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aBSTr aC T

One challenge with general education is the of ten- clashing goal of vocationalism, 

or educating for the purpose a specific careers or professions. Through a series 

of longitudinal interviews spanning a group of 14 students’ sec ond and fourth 

semesters at a public, regional research university, the author examines the in-

tersection of beliefs and values about general education, transfer of learning, 

and vocationalism, and how these beliefs and values change over time. Findings 

reveal that for many students, vocationalism creates a single- minded focus on 

students’ career preparation and major coursework and invites disregard for the 

value of general education courses that do not appear to immediately relate to 

students’ future careers. This devaluing is particularly clear in students’ first year; 

as students enter their sophomore years, they grow to value learning in general. 

The article concludes with suggestions for university- level and course- specific 

curricular change to better address vocationalism, value, and the need to transfer 

learning within general education courses. 
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Scholars investigating questions of teaching and learning oft en ask, “Are students go-
ing to use this material beyond my course?” This concept, known broadly as “transfer of 
learning,” refers to how effectively students adapt their prior knowledge to other public, 
civic, educational, and professional settings. Transfer is crucially important to general 
education (GE) goals, proponents of which use broad preparation to hone literate, criti-
cal, and productive scholars and citizens (Broudy, 1977). Understanding transfer is par-
ticularly relevant after the publication of Academically Adrift, in which Arum and Roksa 
(2010) questioned if college students are learning at all. Likewise, employers, faculty, and 
researchers have bemoaned students’ inability to transfer as characterized by Haskell’s 
(2000) suggestion that the problem with transfer is an “antibiotic- resistant bacterium” 
and “no matter what we attack it with, it just won’t go away” (xiv). 

How well students are able to transfer knowledge beyond GE courses is imperative 
to upholding the principles and long- term viability of higher education. Part of the chal-
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lenge with transfer is the oft en- clashing goal of vocationalism, students’ single- minded 
focus on career preparation that invites disregard for courses that do not appear relevant 
to future careers. Because little has been written on the relationship of transfer of learn-
ing and vocationalism in GE, this article seeks to begin to fill this gap. Through a series 
of longitudinal interviews spanning a group of students’ sec ond and fourth semesters at 
a public, regional research university, the author examines how GE beliefs and values, 
transfer, and vocationalism intersect and change over time. Additionally, university- wide 
and course- specific suggestions are presented to better address vocationalism and em-
phasize transfer within GE courses. 

BaCKgrOunD anD SIgnIF ICanCe

Transfer of learning

Transfer is students’ ability to apply and adapt knowledge and skills, whole or in part, 
in a wide variety of settings beyond their origi nal learning contexts. The National Research 
Council (1999) suggests that “transfer” and “learning” are synonymous terms, and that 
without transfer, there is no learning (p. 61). Despite the NRC’s emphasis on transfer, 
researchers have repeatedly noted that transfer is more likely to fail than to succeed. These 
failures include the challenge of building connections across courses and students’ in-
ability to generalize knowledge and adapt it beyond specific courses (McKeough, Lupart, 
& Marini, 1995); the difficulty of student perceptions and value (Bergmann & Zepernick, 
2007; Driscoll, 2012); the need for a transfer- focused mindset (Haskell, 2000; Perkins, et. 
al., 2000) and the lack of opportunities to reinforce learning in the curriculum (Haskell, 
2000). Successful transfer reflects 11 key components, which include the acquisition of a 
broad knowledge base, a substantial knowledge of the area to be transferred, systems that 
support transfer, motivation or a “spirit of transfer,” and a clear understanding of transfer 
and how it works (Haskell, 2000, p. xv). 

While some scholars have applied transfer principles to higher education more 
broadly (Benander & Lightner, 2005; Billing, 2007; Halpern & Hakel, 2003), these stud-
ies are few and far between. However, a rich disciplinary tradition of transfer research on 
specific GE courses exists, especially in writing studies (Wardle, 2007; Beaufort, 2007), 
mathematics (Evans, 1999), and language studies ( James, 2009). In one such study, Dris-
coll (2012) identifies four types of student beliefs regarding writing transfer and the role 
of vocationalism in those beliefs. Likewise, Wells (2011), also studying writing, recognizes 
that beliefs and self- efficacy impacted her participants’ ability to successfully transfer lit-
eracy skills from high school to college. 

The above studies suggest that for successful transfer, students must inhabit the 
“spirit of transfer” (Haskell, 2000). In other words, they must demonstrate a willingness 
to abstract knowledge and to build connections. Haskell laments the lack of research into 
learner attitudes about transfer and suggests that transfer is as much about “a learner’s 
state of being” as it is about specific skills applied (p. 115). The “spirit of transfer” is of 
criti cal importance for the design of this study and encourages us to examine students’ 
beliefs and motivations as a way to study transfer. 

Values, beliefs, and personal epistemology

Aligning closely with Haskell’s (2000) spirit of transfer, research has also demon-
strated that student beliefs, values, and epistemologies impact transfer (Beiriter, 1995; 
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Driscoll & Wells, 2011). Student behaviors, such as performance, persistence, and choice 
making, are directly related to the value students place upon a particular task or learning 
situation (Eccles, 2005). Beliefs, values, and epistemologies are related concepts, but each 
is distinct. Beliefs are the opinions and perspectives that students hold about their educa-
tion, values are beliefs that assign worth, and epistemologies are particular beliefs about 
learning/knowing/doing (Bell, Halligan, & Ellis, 2006). This section describes previous 
research concerning the impact of beliefs, values, and epistemologies on GE outcomes 
to establish their importance for the current study. 

In 1968, Becker, Geer, and Hughes published Making the Grade, a yearlong study 
of undergraduate students’ beliefs and behavior. In this groundbreaking work, they con-
cluded that students respond to university- wide curriculum in unexpected ways. Stu-
dent responses oft en result from beliefs that faculty and administrators do not foresee 
or understand. They discovered that students make decisions and interact with faculty 
almost exclusively on a “grade point average perspective” without much regard toward 
learning (p. 80). Twenty- four years later, Twombly (1992) suggested that most faculty and 
administrators don’t see student beliefs as “valid sources” of information about learning 
(p. 243). Furthermore, Pascarella and Terenizini’s (2005) groundbreaking How College 
Affects Students does not discuss general education specifically, although they do cover 
areas within the general education curriculum (verbal, quantitative, and subject matter 
competence) as well as attitudes and values, intellectual growth, psychosocial change, cog-
nitive skills, and morals (pg. 573- 574). While student beliefs and values have had some 
attention from the literature since that time, we still are a long way from understanding— 
and effectively leveraging—beliefs and values in GE. 

More broadly, research on epistemology has examined how constructions of knowl-
edge positively or negatively influence students’ educational experiences and performance. 
Hofer’s (2000) “personal epistemology” refers to the beliefs about knowledge and know-
ing that substantially impact student learning (p. 85). In sum, student beliefs and values 
about knowing and learning profoundly shape their learning experiences and outcomes, 
marking them as worthy of further study.

Johnston et al. (1991) investigated the role of student beliefs about GE and found that 
GE experienced substantial revision in the latter part of the 20th century on “the supply 
side” or through program design and faculty expertise building. However few revisions 
of curricula addressed the “demand side” or the “understandings, concerns, and attitudes 
that students bring to GE coursework” (p. 181). The authors argue that students need 
a better “meta- education” concerning GE; that is, students need to better understand 
what GE is, why it is required, and what they can gain from it. Johnston and his colleagues 
demonstrate that this meta- education is wholly lacking from many GE curricula; without 
it, GE curricula risk failure. These authors’ arguments about GE and meta- education are 
closely aligned with discussions of the role of values or epistemological qualities and the 
spirit of transfer. Drawing parallels between the two, this meta- education is criti cal to 
ensure that students value and transfer their learning, a point that will be returned to at 
the end of this article. 

Vocationalism and its impact on GE

Any discussion of student beliefs, values, and epistemologies must also account for 
vocationalism, a criti cal driving force within higher education, especially in relationship 
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to GE goals (Harris, 2006). Gaff and Davis (1981) found that while students valued 
their GE coursework, particularly work that provided criti cal thinking, communication, 
and interpersonal skills, they were also criti cal when it was not focused on explicit ca-
reer preparation. Thirty years later, this same tension is echoed through out GE literature 
(Paul, 2005; Smith, 2000). 

Limited research has examined how beliefs and values, in clud ing vocational values, 
have impacted students in GE. Twombly’s (1992) study focused on student beliefs about 
professional or vocational education and GE by conducting focus groups of freshman 
and sophomore students within professional and non- professional majors. She discov-
ered that students identify four purposes for GE: educational (well- rounded, knowledge 
of culture, etc.), instrumental (building confidence, discipline), personal (better under-
standing of one’s self ), and negative (obstacle). Twombly uncovered two influences on 
student beliefs of GE: 1) perceptions of usefulness in future profession and life and 2) 
people in their lives, such as siblings, parents, and faculty (p. 259). Likewise, Anderson 
et. al. (2007) examined attitude change in a GE course and argued that many GE cur-
ricula neither address nor measure students’ attitude changes. While these two studies 
have examined values and beliefs concerning GE, only one (Anderson et. al, 2007) ex-
amines the current generation of college students in a longitudinal study. Furthermore, 
both studies call for more explicit measurement of GE attitudes and beliefs, a call that 
the present study attempts to fill. It is clear that much more research, in clud ing research 
from a longitudinal perspective, is needed to better understand beliefs and values, in clud-
ing vocationalism, within GE. 

reSearCh queSTIOnS

While research has investigated the role of transfer of learning, student beliefs and 
values, and vocationalism within GE in separate ways, prior studies have neither exam-
ined their intersections nor investigated their changes longitudinally. Twombly (1992), 
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), and Anderson et al. (2007) provide clear suggestions 
for examining students’ attitudes and beliefs over time. Driscoll and Wells (2012) sug-
gest that internal student characteristics are criti cally important to understanding transfer 
of learning—reinforcing the importance of studying attitudes and beliefs about transfer 
and GE. Researchers studying transfer also frequently employ a longitudinal, qualitative 
approach (Beaufort, 2007; Wardle, 2007). 

The overarching question this study attempts to address is How are transfer of learn-
ing and beliefs about vocationalism related to GE goals? This question is answered 
through the following two sets of questions: 
 1. What do undergraduate students believe are the purposes and goals of GE? Is GE 

valued? How do these beliefs change in students’ first two years of higher education?
 2. Do students inhabit the “spirit of transfer” concerning their GE work? Does this 

perspective change in students’ first two years of higher education?

Me ThODS

Study context and GE curriculum

Oakland University (OU) is located in the northwest suburbs of Detroit, Michigan. 
In fall 2011, the first year of data collection, OU had a total student enrollment of 19,379, 
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in clud ing 15,838 undergraduate students. As a public, regional research university, OU 
offers a strong emphasis in undergraduate education. OU’s campus- wide GE curriculum 
seeks to balance broad knowledge with “analytical and evaluative tools needed to lead 
productive and fulfilling lives of leadership and service.”2 The GE curriculum, which com-
prises approximately 33% of most degree programs, includes “foundations” in formal rea-
soning and writing and “explorations” in the arts, foreign languages/cultures, global per-
spectives, US diversity, literature, natural science, technology, social science, and west ern 
civilizations. It also includes “writing intensives” in which at least 20% of the final grade 
is based on writing, “integrations” where students apply knowledge in a wide variety of 
contexts, and an in- major capstone experience. All courses are encouraged to promote 
effective communication, criti cal thinking, social awareness, and/or information literacy. 

Participants were recruited from GE first- year writing courses in the fall 2011 semes-
ter, and follow- up interviews were conducted in 2012. Over 95% of FTIAC (first time 
in any college) students place into one of three first- year writing courses based on ACT 
scores, which were used for recruitment. The goal in recruiting from these courses was 
to gain a representative sample of FTIAC students. 

Participants

Participants were recruited via email from a sample of 25 GE composition courses 
in the fall 2011 semester. One student was selected randomly from each class; initially, 
70% of contacted students (20 students) agreed to participate. Two students’ schedules 
would not permit time for interviews, which left 18 participants for year 1 (Y1) of the 
study. Participants were interviewed at the start of their sec ond semester and interviewed 
again at the start of their fourth semester (Y2). Four students were not able to be inter-
viewed during their fourth semester: three due to no longer being enrolled and one due 
to loss of life. Because this study focused on a longitudinal analy sis as students completed 
their GE courses, the four students who did not complete Y2 interviews were omitted 
from the analy sis. 

The fourteen remaining participants (5 males, 9 females) came from diverse majors, 
in clud ing social science (2), education (2), science (2), health sciences/nursing (4), and 
undecided (4).3 Participants represented a range of ethnicities: Hispanic (1), 2nd gen-
eration Finnish (1), generation 1.5 Russian (1), Af ri can Ameri can (1), and Caucasian 
(11). Major and ethnicity patterns are representative of the broader student body at OU.

Interviews

Semi- structured interviews included questions and prompts about GE, learning 
trans fer, and writing experiences. Interviews lasted 45 to 60 minutes, and students were 
compensated $20. Follow- up interviews during Y2 asked students the same questions 
for comparisons over time; in Y2, students also responded to specific questions based 
on their Y1 interview. Questions about GE included “Are you familiar with the term GE 
or Gen Ed?” “What do you believe is the purpose of GE?” “Do you value GE (If so, why 
so? If not, why not)?” and “Who makes decisions about GE?” Students were also asked 
questions about transfer in clud ing the following: “Teachers see what they call the ‘box 
under the bed.’ This is when students are asked to recall information that have learned in 
previous courses; they find that students, metaphorically, take knowledge and put it in 
a box under the bed rather than actively working to retain it. What are your thoughts on 
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the accuracy and relevance of this metaphor to your own learning?” “How do you decide 
what knowledge in your courses is most important?” “Do you work to actively retain and 
use knowledge beyond your courses? If so, how? If not, why not?” “Can you give an ex-
ample of a place where you used knowledge from X course in another place?”

Analysis 

A multi- level coding strategy was used to examine the interview data (Saldaña, 2009). 
First, beliefs about GE and transfer were open coded to identify themes and patterns, in-
clud ing examining positive/negative/neutral beliefs and tracking how students answered 
the same questions during Y1 versus Y2. After a sec ond round of open coding, codes were 
further refined; a final round of coding is represented in the results presented here. In-
dividual student changes were qualitatively and quantitatively examined. However, due 
to the small sample, no inferential statistics were calculated. Four students with diverse 
educational and ethnic backgrounds and representative views from the larger sample 
were selected as illustrative cases. 

Limitations

One limitation is the small number of participants at a single study site; the study 
sample was further reduced by the loss of four participants during Y2. Its also unclear if 
some self- selection bias is present in the study sample because students were recruited 
from GE composition courses, and 70% of the sample responded; it is unknown how 
students who were recruited differ from those who were not. Additionally, because this 
study relies on self- reported interview data, results are limited to what students report 
rather than a direct measure of student behavior. Finally, information about socio eco-
nomic status was not collected from participants. 

reSuLTS

First, the overall results for all students in the study are presented with each research 
question. Following the broad discussion, four students—Derek, Nora, Julie, and Alice—
are described in more detail to provide greater depth and illustration of the patterns that 
emerged. To better understand these students and their backgrounds, epistemological 
perspectives concerning learning and demographic information is first presented here. 

Two of the case study students demonstrated a personal epistemology that strongly 
valued learning and a belief that all learning is useful. Derek is a traditional- aged Cau-
casian student majoring in sec ondary education with an emphasis in history. Many of 
Derek’s epistemological values concerning education were instilled through his parents, 
who teach in the sec ondary school system. Coming from a competitive high school with 
strong parental support, Derek entered college “quite ready.” Julie is traditional- aged, 
generation 1.5 immigrant from Russia whose major was undecided during both years of 
the study. Although Julie went to a “good high school,” the high school placed Julie into 
a non- honors track, which gave her less preparation than some of her peers. Julie’s per-
sonal epistemology toward learning is quite positive: she values learning and invested 
effort in her studies. 

The last two students have less positive personal epistemologies about learning. Alice 
is a traditional- aged Caucasian majoring in psychology. Alice came from an “O.K.” school 
and took mostly “basic courses” but had the opportunity to take an Advanced Placement 
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psychology class. Most of Alice’s educational struggles come from being diagnosed with 
dyslexia, which impacted her math and literacy skills. Despite her challenges, Alice under-
stood the school sys tem and “the game” and was very focused in her psychology courses, 
demonstrating a high amount of value towards psychology—at the expense of anything 
else. Nora is a traditional- aged Hispanic student studying pharmacy. She expressed frus-
tration with her high school courses and felt that they did not prepare her for college. 
Like Alice, Nora is focused on her future career as a pharmacist. Unlike the other three 
students, however, Nora demonstrates a strong external locus of control (Weiner, 2010), 
indicating that her success as a student depends more on her outside influences (like fac-
ulty, peers) than on her own abilities or responsibility. 

Research question set 1: What do undergraduate students believe 
are the purposes and goals of GE? Is GE valued? How do these beliefs 
change in students’ first two years of higher education? 

Interviews with all four participants revealed values that were diverse, complex, and 
sometimes contradictory. Students made 80 distinct statements in their Y1 and Y2 inter-
views about GE. Many expressed both positive and negative beliefs about the role of GE 
in their studies and in their lives. Three major themes emerged concerning student be-
liefs about the purpose of GE: A) GE allows me to become a well- rounded person with 
an educationally diverse background, B) GE allows me to explore possible majors and/
or connect knowledge to my major, and C) GE is a money- making strategy on the part 
of the university and wastes my time. Statements A and B can be framed negatively or 
positively; C was only found in relationship to negative beliefs. 

Positive beliefs

Table 1 provides a list of positive beliefs and how they changed over time based on 
the number of students who identified with each belief each year (some beliefs are ex-
panded from the three statements listed above). In Y2, more students displayed positive 
beliefs concerning the GE curriculum than in Y1; the most prominent Y2 belief was that 
GE allowed them to become a well- rounded individual. It is important to note that all 

Table 1. Positive Beliefs about GE

year 

One

year 

T WO

Change 

OVer T IMe

• GE offers me an opportunity to choose interesting courses I 
would not otherwise take.

1 2 +1

• GE allows me to become a well-rounded person with an 
educationally diverse background. 

5 9 +4

• GE helps prepare me for my major coursework or build 
connections to my major/field.

2 5 +3

• GE is useful to undecided students because they gain exposure to 
a wide variety of disciplines. 

5 1 –4

• GE courses are easier, giving you a “break” from difficult major 
courses. 

4 2 –2
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interviewed students who held positive beliefs about GE also expressed a high value of 
learning; learning was one of their primary reasons for being at the university.

Julie expressed largely positive views about GE in both Y1 and Y2. Unlike many 
students interviewed, Julie not only understands the basic principles of GE but also how 
those principles are meant to interact with her vocation. In her first year, when asked why 
the university requires GE courses, she replied, 

I really value that I can be knowledgeable on many things and be the smart 
one of the bunch . . . . I think the university [offers GE courses] because 
when you go into a particular field . . . you’re going to need other knowledge 
too. So all the knowledge kind of comes together and you can use it for your 
job. It’s also good to be knowledgeable about the world. 

Because Julie holds a high value in learning, she sees GE as a positive experience in her 
career and beyond. Furthermore, as an undeclared major, Julie finds GE particularly help-
ful as she explores potential career paths. Her Y2 interview yielded the following: 

Julie: I think [GE is] perfect. Because you can’t really know what you’re in-
terested in until you’ve tried everything. I think that’s a huge thing.
Researcher: What do you think the university’s purpose is in requiring GE 
courses?
Julie: Maybe to raise awareness to every department, because I think like 
Physical Therapy’s a huge one, or Nursing , but those are like the general, 
“I want to be a nurse! I want to be a teacher!” That kind of thing , whereas 
when you have Gen Ed, you’re like, “Oh, I’m kind of interested in this now” 
because I was exposed to it.

The only negative thing that Julie had to say about GE in Y1 and Y2 was cost: “I wish it 
didn’t cost so much . . . I just hate that I have to pay so much for it.” This is an issue that 
many students, even those with high appreciation for GE, discussed. 

Negative beliefs 

Five categories of negative beliefs concerning GE also surfaced (Table 2). Clearly, 
GE coursework invokes emotion in some students: three students expressed anger con-
cerning GE requirements, even to the point of banging their fists on the table, swearing, 
raising their voices, or using obscene language. Despite emotional reactions, fewer stu-
dents during Y2 believed that GE wasted their time, although they continued to believe 
that GE was in existence so that the university could make money. During Y1, six students 
understood but disagreed with the overall purpose of GE, but this was reduced to only 
two students during Y2. Students did, however, have more difficulty seeing a connection 
between GE and their major in Y2, an issue related to vocationalism. 

Many of the students’ statements demonstrate that they value their majors—and 
future vocations—substantially more than GE courses. Alice is very negative about GE:

I told you last time,4 I hate them. I still hate them. Gen Eds can be fun but 
you know I’m not here for fun . . . . My time here would be so much shorter 
and so much cheaper if I didn’t have to take Gen Eds. And for someone 
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like me who I came into college knowing what I wanted to do, I have al-
ways known what I wanted to do so for me it’s just like extra fluff. It’s just 
me throwing away money. Sure the tools I learned will help me in some 
way, but do I really need an Art History class? Probably not. Will it give 
me a better appreciation of art? For sure. But is that really going to help me 
psycho analyze someone someday? No . . . that was like a thousand dollars 
that I just wasted. 

In other parts of her interview, Alice also expresses concern that GE courses are “prevent-
ing me from going out and helping people faster.” In this case, Alice is demonstrating a 
vocational view of GE, and sees GE more of a hurdle to be overcome rather than a learn-
ing opportunity. 

Conflicted beliefs

Some students’ sentiments about GE were conflicted and filled with uncertainty. In 
both years, about half of the students in the sample demonstrated conflicting beliefs (six 
in year one, seven in year two, for a change of +1). Conflicted beliefs most oft en involved 
the relationship between developing an understanding or broad knowledge of the world 
versus spending time/money to gain a degree, although some students (such as Derek, 
described below) demonstrated more nuanced understandings. 

Nora represented a great example of a student expressing conflicted values about 
GE. In Y1, she says, 

I don’t want to say that [GE courses] are useless because I don’t want to 
take human anatomy, biology, chemistry, and the anatomy lab and all of 
that in one semester. But obviously with those 40 extra credits . . . it will 
make my graduation a lot further away. But they kind of balance out my 
semesters. 

Part of Nora’s emphasis on balance comes her substantial struggles in her major prerequi-
site courses; Nora’s struggle with her major courses influences her relationship with GE. 

Derek has a very different set of conflicted issues with GE. Derek describes GE as 
an “attempt by a school to give every student a broad area of basic knowledge . . . a bunch 
of information that covers a wide range for you to draw on to do your major courses.” Yet 
in Y1, Derek does not believe GE is accomplishing its goals: 

Table 2. Negative Beliefs about Goals of GE

year One year T WO Change 

 • Talking about GE makes me angry/upset. 1 2 +1

 • GE is a waste of my time. 6 4 –2

• I see no clear connection between GE coursework and my 
major/future career.

2 5 +3

 • GE exists so that the university can make money. 6 7 +1

• While I understand the purpose of GE, I disagree with that 
purpose. 

6 2 –4
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It’s because of the lack of cohesion between it all. It’s because when you walk 
into the Gen Ed class, it’s either the professor’s attitude or the student’s at-
titude or the way its taught that you do just put it in a box and never bring 
it out again . . . . I find [Gen Eds], for the most part, dull. It feels more like 
[ faculty] are approaching it just the way students are, “Here’s another 
throwaway class, just get it done, get it out of the way” when it really should 
be looked at as “here’s a basis of knowledge for everybody to have. 

Derek’s comments about attitudes of students and faculty get to the heart of this study in 
that Derek is aware of the conflicted status of GE and that conflict is impacting his ability 
to get the most from his courses. To solve the problem, Derek makes suggestions not 
all that dissimilar from those that will be discussed in the article’s conclusion. He says, 

It needs to be preached to the people, like when you’re incoming as a 
 freshman . . . they need to know what it’s there for. It’s not just “here’s some 
classes that you have to soak up some of your money, to soak up some of 
your time, to give a couple of our teachers a job to do.” They need to ap-
proach it and learn that it is, literally, just a triangle [of learning], broad to 
specific. 

Research question set 2: Do students inhabit the “spirit of transfer” 
concerning their GE work? Does this perspective change in students’ 
first two years of higher education?

Although I asked students about their beliefs concerning transfer in an earlier and 
separate part of the interview, students oft en articulated their experiences with specific GE 
coursework when discussing transfer. Table 3 describes students’ responses to questions 
concerning transfer of their university coursework. During Y1, 10 of the 14 students ex-
pressed a vocational view of transfer—that is, transfer of learning was based on whether 
they saw direct and clear connections between the course and their future careers. In Y2, 
only five students still expressed this view, a finding that aligns with their growing under-
standing about non- vocational values of education demonstrated above. 

While some transfer beliefs are course specific—based on the professor’s emphasis 
or cumulative courses—more are based on the personal epistemologies and beliefs of 
in di vidual students. Of particular concern is the last belief in Table 3, where students re-
port purposely working to forget knowledge from a course after the course ends; in all 
nine instances, this was discussed in relationship to a GE course. 

When students discussed transfer, they oft en mentioned specific GE classes that 
they felt would not be useful to them in the future. Alice expresses a very typical view of 
transfer tied to vocationalism: 

For me if it’s going to be beneficial future career [I keep it]. So anything I 
learn in a psychology class I try to remember. I try to store it away. Espe-
cially when people find out that your major is psychology . . . I have friends 
that come up to me who are in PSY100 and they’re like “help me study” 
and I’m like “I haven’t taken this class in a year now but I got to remember 
things to tutor them.” . . . So like something like math, unless its statistics 
for psychology, I’m not going to remember after the class. 
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Nora bases transfer not on whether it connects to her career but instead on how “good” 
her teacher is (tying back to her external locus of control): 

I think that reflects to “I have this great teacher in college.” It reflects like 
if you remember the teacher, you remember the class. You remember if you 
had a good time in that class. If you are going to have a bad teacher, you 
are going to remember the bad teacher and . . . how much you didn’t want 
to be with that teacher and you don’t remember the class. 

Julie, who expressed a positive personal epistemology concerning learning, works hard 
to remember everything using a particular study technique that involves repetition and 
daily review of her material: 

It’s like 60% of the information we learned, we tend to forget. But I really 
try hard not do to that and that goes back to my way of studying. I really 
try to review a little bit of each course and just look back at the stuff we 
went over the day and previously, so it sticks. 

Despite her emphasis on learning and its value, Julie too demonstrated a vocational view 
of transfer concerning her physics class: 

Physics is not my strongest subject to say the least . . . I have actually talked 
to several registered architects and they say that physics isn’t required . . . 
that’s more the job of an engineer, an architectural engineer. So I’m just 
like, eww, under the bed.5

These students’ comments also led to discipline- specific findings about GE and 
transfer. Students indicated challenges in connecting and transferring particular kinds 
of GE courses, in clud ing math (8 students), science (5 students), history (5 students), and 

Table 3. Beliefs about the Transfer of Learning

year One year T WO Change

• Transfer is based on the professor’s emphasis and/or 
personality (external locus of control).

 8 6 –2

• Transfer is challenging because it is hard to recall information.  3 4 +1

• Transfer is more likely if I am seeing material directly 
connect to other courses I am taking.

 4 5 +1

• Transfer is more likely if I am seeing material directly 
connecting to my major or future career.

10 5 –5

• Transfer is more likely if course is and/or if it will appear on 
the final exam.

 1 3 +2

• Transfer is more likely if I find the subject interesting and 
relatable to my personal life.

 4 5 +1

• Everything I learn has value so I attempt to transfer all 
content from my courses.

 0 3 +3

• I have purposely attempted to forget knowledge after a 
course ends. 

 4 5 +1
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writing (2 students). In all cases, students reported having difficulty in connecting knowl-
edge between diverse courses and their major (e.g., science courses for a writing major).

In the above interview segments, vocationalism appears to be a determining factor 
for students’ reports of value and transfer of GE coursework. For half of the students in 
the study, a lack of a perceived direct connection to their career led students to report 
unsuccessful transfer because the “spirit of transfer” is simply not embodied. The results 
also suggest a connection among transfer of learning, GE, and vocationalism. When stu-
dents fail to see a direct connection to their majors or future careers, they devalue GE 
courses and indicate they do not take effort to retain and transfer knowledge from those 
courses. This relationship appears particularly strong in students’ first year in college but 
is still present in their sec ond year. 

DISCuSSIOn

This study has a number of relevant findings that can assist us in understanding stu-
dent beliefs and values concerning GE, vocationalism, and transfer. These findings, while 
coming from a small group of students, can still provide us with insights and questions for 
further study and can reinforce previous findings. In this section, the immediate findings 
will first be discussed and then a set of pedagogical suggestions arising from this study 
and previous findings will be presented. 

First, findings suggest that while the majority of students can articulate widely agreed- 
upon core goals and values of GE courses, they do not necessarily agree with those goals 
because of their vocational attitudes and/or concerns for paying for college (as Alice and 
Nora reflected). Some participants, especially in their first year of coursework, see GE 
courses as a waste of time and money because these courses appear disconnected from 
their majors and careers and because they have not been taught otherwise. For these 
students, preparation for a career is the goal of their enrollment in college, and anything 
that they perceive as not immediately aligning with their goal is viewed negatively. Grubb 
and Lazerson (2005) suggest that traditional values and goals of GE are frequently ques-
tioned by vocationally- based students. These findings also support Twombly’s (1992) 
study that found that the “usefulness” of GE was based, in part, on students’ perceptions 
of how content would be applicable in their professions. In the present study, students 
rarely saw the connection between GE coursework, majors, and vocations. The lack of such 
connections, made on the part of the student or faculty, led to challenges with transfer, 
where students report purposely throwing away knowledge that could otherwise benefit 
the student intellectually, civically, or professionally. Haskell’s (2000) work applies here: 
if students fail to see value in GE courses, they fail to gain the “spirit of transfer” that is 
so criti cal for success. 

The study results further suggest that patterns of belief concerning GE and transfer 
change over time, in clud ing some shifts away from the near- obsessive vocationalism in 
Y1 to more positive beliefs concerning GE in creating well- rounded individuals in Y2. At 
the same time, however, many students in the study in both years still demonstrate a lack 
of value for GE. Even though a number of students in the study expressed negative views 
of transfer from GE, a sec ond group of students were positive about the overall impact 
and value of their GE courses. For these students, GE offered the chances for exposure 
to new ideas, to connect vari ous subjects, and to find a major (for undecided students). 
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The difference between the vari ous students in the study appears to be related, in part, 
by their personal epistemologies (Hofer, 2000) toward learning. 

The present findings corroborate Johnston and his colleagues’ (1991) concept of the 
“demand side” of education is further validated with the data presented in this study, where 
beliefs, values, and epistemologies that students bring to GE are criti cal to self- reported 
transfer. The majority of students report that they retain and transfer information that 
is either directly connected to their majors and careers or that they find “interesting” or 
relatable to their lives.6 While these trends decrease in Y2, since many students take the 
majority of their GE coursework in their first two years, these trends raise potential con-
cerns about the transferability and student devaluing of GE courses. 

Derek’s interview comments are also worth considering. While Derek understands 
GE’s overall goals, he sees the GE courses he has taken as failures. He suggests this is due 
to attitudes of students and faculty, as well as what Johnston and his colleagues (1981) 
call “metaeducation” about GE coursework. This finding suggests that in order to address 
the challenges raised by Derek, then, we need to pay more attention to how students ex-
perience and understand the GE curriculum. 

Suggestions for classroom and curricular change in higher education

With the substantial rise in vocationalism in the 20th century (Grubb & Lazerson, 
2005; Harris, 2006), scholars document an increasing tension between vocationally driven 
undergraduates and GE coursework designed to prepare students for broad purposes. Har-
ris (2006) describes how vocationalism and consumerist mindsets prompts students to be 
“in the position of solely determining what is valued in the academic experience, without 
the theoretical and pedagogical underpinnings necessary for making the proper decisions” 
(p. 192). He argues that students see education as a “product to be purchased” (p. 192) 
where students select courses, programs, and majors based on their potential economic 
gain rather than educational goals. Harris further argues that while one of GE’s main aims 
is to produce good citizens, students oft en overlook this goal due to their consumerist 
and vocational values. Likewise, Grubb and Lazerson (2005) demonstrate that tradi-
tional GE purposes—civic, intellectual, and moral—have been under attack by students 
who view the purpose of higher education as vocational. They conclude that curricula 
must be designed to address vocational as well as GE goals. Ryan (2003) argues that that 
vocationalism and liberal educational values can be merged through new initiatives like 
service learning—but not all programs are doing this successfully. 

When coupled with the above literature concerning transfer, vocationalism, and GE, 
present study findings suggest the need for envisioning and articulating clearer connec-
tions between vocationally- driven students and GE to empower students not only to be 
well- rounded but also to apply knowledge from GE courses to public, professional, and 
civic lives. Johnston, et al. (1991) argues that not only do colleges and universities need to 
understand the perceptions of GE students bring with them, but also they need to effec-
tively address, shift, and build more positive perceptions of GE (p. 195). Toward that end, 
the following are three suggestions to help build connections while facilitating transfer. 

First, we must educate students early and oft en about the overall purpose and goals of GE—
providing a “metaeducation”—to facilitate positive values and attitudes. Grubb and Lazerson 
(2005) suggest that students need to be educated about GE from their very first experi-
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ences at the university, in clud ing during admissions, orientation, and academic advising, 
a suggestion supported by this study. Students needed more direct education early on 
about the purpose of GE as well as a better understanding of precisely how broad skills 
like criti cal thinking and literacy can aid them in life. For this education to be effective, it 
must be a university- wide effort. It is through these early interactions that students can 
understand, before they even take their first college class, why GE coursework is part of 
their degree. Once they arrive in our classrooms, especially within in their first semester, 
we need to provide students with opportunities to discuss GE, to understand its purpose, 
and to demonstrate how GE is useful in a wide variety of careers and contexts. 

Second, we must create programs that scaffold and encourage transfer of learning so stu-
dents can see how their GE connects to their majors and careers. Creating transferrable GE 
programs begins with the identification of key skills within the curriculum that transfer 
between courses. Harris (2006) identifies criti cal thinking, ethics, argumentation, and 
writing as such skills; additionally, scientific literacy, numerical literacy, interpersonal 
skills, and metacognitive skills can be added to this list. We need to develop ways of hold-
ing students accountable for learning in prior courses and to reinforce that learning in 
subsequent coursework. We also need to give faculty opportunities for cross- talk and col-
laboration among the many different courses within the GE and disciplinary curriculum. 

Benander and Lightner (2005) describe experiences teaching transfer- focused courses 
within their GE curriculum. They argue that we must make transfer an explicit expec-
tation, advise students to take courses in sequential order, provide them rationales for 
such sequencing, and model transfer in courses by inviting guest speakers and carefully 
designing assignments. Adding to their advice, this study suggests that students must be 
provided with opportunities to see how their coursework connects to and provides skills 
for their majors and future professions. Students can engage in homework or writing in-
quiry projects where they build bridges between their courses, learn about how a particular 
GE skill applies in their field, or conduct interviews with professionals about GE skills. 

Encourage metacognitive awareness about GE and engagement in transfer- focused think-
ing. The specific knowledge that students gain in courses is only part of a successful learning 
environment. Another part includes the mindsets and dispositions students hold toward 
learning. This suggestion aligns with metacognition, otherwise known as thinking about 
thinking or learning about learning, which serves as a way for students to understand 
themselves as learners and facilitate transfer (Nodoushan, 2008). A simple way to en-
courage metacognition is to ask students to reflect upon where they are in their learning 
process using questions: “What do I know about X already?” “What do I need to know 
about X?” “What resources do I need to gain X information?” “How does this connect 
to X?” “How can I take X with me beyond this assignment/course?”

COnCLuSIOn

Harris (2006) argues that we need to recognize that students’ emphasis on consumer-
ism and vocationalism are permanent features of the academic landscape of higher educa-
tion. As such, we need to work to develop creative, criti cal, and innovative GE curriculum 
that uses existing vocational attitudes to build value for students and to foster transfer 
while also recognizing students like Julie and Derek who want to learn for learning’s sake. 
This article examined the relationship of a group of students’ vocational values and beliefs 
about GE in the context of transfer. While it has provided suggestions for building meta-
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cognitive awareness about GE and more connected GE courses, it also raises a number 
of questions worthy of future study on diverse populations. These questions include the 
following: How are values about GE related to course performance, persistence, and 
retention? Are students able to transfer knowledge between GE coursework and major 
coursework? If so, what allows them to do so? If not, what prevents them from doing so? 
What other pedagogical interventions can we develop to address issues of value in GE? 
Through answers to these and other questions, we can more readily address the challenge 
of educating students within a vocationally- driven educational setting. 

Dana Lynn Driscoll is Assistant Professor of Writing and Rhetoric and Faculty Fellow for the Center 
in Excellence in Teaching and Learning at Oakland University (USA). 
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