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During the Age of Enlightenment, political philosophers like John Locke argued that human nature is characterized by reason and tolerance.  According to Locke’s theory of liberalism, humans are equal and independent, and civil society should accord humans rights and responsibilities.  Locke’s ideas had a profound influence on the American founders who drafted the Declaration of Independence and introduced the idea of a social contract between the government and the citizens.
Like political liberalism, the theory of liberal education emphasizes the importance of an informed, tolerant, and responsible group of citizens for the creation of a fruitful civil society.  At Grand Valley, liberal arts education is designed so that students achieve the skills necessary to become productive citizens and lifelong learners.  In addition to acquiring research, writing, and oral communication skills, students should become broadly conversant in a number of academic disciplines.  We also expect students to develop their capacity to assess new sources of information as they continue their intellectual development.
The principles of liberal arts education infuse the political science and international relations curricula at Grand Valley.  Our courses require students to make connections between abstract theories and specific political controversies.  We expect students to become familiar with a variety of sources of information, including public archives, opinion polls, and electoral data.  Professors ask students to evaluate the relative merits of academic and non-academic sources.  Students also learn to think abstractly and concretely about a variety of national and international phenomena, including globalization, nationalism, and democratization.
In my U.S. foreign policy courses, for example, we discuss a variety of theories of foreign policy, including approaches that emphasize bureaucratic politics, pluralism, realism, organizational theory, and political psychology.  I use current controversies in U.S. foreign policy as a vehicle to explore the relative merits of these theoretical perspectives.   For example, U.S. intervention in Iraq can be seen as the result of interest group interaction, the military chain of command, and the phenomenon of groupthink.  My goal is for students to see contentious issues as complex and interconnected.  I hope that students come to understand that there is not a “good” or “bad” policy, but a policy that arises from a variety of contending pressures at the individual, domestic, and international levels.  One course requirement is that students publically debate a number of U.S. foreign policy issues.  They also write papers that summarize their oral arguments.  In doing so, students develop oral and written communication skills; they also become aware that the issues are multi-faceted and that the policy outcomes are a reflection of levels of analysis.  A second requirement of the course is for students to compare academic and journalistic writing on one substantive U.S. foreign policy issue, and to thereby become more critical consumers of the mainstream media.  Another assignment asks students to read and incorporate original documents from the National Security Archive into a foreign policy brief.  This assignment ensures that each student has some familiarity with archival analysis and internet sources beyond Google and Wikipedia.
It is important for students to see faculty model “lifelong learning.”  I have had the opportunity to conduct research and teach in several international settings in recent years.  As a result, I have gained new perspectives on both international issues and educational practices.  I frequently share these new ideas with students, and I encourage them to enhance their education through study abroad as well.  I also model lifelong learning by incorporating my research interests into my capstone and foreign policy courses.  When we begin our unit on political culture and U.S. foreign policy, for example, I tell students about my own findings on public opinion, public knowledge, and foreign policy.  In the capstone course, I ask students to study and assess my research on anti-Americanism.  As part of their capstone research requirements, several students have helped me research the impact of pharmaceutical and evangelical interest groups on U.S. HIV/AIDS policy during the Bush administration.  This provides them with important insights about how academic research is carried out.

Specific factual content is an important element of a college education.  We expect our political science and international relations students to understand how domestic and international policies are made and implemented.  We also expect them to improve their ability to evaluate information sources and theoretical perspectives so that they can continue to develop as responsible citizens.  Reflecting the principles of political liberalism, the framers of the U.S. Constitution argued that informed citizens have the right and responsibility to govern themselves, and that this supplants the power of the monarchy.  As Thomas Jefferson wrote to Horace Mann in 1795, “I do most anxiously wish to see the highest degrees of education given…so much as may enable them to read and understand what is going on in the world and to keep their part of it going on right; for nothing can keep it right but their own vigilant and distrustful superintendence." 
