from the teacher and from the school. Of course, attention
should be paid to the fact that the “international class” that Franks participated
in is not for all students. Its contents are also unrelated to the National
Higher Education Entrance Examination. It was a class offered to a dozen
students who were preparing for entry exams for universities overseas.

Hu Kexian of the department of Chinese literature of Zhejiang
University creates in his article a colorful world of Tang poetry. His course
“Studies of Classics of Tang Poetry” aims to help students find temporary
shelter in classical literature, away from the hustles and bustles of daily life,
to rediscover the values that support them deep down in their hearts. As
one of his students expressed, studying Tang poetry is a search for a “Tao”,
away. It can contend against the pragmatic “Qi,” the utensil, the use value, that
most people seek after. Hu introduces approaches to appreciate Tang poetry

that are both rich and artistic. For example, at a basic level, one can read it



in its phonetics, rhythm and genre. Or one can read deeper and contemplate
on the choice of words and sentence structure. Lastly, with reference to other
realms, e.g., cultural relics, painting and other literature, one can develop
a dynamic and enriching approach to reading Tang poetry.

The last section of this issue of Journal of General and Liberal
Education are responses to the last special topic. In the last issue, scholars
from different parts of the world share their views on programme management
of general education. Some opine that good communication of the whole
team is essential. Some find that good leadership is the key. Liu Yiyu and
Fan Dongping of the School of Public Administration, South China Normal
University, studied the general education programme of CUHK. Using
the Application of System Management Theory, they analyze the factors
contributing to the programme’s success. They also offer some observations
and suggestions to the management and administration of general education
programs in the Mainland China.

In this world overloaded with information, instead of forget and being
forgotten in the currents, we hope that through these discussions on reading
classics, general education teaching and general education programme
design, we can reflect more on how humans can live better with the world,

with the society and their own selves.
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