
Liberal Arts for All Times and All Ages 
 
One of my favorite approaches to teaching first-year college students 
was to present the seven liberal arts:  the Trivium (rhetoric, dialectic, 
logic) and the Quadrivium (astronomy, music, geometry, arithmetic). 
These categories, formulated in the European Middle Ages, provide a 
core for educational endeavors that has been adapted—and sometimes 
abandoned—ever since. My students initially found them limited—
what about history, philosophy, sciences, languages? Not to mention 
economics, political science, artificial intelligence, cybernetics, and 
more. Their skepticism was understandable, yet they were willing to 
look closely at the ancient configuration and investigate how those 
seven categories are delivered in a liberal arts education such as the 
one they were just beginning. 
 
As students researched their chosen academic departments, using the 
liberal arts as a focus, each began to uncover the fundamentals of a 
college education. They read the catalog and admissions materials, 
talked with professors in the department, asked student majors about 
their experience, examined the department websites, consulted the 
college archives for records over the college’s history, and perused 
photographs, correspondence, and more. A combination of print and 
digital reading plus oral history provided a rich context for their 
application of the liberal arts to a specific disciplinary department. 
 
Students found that the reasoning-based features of the Trivium were 
the easiest ones to spot in, say, a geology department, where 
observation, description, and argument were primary, with features of 
the Quadrivium, such as geometry and arithmetic, in play as well. 
However, similar insights were exposed in a wide range of disciplines 
as well as interdisciplinary programs, such as environmental studies or 
American studies. 
 
Each student presented findings to the class, inviting every student in 
the class to benefit from their research. As the academic advisor for 
the students who took this fall seminar, I benefited from their earned 
knowledge about the curriculum: Advising was a snap. 
 
The Cannon Valley Elder Collegium continues to celebrate and 
promote the liberal arts as manifest in the courses our Curriculum 
Committee considers, collects, and presents to the Board. As you 
review the offerings for Winter 2020, please note the legacy of the 
Trivium and Quadrivium in the CVEC curriculum—and enjoy! 

~ Carol Rutz 
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