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This issue is devoted to the curriculum guidelines from the Liberal Arts Computer Science Consor-

tium. These guidelines provide a coherent and important model for computing education within a

liberal arts context, giving primacy to critical reason, rigorous methods, and student engagement

in the research process. In this regard, they are at the same time both conservative, by giving low

priority to the latest technologies, and radical by resisting the managerial impulse that at its worst

commidifies and devalues higher education.
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We are pleased to publish “A 2007 Model Curriculum for a Liberal Arts De-
gree in Computer Science” by members of the Liberal Arts Computer Science
Consortium (LACS). This article represents the combined effort of many of the
leading teacher/scholars in computing education at liberal arts universities. It
updates earlier model curricula published by this group in 1996 [Walker and
Schneider 1996] and 1986 [Gibbs and Tucker 1986] and reflects changes to
computing and computing education over the last decade.
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We believe that it is important for this curriculum model to have wide dis-
semination. Curriculum guidelines embed deep knowledge about the structure
of the discipline. They embed as well philosophies about what should be taught
and what should be left out, what are the basic entities that comprise the
discipline, and what are the dominating themes and problems. In this sense,
curriculum guidelines serve as much to define a disciplinary paradigm as to
reflect a paradigm as it currently exists. Given the effort involved and the ex-
pertise represented, these guidelines would be difficult, if not impossible for
any individual or department to carry out. The authors present these guide-
lines not as a strict canon that must be literally adhered to, but as a basis
on which others can adapt to suit their local settings. We also are support-
ive of an alternative model of computing education from that of the ACM and
IEEE-CS [The Joint Task Force on Computing Curricula 2001]; in an increas-
ing global and pluralistic world, having a number of thoughtful and coherent
models for computing education will be vital to maintain the vitality of the
discipline.

There are two characteristics of these guidelines worthy of special note. The
first is the fitness of these guidelines to the constraints under which Computer
Science is most often (though not universally) taught in a liberal arts univer-
sity: small class sizes, a small number of full-time faculty to teach the entire
curriculum, a limited number of courses within the major, and research as some-
thing that students and faculty jointly undertake as members of a community
of scholars.

The other key characteristic is the way the guidelines embed important as-
pects of the liberal arts tradition. Such values give primacy to critical reason
and rational discourse, to formal and fundamental principles that have stood
(and presumably will continue to stand) the test of time. The guidelines were
generated over a 5-year period, are the product of many conversations and crit-
ical review, and do not radically rewrite previous versions. In this regard, they
have a conservative character: one does not see here a celebration of the latest
technologies or a knee-jerk response to industrial imperatives.

However, as Jackson Lears reminds us [Lears 2003], the liberal arts tradi-
tion also has a radical character, and one that is increasingly important in a
world in which students are often viewed as “product” to be moved through an
educational “pipeline”:

The attempt to turn universities into businesses challenges the conservative

understanding of the humanities. If the liberal arts tradition is understood

as a worldview, rather than a collection of courses, it poses a radical challenge

to the managerial impulse . . .

Though one might disagree with the choices made in the guidelines, or be-
lieve that they are inappropriate for other contexts, there is much to admire
in guidelines that embed a humanistic spirit giving primacy to critical rea-
son, rigorous methods, and student engagement in the research process as
a fundamental aspect of learning. We recommend this article to all of our
readers.
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