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Integrative  Experience  Description (UMass)  

 
The upper-division integrative experience (IE) provides a structured context for students to reflect on 
their own learning and explore the connections between the broad exposure provided by General 
Education and the more focused exposure of their major. 

Integrative learning comes in many varieties: connecting skills and knowledge from multiple sources 
and experiences; applying theory to practice in various settings; utilizing diverse and even contradictory 
points of view; and, understanding issues and positions contextually.  

... 
 
The Undergraduate experience can be a fragmented one. Students fulfill a set of General Education 

requirements, fulfill another set of requirements for the major, and take various electives. They also 
participate in a range of extracurricular activities. Too often they see these components of their 
undergraduate education as unconnected and disjointed rather than experiencing them as an integrated 
whole that helps prepare them for a lifetime of learning. 

The skill of integrative thinking, however, takes practice and focused attention. We know that 
current research into the process of learning highlights the challenge that novice learners face in making 
connections among seemingly disparate sets of information and experiences. Students require structured 
learning experiences to become integrative thinkers. They need multiple opportunities to draw on their 
previous learning, apply previous and new knowledge and skills to increasingly complex problems and 
discipline-based settings, and reflect upon how the various components of their education can help 
shape their future engagement in professional, civic, interpersonal, and intellectual activities. 

The Integrative Experience (IE) requirement at UMass Amherst addresses the challenges associated 
with educational fragmentation. Positioned in the upper-division, the IE provides students with a 
structured opportunity to look back on their early college learning experiences, reflect upon and make 
connections between those earlier experiences and the more advanced work in their major, and use their 
integrated learning to prepare for the demands of the world beyond the University. 

... 
 
The IE addresses the goals by fulfilling each of the following three criteria: 

• Providing a structured, credited context for students to reflect on and to integrate their 
learning and experience from the broad exposure in their General Education courses and 
the focus in their major. 

• Providing students with the opportunity to practice General Education learning objectives 
such as oral communication, collaboration, critical thinking and interdisciplinary 
perspective-taking, at a more advanced level. 

• Offering students a shared learning experience for applying their prior learning to new 
situations, challenging questions, and real-world problems.  

 
These three criteria are the key ingredients for proposals to meet the IE. At the same time, it is 
important to note that there are many different upper-division and credit-bearing formats, options, or 
structures that can be proposed and approved, in light of the three key criteria. 

... 
 
IE Reflection Defined: “Reflection” within the context of the General Education Integrative 

Experience has a particular meaning, one that may be distinct from how you and your colleagues usually 
think about student reflection in your classes.  In virtually all courses, students are asked to reflect upon 
the course content (e.g., students are asked to consider “How would I apply this theory I just learned to 
this new situation?”; “How do I interpret and analyze this character’s actions within the context of the 
novel?”; “Which of the formulas is most appropriate for this question?”, etc.).  In these cases, students’ 



reflection is focused exclusively on the course content, based on how they will apply that content to an 
assignment, task, etc. 

For the Integrative Experience requirement, however, students are also expected to engage in self-
reflection on themselves as learners.  For example, the Integrative Experience asks that students 
consider their college learning as a whole and identify how their varied experiences connect with each 
other and help shape the student as a lifelong learner, a member of a profession or disciplinary 
community, and/or as a citizen and member of the larger society.  This focus upon self-reflection as a 
learner gives students structured opportunities to synthesize the various aspects of their college 
education and to consider how their experiences inform their work in their major, their career/graduate 
school preparation, and their role as global citizens. 

The assignments/activities that encourage this kind of self-reflection can be quite varied and have 
different foci, and departments have developed a number of innovative and challenging ways for 
students to engage in this kind of reflection and integration. Below are reflection examples from 
proposals and syllabi that have received full or pilot approval from the GEC. 

 
Integrative  Experience  Description (Harris)  

Entitled “Codes, Ciphers, Hackers, and Crackers,” this course offers a practical introduction to 
codes and ciphers, from medieval allegories to the Vernam Cipher. It reviews the history of codes and 
ciphers. And in order to break codes, it examines the structures of the English language, as well as the 
distributive characteristics of words and phonemes. The second aim of the course is theoretical: to 
examine the relationship between a system and its component elements. Starting with the relationship 
between letters and cipher types, we will move to the relationship between users and networks, writers 
and literary markets, and to the larger cultural issues of hackers (and crackers) and The System. Please 
see attached syllabus. This course offers students the opportunity to reflect on and integrate their 
learning and experience from General Education courses and their major by asking them to integrate the 
content of the course with their academic knowledge and experiences. More specifically, it provides a 
context for students to reflect on the role of information, privacy, and participation—especially their 
individual participation in large, collective enterprises like universities or businesses. Two assignments in 
particular address this learning objective: Assignment 6: Systems. What systems are you a part of? Which 
systems do you have direct experience of? Write a 4-page paper describing the degree of participation 
you have in the various systems in your student (not your personal) life. The aim is cogent analysis. 
Assignment 7: Summations. Write a final, 10-page paper reflecting on your experience of a UMass 
education through the lens of our readings and discussions in this class. The aims are organization of 
reflection and clarity of expression. 


