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 What does it mean to be a student at a liberal arts college? The first thing people hear is 

that there is General Education requirements: annoying classes across the various disciplines 

offered at one’s institution that you have to take in order to graduate. They are the classes you try 

to get done as quickly as possible with little effort since most of them will not ever be helpful in 

your future, right? For me, attending a liberal arts college has been an experience and journey 

that has enabled me to broaden my horizon beyond one limited field of study. It has been a 

growing process that has permanently shaped my future and propelled me into a bright and 

positive post-graduate adventure. 

Enrolling as a freshman, I had a clear path laid for me: I would enter as a chemistry 

major, graduate, and then attend graduate school for my PhD in chemistry. My path through 

undergraduate study has been so much more than that clear path. True, I enrolled as a chemistry 

major, will be graduating in May 2014, and have plans to pursue a PhD in analytical chemistry 

after graduation. However, there are a few additions to the path though. 

Shortly after arriving at my college, I wanted to learn more than just science. Luckily, I 

was able to get a piece of other disciplines due to the general education requirements. With a 

new desire for knowledge beyond chemistry, I added an international studies major as well as a 

minor in international business, all of which are in different departments. The number of looks I 

have received after saying those words is innumerable as is the number of explanations I have 

needed to give.  

It has been an interesting journey taking chemistry classes while attending lectures on 

economics and world sustainability or Chinese politics and history. Having the freedom to 



pursue different approaches in knowledge has allowed me to see other points of views in classes 

I normally would not have thought could be connected. For example, there were few science 

students in my sustainability course. While it was not necessary to have a background in science, 

my background allowed me to better understand certain concepts and make different connections 

especially when discussing issues of waste, resource management, and developments in 

technology. Conversely, there are few students with sustainability background in my science 

classes, especially laboratories. I feel students have a skewed sense of where all the waste goes, 

but having my background in sustainability (and other courses), I have a bit more awareness. 

While those examples seem limited to certain circumstances, they are just two examples 

of a much broader phenomenon that has occurred for me. My fall 2012 semester, I had the 

fortunate experience to study abroad and take field work classes in ecology in Australia. I only 

pursued this experience because studying abroad was a requirement of my international studies 

major so had it not been for that, I might never have traveled across the world and spent one of 

the most memorable semesters of my life.  

Besides the indirect way my interdisciplinary education affected my undergraduate 

career, as mentioned above, that semester abroad had several after effects. While abroad, I was 

tasked with completing an independent study project. I conducted research with a group from 

University of Sydney doing chemical analyses. The month I worked on that projected helped me 

realize what field of chemistry I wanted to continue in graduate school. Also, during my time in 

Sydney, I made some important personal reflections that resulted in me deciding to take some 

courses that I “wanted” to take instead of “needing” to take since my schedule had been fairly 

predetermined due to my double major and minor.  



The classes that I “wanted” to take were painting courses. I enrolled in Basic Painting 

upon my return. This painting course, and the one I took the subsequent semester, helped shaped 

the current research I am undertaking. Many paints used in the arts contain pigments with toxic 

metals such as chromium and cadmium. With my background in chemistry due to my major, 

background in the environment and plants due to my international studies major and time in 

Australia, and my new background in painting, I devised a project that would use my combined 

knowledge to extract pigments from plants to be used in paint which would ultimately be used 

for a painting. 

So what do all of these examples mean in the grand scheme of things? For me, they mean 

me. They have been a part of my education, and they have been and are a part of me. I do not 

think that had I gone to a non-liberal arts school would I have been able to experience the things 

I have and grown the way I have. Leaving my home institution, I can honestly say that I am 

ready for the world. I have been given tools in so many fields that it will be hard to find a 

situation where I do not have some background knowledge in to provide me with some base for 

conversation. Place me in a business environment where I will need to write memos, figure out 

long term goals, guess what will happen next, and I will have the knowledge I need to thrive. 

Place me in a laboratory that is dealing with multiple issues of analysis, waste management, 

environmental impact, and I will have the tools I need to solve the problem.  

I am Gregory Bukowski, a graduating senior with a double major in chemistry and 

international studies and a minor in international business. I am an undergraduate student at a 

public liberal arts college. I am knowledgeable in multiple disciplines, and it is all because of the 

successful and important tradition and teaching approach at a public liberal arts college. 


