Themes: Theme 19: Perception

The title of the theme is Perception. The courses in the theme explore the relationship between perception and reality from scientific, philosophical, sociological, historical and cultural perspectives. This diversity demonstrates the importance of this issue across disciplines, and indeed, throughout time. From the ancient world to the modern, the relationship between reality and perception permeates nearly all academic disciplines as well as professional fields- and even everyday life. How we discern reality and adjudicate between competing interpretations arguably affects every decision a person makes. From the complex to the commonplace, the decisions that people make (or find forced upon them) involve a multitude of factors that shape perceptions, which in turn shape subsequent decisions. Perceptions obviously affect our lives in both deep and subtle ways. Our perceptions are influenced by personal and societal beliefs in science and religion, by private imagination and hopes, and by external social and natural forces, both known and unknown. Reality is thus both certain and uncertain, a negotiated process that depends on how we perceive, interpret, and express experience.

The central unity among the courses in this theme is an exploration of how we construct through perception various conceptions of truth.  More specifically, the theme explores the way in which beliefs, values, conceptual systems, historical, aesthetic and personal experience, physiology and physics influence the way individuals and groups see and understand the world. This theme encourages critical reflection on many fixed conventional assumptions about knowledge and reality, and emphasizes a multi-perceptual approach that reveals the dynamic complexity of knowledge and of knowledge formation as the result of an interaction between cognitive actors and external objects.

We assembled a wide array of courses from diverse disciplines. Some have specific substantive focus, such as HST 320 (American Indians). Others explore the connection between knowledge and truth from a broader perspective, such as PHI 440 (Epistemology) and PSY 361 (Perception). Each of the courses in the theme contributes a different and valuable perspective to the central issue of perception and reality. We hope that this theme will inspire students to critically reflect on previously taken-for-granted notions and confront some illusions of dogma, hypocrisy, and the facile oversimplifications common in popular conjecture. By so doing, we hope this theme will enhance the intellectual sophistication and breadth of awareness of these students, which will serve them in their own major, in their general education, and throughout their lives.
Theme Goals

All courses in Theme 19 – Perception include the following content:

1. To examine different ways by which perception occurs and how pre-existing knowledge affects the development of new knowledge;

2. To build a critical awareness of how we construct perceptions of reality in various contexts.
Skills Goals

All courses in a Theme use teaching methods that help students become more proficient in the following skills:

1. To engage in articulate expression through effective speaking;

2. To engage in articulate expression through effective writing;

3. To think critically and creatively;

4. To locate, evaluate, and use information effectively;

5. To integrate different areas of knowledge and view ideas from multiple perspectives.
