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WITHIN HIGHER EDUCATION in the United
States and Canada, calls to promote global

awareness and global
literacy among under-

graduate students have become increasingly
urgent (Clark and Clark 2003; Hooker 2003;
Burnouf 2004). Yet, there are multiple chal-
lenges in achieving these outcomes. One chal-
lenge lies in making this “literacy” authentic
and relevant for diverse students aspiring to
be professionals in different fields. A second
challenge is reconciling the tension between
teaching for deep mastery of knowledge in a
subject area, on the one hand, and teaching
for broader global awareness through a collec-
tion of courses or experiences, on the other. A
third challenge is developing in students the
tacit understanding that enables them to link
the global and the local in ways that are
meaningful and useful in their work and their
lives. This is particularly relevant in science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics,
where the problems students see in the class-
room are usually decontextualized, and where
solutions are developed as if the broader (e.g.,
social, environmental, political) context were

irrelevant. Perhaps the greatest challenge of
all is supporting faculty as they wade into the
necessarily interdisciplinary nature of such
teaching and learning. 

The primary question, however, is: What is
global literacy, and how do we teach it? In this
article, we describe our attempt at Carnegie
Mellon University to approach this question
in a semi-empirical way by gathering the out-
comes faculty members see as most salient for
global literacy.  

What is global literacy?
The Association of American Colleges and
Universities (AAC&U) has proposed that
colleges and universities “create settings that
foster students’ understanding of the intersec-
tion between their lives and global issues and
their sense of responsibility as local and global
citizens” (2011a). In its Greater Expectations
report, AAC&U recommended that “students
should have sustained opportunities to learn
about: the human imagination, expression,
and the products of many cultures; the inter-
relations within and among global and cross-
cultural communities; means of modeling
the natural, social, and technical worlds; and
the values and histories underlying US democ-
racy” (AAC&U 2002, xii). But how do we
make this advice concrete within our learning
and teaching? 

In this context, it is worthwhile to consider
the definition of “literacy.” The term implies
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mastery of a particular vocabulary, of particular
concepts and definitions, as well as a working
knowledge of particular systems and a fluency
in getting quickly to the core knowledge or
skills needed to exercise this literacy in a spe-
cific context. Literacy is a means to being
competent in society. Setting the goal of uni-
versal literacy, the United Nations (UN) pro-
claimed a “United Nations Literacy Decade”
(2003–12) under the motto “Literacy as Free-
dom.” In doing so, the UN acknowledged an
expansive understanding of “literacy”: “This
motto reflects the fact that over the past few
decades, the conception of literacy has moved
beyond its simple notion as the set of techni-
cal skills of reading, writing and calculating—
the so-called ‘three Rs’—to a plural notion
encompassing the manifold meanings and di-
mensions of these undeniably vital competen-
cies. Such a view, attending recent economic,
political and social transformations, including
globalization, and the advancement of infor-
mation and communication technologies
(ICTs), recognizes that there are many prac-
tices of literacy embedded in different cultural
processes, personal circumstances and collec-
tive structures” (UNESCO 2004, 6). This defi-
nition emphasizes that “literacy” no longer
signifies a narrowly defined set of “technical
skills,” but rather encompasses a more com-
plex notion of “vital competencies” that an
individual should possess in order to function
in today’s world as a participant in decision

making. In this sense, then, the expectations
of global literacy overlap significantly with
the aims of contemporary liberal education. 

Especially since the 1960s, American colleges
and universities have been largely successful
in producing educational models that balance
pragmatism and idealism. These models
provide students with the means to pursue
free inquiry with open minds and to make
informed, autonomous decisions. The con-
temporary challenge for American higher ed-
ucation is to ensure that a liberal education
continues to serve graduates well in today’s
“global world.”

Leaders in engineering education began early
to examine and articulate what it means to be
“globally competent” within their discipline.
When ABET—the organization that accredits
college and university programs in the disci-
plines of applied science, computing, engineer-
ing, and engineering technology—revised its
accreditation criteria in 2000, it added the
following criterion: “the broad education nec-
essary to understand the impact of engineering
solutions in a global and societal context”
(ABET 2011). Reviewing the need for globally
competent engineers, Downey et al. propose
the following learning criterion for engineering
students: “through course instruction and inter-
actions, students will acquire the knowledge,
ability, and predisposition to work effectively
with people who define problems differently
than they do” (2006, 110). In a different vein,
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Langran, Langran, and Ozment (2009) describe
the competencies required of global citizens in
legal, psychological, and political terms. 

The challenge of global literacy for stu-
dents—especially those in technical and
scientific fields, who spend most of their time
thinking in context-independent domains—is
knowing when to invoke the required global
knowledge, and recognizing which questions
are appropriate. For this to happen, global
awareness needs to be thoroughly integrated
into a student’s framework for problem solving
and decision making. Students need to be
able to think about relevant global issues and
questions as automatically and fluently as they

read and think in their own disciplines. In-
deed, their very “mental models”—those deeply
held models of the world that we summon auto-
matically—have to be both global and local,
as befits the context. This level of fluency re-
quires the kind of expertise that develops over
time. Yet, students often encounter global is-
sues only through intermittent exposure in se-
lect courses, or through experiences of living
and working abroad that are separated, geo-
graphically and intellectually, from their grow-
ing disciplinary competence. Thus, knowledge

of global issues and disciplinary problem solv-
ing often develop in separate spheres and
fail to coalesce in ways that are meaningful
for students. 

For this reason, embedding a global dimen-
sion in subject-matter courses across the disci-
plines—the approach we have taken at
Carnegie Mellon—may have special promise.
In what follows, we describe how we went
about articulating a mission for global educa-
tion, embedding global content in the subject
areas, and developing a preliminary set of
global literacy objectives to inform assessment
and pedagogy. It should be understood that
this is a work in progress, so we end by de-
scribing the steps we intend to take next.
Moreover, this is only one piece of a broader
program of global education at our university
(see www.cmu.edu/global/education). 

Articulating a mission
At Carnegie Mellon University, we have been
evolving a form of global education that fits
our educational philosophy and ethos—one
that weaves global literacy into subject-area
courses. The philosophy of liberal professional
education articulated by President Robert
Doherty and his faculty at the Carnegie Insti-
tute of Technology in the 1940s sought to
educate professionals who have the skills to
“discover order in the apparent chaos of reality”
(Teare 1948, 4). This principle still forms the
basis of a Carnegie Mellon education, and it is
surprisingly consonant with AAC&U’s defini-
tion of a liberal education as one that “helps
students develop a sense of social responsibil-
ity, as well as strong and transferable intellec-
tual and practical skills such as
communication, analytical and problem-solv-
ing skills, and a demonstrated ability to apply
knowledge and skills in real-world settings”
(AAC&U 2011b).

In 2003, we launched the Educating for
Global Awareness project. In this project, we
undertook a two-pronged effort to define
global-literacy objectives. A global working
group conducted an inventory of existing
courses with global content, interviewed di-
verse campus leaders, and worked over the
course of a year to define a practical mission
and vision for global education that was consis-
tent with our overall educational philosophy.
The group articulated the resulting mission
and vision statements, and then revised them
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Figure 1. Vision and mission statements for global education

Vision
Carnegie Mellon students will be aware, socially responsible leaders and
citizens of the global society of the 21st century. They will develop an
appreciation for the diverse perspectives and historical contexts of the
cultures of the world and for the range of ways of working, learning, and
living. This is our context for a “global education.” Such an education,
fully realized in the Carnegie Mellon environment, will assist our 
students to become engaged citizens of the world, reflective, informed
and compassionate in their actions and decisions. They will have a 
positive impact on the world through the cultural awareness and 
competence they bring to their professions and through their participation
in their communities.

Mission
We strive to create a community—faculty, staff, and students—that is
dynamically engaged with other peoples and other cultures through their
interactions abroad, at Carnegie Mellon, and within the curricula of their
various specializations. Central to such an engagement is an understanding
of history, culture, and worldviews; the mastery of the relevant systems of
knowledge; an exploration of the interaction and transformation of the
world through technology and the full ramifications of the modern techno-
logical systems in the global context; the critical thinking and knowledge
of analysis about the great intellectual debates in history and in the 
contemporary world; as well as an ability to work with people of diverse
cultures and in diverse countries.



in consultation with the deans of each of the
university’s seven colleges (see fig. 1). In addi-
tion to the specified knowledge and skills,
we included “an ability to work with people of
diverse cultures and in diverse countries.” 

Developing global content 
in the subject areas
To realize our vision, we invited committed
faculty members to incorporate global learn-
ing into their disciplinary courses. That is,
rather than dictate the desired outcomes for
global literacy, we shared the mission and vi-
sion statements with faculty members and, in
a request for proposals, invited them to design
“global content” within or as the main theme
of their courses. The university president pro-
vided competitively selected faculty members
with seed grants to support course develop-
ment. The funding lasted for three cycles,
with the understanding that the courses
would then become institutionalized; that is,
they would continue to be offered following
the cessation of funding. Faculty members
were able to use these grant funds at their
own discretion to design, teach, and refine
their courses. Some faculty members used
the funding to bring in expert speakers for
module development, to purchase telecom-
munication equipment, or to cover travel ex-
penses; some used it to support course content
preparation during the summer.

The seven courses selected for funding are
shown in figure 2. The only condition of the
award was that the faculty members had to
agree to teach and refine their courses over
the three cycles during the three years of the
project. The project participants met once
per semester to report on the progress of their
courses and to share lessons learned.  

At Carnegie Mellon, global courses are 
offered in a range of disciplinary contexts and
employ diverse strategies to incorporate a
global dimension. In Technology for Global
Development, for example, faculty from com-
puter science, public policy, and history exam-
ine various dimensions of development and
their contexts for technology. After complet-
ing a final project on a particular case, students
have the option of applying for Technology
Consulting in the Global Community, a sum-
mer experience in a developing country where
they help a governmental agency with projects
needing expertise either in computer science

or design or in information systems. 
In both Global Project Management and In-

ternational Collaborative Course Management,
students from several different countries work
collaboratively on a problem in one of six
countries. Working in teams, the students are
connected through video technology for
group meetings and consultation. As they try
to bring their technical expertise to new con-
texts, the students see how local context shapes
what they had thought of as universal technical
knowledge and practices. The cognitive disso-
nance they experience in these situations
provides a deep and lasting learning experi-
ence. In one extreme situation, two American

engineering students who were dubious about
the technical building practices suggested by
their Turkish counterparts raised money to
visit Turkey and found to their surprise that
these practices really did work. 

Through a few of the global courses, stu-
dents on Carnegie Mellon’s campus in Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania, have been connected
with students on our campus in Doha, Qatar.
This classroom-level connection between
the campuses has resulted in especially rich
discussion among students from more than
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Figure 2. Educating for Global Awareness courses
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group discussions, faculty members often cited
the interactions among different worldviews as
the most significant learning experience for
their students. 

Defining global literacy outcomes 
In order to extract the set of global learning
outcomes that faculty members implicitly had
built into the courses, we interviewed four-
teen of the instructors of global courses. These
instructors represented a range of disciplines,
and their courses included some from the
president’s project and some from the approxi-
mately forty-five other global courses offered
across the university. The instructors were
asked what “global literacy” meant to them in
the context of their particular courses, and
how they assess whether students have, in fact,
achieved this literacy. Based on these inter-
views, we identified an overarching set of global
literacy outcomes that we believe encompass
the specific goals of these instructors. Perhaps
not surprisingly, and despite the different dis-
ciplines embodied in the courses, there was a
high degree of convergence among the goals.
We then organized the outcomes into three
general categories: knowledge and intellectual
skills, social/cultural competencies, and ethical
dispositions (see fig. 3). While we recognize
that no single course would or should seek to
meet all these goals, our hope is that by refin-
ing this list with feedback from a wider group
of faculty, we can identify global literacy out-
comes that are both broadly conceived and
disciplinarily meaningful. 

While skills such as critical analysis and
obtaining and analyzing information are part
of all higher education objectives, there is an
expansion of the scope of such analysis when
faculty members articulate these as objectives
for global learning. In the knowledge and skills
category, the context and system dependence
of solutions are novel aspects introduced by
the global-literacy requirement—especially
for faculty in science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics. The sets we called
“social/cultural competencies” and “ethical
dispositions” emerged quite clearly from dis-
cussions with faculty as essential elements of
global literacy, yet many of those same faculty
members said they were surprised to see
these competencies identified as distinct
learning objectives.  
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Intellectual Skills and Knowledge 
Students will be able to

• analyze global issues in political, economic,
socio-cultural, historical, and environmental
context; 

• describe global systems—their characteristics,
components, dynamics, evolution and impli-
cations;

• trace global connections historically and in
the contemporary world, linking the global
and the local in meaningful ways;

• apply appropriate models to explain and pre-
dict global trends and evaluate policies with
global implications;

• explore diverse cultural perspectives before
framing problems or proposing solutions;

• challenge assumptions based on particular
cultural and historical backgrounds;

• critically analyze the nature and merit of
claims about global events and relationships.

Social/Cultural Competencies
Students will be able to

• observe carefully and analytically in unfamil-
iar contexts to identify meaningful patterns
of interaction;

• listen respectfully, recognizing differences in
communication style and etiquette across
cultures;

• communicate effectively in various media
(from face-to-face interactions through
remote technology) with people from differ-
ent backgrounds;

• utilize local resources and knowledge appro-
priately to answer questions and solve prob-
lems;

• work productively in teams across time, dis-
tance, and cultural/disciplinary differences;

• adapt flexibly to diverse cultural contexts,
uncertain circumstances, and unanticipated
obstacles.

Ethical Dispositions 
Students will

• recognize shared interests—how the lives and
fates of people in other parts of the world
intersect with their own; 

• develop ethical positions about global issues
that are informed, thoughtful, and nuanced;

• engage in actions and behaviors that demon-
strate a sense of global responsibility.

Figure 3. Components of global literacy
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Having identified a set of pre-
liminary global literacy out-
comes, our next step will be to
seek feedback on them from a
wider group of faculty in order
to identify gaps, determine
whether some objectives en-
velop others, and refine the
list. Our goal is to construct a
core set of global literacy outcomes that grow
directly out of disciplinary applications of global
knowledge and skills. This set of outcomes
can then serve as the baseline for developing
appropriate course-level or university-wide
assessments of global literacy, as well as appro-
priate pedagogies for developing global dispo-
sitions and competencies. In addition to
informing assessment and instruction, we be-
lieve that the simple identification of a robust
set of global literacy objectives will prompt
faculty members to think about how to foster
global knowledge and skills in their own courses.

Conclusions
In an overarching way, attaining global literacy
involves developing a broader perspective and
the ability to bring considerations of a larger
than immediate and local context to examin-
ing issues, gaining understanding, and solving
problems. The kind of learning experiences that
accompany linguistic and cultural immersion,
and that lead to the development of deep
knowledge about a set of environments that
are very different from one’s own, can provide
the scaffolding for a globally literate way of
knowing, thinking, and acting. With fifty years
of experience in international education as part
of general education, American educators have
reached the point where integrating global
learning across all we teach is an imperative. 

Culling from the experiences of various fac-
ulty and global education projects, we may be
able to come to a well-defined set of compe-
tencies that comprise global literacy from the
perspective of the disciplines. In this article,
we have described our first foray into a system-
atic study of these elements.  The convergence
of the set of skills defined by faculty members
in diverse disciplines points to the feasibility.
Integration of global literacy skills into the
content areas of a major begins to address the
various challenges we discussed at the begin-
ning of the article. The literacy skills students

gain are authentic to the indi-
vidual disciplines and con-
tribute to deep learning, rather
than being in tension with it.
And faculty members are in
the comfort zones of their ex-
pertise. The advantages of em-
bedding global literacy skills
into courses in the majors are
that students are given oppor-

tunities to practice and hone these skills at
advanced levels, and that they can learn to
use them within the context of their future
professional work. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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