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Our Vision 

 

Bowling Green State University aspires to educate future leaders and promote the public 

good. To meet this responsibility, we must provide students with current knowledge in their 

areas of specialization and prepare them for success in their chosen professions. But we 

must do more than educate good accountants, chemists, journalists, and teachers. To be 

truly effective, we must prepare well informed, engaged, principled citizensâ€”reflective 

individuals who can think critically about the private and public choices they make, assess 

the ethical dimensions of those choices, and become active participants in their community, 

state, and nation. These are challenging objectives, especially for a large public institution. 

To achieve them, we are developing a holistic approach to undergraduate education that 

grows out of our deepest traditions and most recent innovations. We call this program The 

Bowling Green Experience and believe it promises to fulfill the high expectations society has 

of us and we have of ourselves. 

 

Bowling Green State University at a Glance 

 

Bowling Green State University is a state-assisted doctoral intensive institution with 20,276 

students enrolled in six undergraduate colleges, a graduate college, and a regional college 

located in Huron, Ohio. While we enroll almost 2,500 graduate students, offer masters 

degrees in 60 fields, and support 16 doctoral programs, our principal mission is 

undergraduate education. We provide access to higher education in a residential setting, 

with 7,000 students living on campus and 41% of our student body representing the 

demographic of first-generation college students. 

 

Our focus on student success is evident in the half-dozen new residential learning 

communities that have flowered in the past four years and nearly 50% of first-year students 

who participate in some type of enhanced learning experience. Our commitment to 

enhancing the student experience is also reflected in recent capital projects that strengthen 



the learning environment. A $50 million information technology infrastructure project, 

completed in 2001, prepares students to use and even improve on state-of-the-art 

technology that is reshaping todayâ€™s society and workplaces. Opened in January of 

2002, our $35 million expanded and renovated Student Union offers an attractive, 

welcoming physical space that serves as the heart of student life. And, a $40 million 

residence hall renovation project underscores the institutionâ€™s commitment to quality 

out-of-class living and learning environments. 

 

The National and Institutional Context 

 

Nurturing principled citizenship, fostering civic-mindedness, and encouraging character 

development among young adults are difficult objectives in a society that encourages 

immediate gratification, offers too few examples of principled leadership, and is suffused 

with cynicism. Todayâ€™s students live in a fast-paced environment where current events 

are presented in sixty second sound bytes, leaving young people struggling to make sense 

of the world around them, yet unprepared for systematic analysis of critical issues. 

Declining political participation as well as diminishing civic and community involvement 

among young people concern both educational and community leaders. Widespread ethical 

and behavioral problems, including academic dishonesty, high-risk drinking, and intellectual 

disengagement have inspired educators to strive to make studentsâ€™ educational 

experiences more meaningful, while preparing leaders who will build on this countryâ€™s 

rich democratic traditions to ensure a bright future for our communities, nation, and world. 

 

During the past seven years, under the leadership of President Sidney A. Ribeau, Bowling 

Green State University has developed an innovative approach to addressing these 

challenges, creating a student-centered learning community in which values, civic 

engagement, and character development are central. This process began in 1995 with a 

â€œBuilding Community Initiativeâ€• that generated ideas and aspirations that informed 

the Universityâ€™s vision statement and its core values. The core values signified that 

values are central to higher education, the kind of community we are, and the graduates we 

hope to prepare. Since 1995, the University has made great strides in promoting values and 

civic engagement. The core values have become an important element of residence life 

programming, new student orientation, new employee orientation, the student organization 

funding process, staff training and development programs, and, more generally, campus 

discourse. A half-dozen new residential learning communities have created academic 

programs that approach education holistically and encourage critical exploration of values 

and character development. Service learning opportunities have expanded dramatically, 

encouraging students to channel their academic knowledge into community service. And the 

Presidentâ€™s Leadership Academy has nurtured leadership skills and commitment to 

service among students from underrepresented groups. 

 

The Bowling Green Experience 

 

To build on these successes, in April 2000, President Ribeau appointed a task force of 

respected faculty, staff, and administrators and asked them to develop a plan to integrate 

values exploration, critical thinking, civic engagement, and character development 



throughout the curricular and co-curricular experience. This group concluded its work in May 

2001 with a proposal to create The Bowling Green Experience. This program seeks to make 

critical thinking about values the unifying theme of studentsâ€™ experience, in and out of 

the classroom, thereby bringing greater coherence to undergraduate education and 

preparing students who have the skills and dispositions necessary to become principled 

citizens. Informed by the research of such noted higher education scholars as Alexander 

Astin, George Kuh, Carney Strange, Vincent Tinto, Ernest Pascarella, Patrick Terenzini, John 

Gardner, Art Chickering, and the late Ernest Boyer, The Bowling Green Experience seeks to 

build more meaningful relationships between students and faculty, integrate studentsâ€™ 

curricular and co-curricular experience, prepare students to recognize and think critically 

about the values that underlie important social, political, scientific, and professional issues, 

encourage students to act on their values, and, ultimately, graduate individuals who are 

ethically aware, principled citizens. 

 

The Bowling Green Experience consists of five closely linked components. The first, an 

intensive August orientation experience, consists of small groups of students (25), each led 

by a faculty member, a student affairs staff member, and a returning student, who 

introduce incoming students to the University and its focus on critical thinking about values, 

civic engagement, and service learning. The second component of our program is a 

freshman general education course on critical thinking about values offered in a variety of 

disciplines to be taken by all freshmen during their first semester. Limited to 25 students 

and taught by the faculty member who led the studentsâ€™ orientation group, this class 

builds on the bonds created during the intensive orientation to help students explore 

complex moral and ethical issues. In the process, they will begin to develop the skills and 

habits of mind necessary to become reflective citizens. 

 

While the curriculum is critically important, students spend most of their time outside class. 

Drawing on the research of Astin, Pascarella and Terenzini, we believe that educationally 

purposeful experiences outside the classroom can shape student development in powerful 

ways. The third component of the Bowling Green experience, therefore, is a program of co-

curricular experiences and service learning opportunities that encourage students to explore 

and act on their values in their day-to-day lives. These include participating in service 

learning projects, joining and participating in student organizations, becoming affiliated with 

a learning community, identifying a faculty mentor, preparing a developmental portfolio, 

and completing a â€œvoice projectâ€• by getting to know an individual who is different 

from her/him. 

 

We recognize that the seed, planted during the freshman year, requires cultivation to help 

students mature intellectually and personally. Therefore, the Bowling Green Experience 

includes an intensive junior experience and a senior capstone course in the major that 

weave values and civic engagement throughout the undergraduate experience. Finally, in an 

effort to provide leadership, promote faculty development, and inform the initiative through 

research, we plan to establish an Interdisciplinary Center on Values and Applied Ethics. 

 

From Vision to Program 

 



Aware of the magnitude of the task ahead, we have developed pilots for the first two 

components of the Bowling Green Experienceâ€”the intensive orientation and freshman 

general education course. We have recruited faculty in a variety of disciplines to teach the 

pilot courses and enlisted the student affairs staff members and upper-class students to join 

the faculty members in leading the intensive orientation experience. In addition, we have 

created a faculty development program for those teaching the pilots and leading the 

intensive orientation experienceâ€”which has proven to connect first-year students to the 

institution. The Spring 2002 semester featured the first pilot course, an introductory 

macroeconomics course that explored the values embedded in the discipline as well as 

conflicts among values inherent in economic policy and decision-making. To assess the 

effectiveness of this course, we selected and administered the University of Minnesota 

Center for Ethical Development Defining Issues Test, the results of which indicated that 

after one values course, undergraduatesâ€™ level of moral reasoning was comparable to 

that of graduate students. During the fall 2002 semester, five orientation groups, coupled 

with five sections of the freshman general education course (in American Culture Studies, 

Biology, Business, Philosophy, and Popular Culture), were piloted. To assess the impact of 

these courses, we have developed an institution-specific essay instrument that is designed 

to measure studentsâ€™ critical thinking about values skills. Results from the course 

assessment will be available in February of 2003. 

 

These pilot projects will help us refine the intensive orientation/freshman general education 

course and provide a model for large-scale implementation in fall 2003. Because these two 

components of the program provide the foundation for The Bowling Green Experience, our 

attention currently focuses on developing and implementing them. We plan to develop pilots 

of the other components of the program, beginning in 2003. 

 

A New Paradigm for Public Universities 

 

The Bowling Green Experience offers an opportunity to transform undergraduate education 

at a large public university by creating a coherent student experience focused on critical 

thinking about values and developing in our students the skills and dispositions to become 

principled citizens and leaders. Traditionally, such objectives have been the province of 

private liberal arts colleges. By seeking to realize them in a large public university that 

provides access to higher education to a wide range of students, the Bowling Green 

Experience provides a rare opportunity to transform the lives of thousands of students and 

educate the principled citizens our society so desperately needs. By venturing where few 

state universities have dared to go, we also offer a model that will contribute to the ongoing 

reform of public higher education in America. 

 

As we reflect on why we wish to educate principled citizens, many reasons come to mind. 

The Bowling Green Experience offers to create closer ties between students and faculty, 

greater curricular coherence, increased engagement among students, rich opportunities for 

leadership and character development, and integration of studentsâ€™ experiences in and 

out of the classroom. These attributes, we know, will enhance student academic success, 

increase our retention rate, and reduce ethical and behavioral problems on campus, as well 

as educate principled, reflective citizens. Our program will also create a more coherent 



institutional identity and a highly favorable public image. However, perhaps our greatest 

reason for developing a program to prepare principled citizens is a concern shared by many 

Americans and pointedly expressed by William Richardson, President of the Kellogg 

Foundation. â€œWho will lead us,â€� Richardson asks? â€œWe know of course that we will 

be led by those we have taught, and they will lead us as we have shown them they 

should.â€• 

 

We believe the Bowling Green Experience answers the challenge implicit in Richardsonâ€™s 

timely observation. By doing so we are fulfilling our highest duty as a public university, 

developing a model for educating citizens who are prepared to make thoughtful, principled 

decisions about the complex ethical issues they will confront, and helping guarantee the 

vitality of American democracy. 


