College of Health Sciences

General Education Reform and Assessment (GERA) committee

Faculty Forum

February 22, 2006

On February 22nd in the Commons Room of the Wethington Building, eight faculty members from the College of Health Sciences participated in a forum to discuss reform of UK’s general education requirements. Tad Pedigo, GERA committee member and Tony Baxter, Department of Computer Science, were also present. Ernie Yanarella, GERA committee co-chair and Jody Deem, Department of Communication Disorders, co-facilitated the HS forum. The forum focused on the Five Proposed Learning Outcomes and several guiding Key Questions stated in the brochure and appended to the end of this summary.

[NOTE: Comments and question made by the HS faculty are displayed in regular type. All comments or answers from GERA committee members are indicated in curly brackets and italicized {i.e., this is an example of comments from committee members.}

After a brief overview of the USP review process by Ernie Yanarella, the college facilitator Jody Deem initiated the faculty discussion by reminding them that this was their opportunity to provide feedback to the committee concerning the five learning objectives and any of their questions or concerns.
The discussion began with and returned several times to the issue of new requirements that would be added by way of these outcomes to what the students already have to demonstrate. Many professional accrediting organizations have their own set of requirements that must be met. How would the students be able to finish their degrees in the allotted time with the inclusion of these new requirements? It will be a real challenge to show how we can do all, the old and the new, and by doing so get the faculty to buy-in to this new program. 
{Tony Baxter of the Computer Science department responded that their accreditation requirements are among those that are highly restrictive. However, they are also required to demonstrate (assess) the efficacy of their program. They do this by gathering student work, student and faculty evaluations of a course, and then passing these on to peer reviewers to make sure that course/curricular goals are met. The accrediting body then looks for completion of these goals, not completion of a check list of classes. In fact, he states that this actually adds some flexibility to the program.}

A number of faculty voiced their belief that there is basically nothing wrong with the learning outcomes; in fact, they have wanted to see students that reflect these outcomes.  One faculty member stated that similar initiatives have been put forth, but the implementation over time seems to regress to a completion of a check list of classes taken.

It was noted that part of the problem deals with how we define the goal of general studies. What is most important as general education for our students? Is the overarching goal to develop students who are capable of critical thinking? In fact, the lack of a mission or vision statement that incorporates all five learning outcomes seems to create a problem in the discussion of these outcomes.  We don’t have a focused goal for which to strive, i.e., “Creating Citizens for the 21st Century.”  Some statement or overriding objective is needed to tie together the five learning outcomes.
{Ernie Yanarella stated that he believed that the most important goal for general education was to enable the students to meet the demands and challenges of the 21st century (goal #4).  He asked, “what do we mean by a liberally education person in the twenty-first century? In the unfolding context of the new century, he anticipates dramatic societal and technological changes that these students will have to deal with in the future.  Therefore, we need to have a general education program that adequately invests in these students so that they are not just looking at their present or short-term needs, but are looking forward to the myriad of challenges of the future.
This leads to the question whether general education should be a 2- or 4-year program.  The GERA committee is inclined to favor the more expansive program with the learning outcomes imbedded into the college/major requirements as the students move through their college career. The program then might culminate in a senior capstone project that would incorporate many of the outcomes.}
This discussion concerning requirements led faculty participants to ask how we are contributing to the reforms being instituted in the secondary schools in Kentucky.   How do we help prepare students coming to UK to be successful in their undergraduate education? The question was raised as to whether we have data from the last 5-10 years concerning where KERA is heading. {Ernie Yanarella noted similar discussion during the College of Education forum, where faculty emphasized that it is useless to reform general education at UK without coordinating with the Kentucky K-12 reform efforts.  We need to seriously consider how our programs build from the K-12 education.  Perhaps what is needed is a skills/learning outcomes matrix that will help us think about what is being done and where we need to go. In addition, he stated that the distinction among basic skills, competencies (that some feel too strongly suggests a level of finality – “I’m now competent in this skill and therefore finished with my education.”), or forms of literacy (which is more tentative and implies an orientation toward life-long learning).  A major question is how we define and talk about the basic skills and how we integrate them into a general education.}
If integration into general education is the key, it was suggested that perhaps we should be looking towards a model similar to that used by Alverno College.  This model identifies several competencies and objectives for the students, integrates these skills into all courses.  It then provides a means for self-directed studies and continuing program assessment.  Every program is required to show how they incorporate the competencies into their classes and the competencies are clearly measurable. In particular, it was noted that the competencies are included as part of the existing courses, they are not additional courses that students must take to fulfill a requirement.  (http://www.alverno.edu/for_educators/visiting_educators_02.html; http://www.alverno.edu/for_educators/ability_curriculum.html - ability based curriculum)
The general view from the faculty was that the learning outcomes articulate skills and attitudes that they would like to see in their students. It was noted that the outcomes seem to build on each other. The first outcome tends to be a more knowledge based outcome whereas the later outcomes tend to be more conceptually based. From a practical standpoint, in talking about eventual implementation, several participants argued that courses will need to be grouped or connected to the outcomes they seek to foster.  These outcomes then need to flow into upper-division courses and professional courses. Although it will be a challenge to implement these changes, there is precedent in courses at UK that have made a difference.  The UK 101 program was highlighted as one of these that is “unbelievably enlightening.” Students continue to communicate and maintain their “learning community” far after the course ends.  Another comment offered was that if the UK 101 contained an academic enhancement component, even more of the newly stated learning objectives could be accomplished.  Perhaps such an academic component to UK 101 would provide the fitting context to educate entering students to the underlying vision and interconnectedness of learning outcomes informing the new general education curriculum.  If not there, then perhaps an introductory first-year colloquium addressing these issues would be another place to provide this information. 
Having examined more global issues relating to the learning outcome framework, Jodie Demm then steered the discussion into an examination of the individual learning outcomes and how the key questions outlined on the posters might be relevant to these individual assessments.  The following are the comments for each learning outcome.
Outcome #1 – understand their place and purpose in their ever-changing world
This outcome provoked quite a lively discussion regarding the risks and rewards of encouraging students to “develop and apply their own world-view.” Several faculty noted that there tends to be a greater intolerance in the classroom these days.  Some students come to college with a very rigid and parochial world-view.  Changing that world-view, even challenging it, sometimes seems like a difficult, if not impossible, task.  Others stated that that being true, the students have an even greater need to be exposed to new views and learn to be aware of how they view themselves and others.  This is particularly essential in the health care field, given that health care professionals are likely to interact on a daily basis with individuals of widely different ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  It was noted by one faculty that one difficulty in implementing this goal would be getting a buy-in from the faculty and their willingness to change. It was also noted that this measure would be difficult to measure.
At this point Jody Deem refocused the discussion by admitting that although this is a difficult issue, we need to not get hung up with implementation at this point. We do need to ask, however, several questions. These include: “Does the universe of education need to address this issue? How do we formulate this problem?” She admitted that it is a formable task, but that simply means that it will take more work to answer it. {Ernie Yanarella interjected his belief that the curriculum we provide must confront these differences in our world.  Economic and other forms of globalization are posing the need for exposure to conflicting perspectives with often parochial outlooks an essential part of general education.  The goal of general education need not be cultural relativism; instead students need to forge a stronger self-perspective out of the challenge of contending worldviews and outlooks.}
The task can be furthered pedagogically in any number of ways and disciplines.  It was noted that study of comparative literature was not addressed in any of the sub themes of this outcome.  {Yanarella suggested that things like comparative literature and world music courses were implicit in the accent on exposure to different cultures.  Indeed, he suggested that he could envisage a music course on the musicology of the Beatles generating a rounded appreciation of the many musical traditions from around the world that shaped this musical group’s trajectory.}   
Outcome #2 – engage in the process of inquiry and reflection
The major discussion concerning this outcome dealt with whether we actually expected undergraduate students to GENERATE new knowledge. It was offered that perhaps this means students would be generating new personal knowledge, not adding to the core of knowledge. Another view expressed was that perhaps what we really want to see are students who are critical thinkers, who have an appreciation of a methodical approach, and who are informed consumers of information available in the 21st century. Perhaps what we are really looking for are critical thinking skills.
Outcome #3 – think from multidisciplinary perspectives
It was quickly agreed by all that in the health care field, it is imperative that students understand multidisciplinary and multicultural perspectives, particularly in order to better understand and serve their clients.  (See overlap of discussion of Outcome #1 above.)
Outcome #4 – meet the new demands and challenges of life in the 21st Century
There were several short comments made on the various bulleted “goals” for this outcome. These included the comment that the bulleted item dealing with “changing ethical principles” is oxymoronic. Do our ethics or principles really change or is it simply our viewpoint or the way we handle things that changes? It was then noted that bullet four, dealing with “the qualities of information” is much like Outcome #2--that, in fact, this also dealt with becoming critical consumers of information.  The final bullet revisited the discussion concerning the production of truly useful knowledge, not just an addition to the mass of information available on the internet. 
The question was raised: “How does this apply to preparing students so when they come to us, we don’t have to train them?” One participant suggested that perhaps if these goals are emphasized across undergraduate education, by the end of their college career student may actually “get it”--i.e., recognize and appreciate that there is new knowledge.  It was noted that without these skills the transition from undergraduate to professional programs will be difficult for students.

Outcome #5 – ambiguity of human knowledge
Another lively discussion ensued concerning the second bulleted item that deals with students “questioning the ideas presented in class.” At what point is student questioning counterproductive?  In the graduate program, there are times when we want students to “just listen and do it.” Do we really want to encourage a cultural relativism? How do we encourage questioning without the instructor showing favoritism to a particular idea? This could be very difficult to implement.
Key Question #1 – pros and cons of this framework
On the side of the PROS the faculty agreed that the outcomes framework was a good idea, that it was exciting.  It does ask a lot of the faculty and students.  Perhaps it should also be an intrinsic part of graduate programs.  Implicit in the proposed learning outcomes are skills and knowledge that professionals need in order to interact with their clients from a multicultural perspective.  The focus on continuing development for both the students and faculty is good.  It encourages life-long learning. This is one reason that Continuing Education is required by professional organizations.
The CONS included the number of requirements that accrediting organizations have for the various programs. How will the general education goals and the accreditation-specific requirements for these programs all be met? From a positive perspective, it does provide us an opportunity to look for ways that we can make it work.  Perhaps the idea is to ask faculty to find a way to incorporate one goal into each of their classes.

Another concern raised in the discussion dealt with the pedagogical tensions between the aspirations and demands implicit in this reform effort versus the large classes/no written or oral assignment imperatives stemming from UK’s pursuit of to 20 status.  If both general education reform and top 20 status are to be met, how can these tensions, seeming contradictions and dilemmas be addressed?
Key Question #2 – what is missing?
Jody Deem asked the faculty how they felt about the lack of mention of health care issues in the learning outcomes. It was noted by one of the faculty present that there was no representation on the USP External Review Committee from anyone in the health fields.  They agreed that incorporating health, wellness, and fitness into the outcome dealing with meeting the challenges of the 21st century would be appropriate. Health issues are a KEY component for the future. A person is not truly educated until all aspects of the person are connected--mind, body, and spirit.  This is especially important when cultures define self-images.
One faculty member noted that capstone courses had been mentioned, but he believed that an introductory course was also critical.  This course could provide a framework to college study and research. He believed the UK 101 as presently constituted did not provide adequate preparation as a touch-off course. Addressing the goals of undergraduate education in freshman course or colloquium could establish a useful framework throughout the student’s college career, and find its completion in a capstone course.

Another faculty member asked whether or not we are short-changing ourselves by looking at this only as a curriculum issue. What about university life outside the classroom? Perhaps we need to get feedback from other programs and see what benefits students derive from them. {Ernie Yanarella stated that students in the Honors Program do benefit from smaller classes, seminars, selective groupings, community learning, and the great books approach to study.  Likewise, the living-learning community idea being introduced at the undergraduate shows great promise in recognizing the extra-curricular components of the learning process.  Any new general education curriculum will need to think through the add-ons that will be necessary beyond the formal curriculum to further the program’s overall objectives}
Another issue that has not been addressed deals with transfer students. How do we deal with the differing requirements of vocation vs. liberal education? If students are coming from a community/technical college, how will our general education requirements affect them? {Ernie Yanarella stated that this is definitely a problem that will need to be addressed.}
Key Question #5 - assessment
Integrating assessment is incredibly challenging particularly in trying to meet both the external requirements from accrediting boards and the internal university and departmental requirements.  It would be difficult to have a capstone course cover both departmental and university-wide requirements.  It was suggested that perhaps an exit exam could be given – one that requires reflection, not simply a multiple choice assessment. {Ernie Yanarella mentioned that the university is being pushed to create “exit exams” or other mechanisms for assessment by SACS.  Departments need to assess their students’ cumulative experiences.} Responding to this, one faculty replied that if this is the case, why not develop a series of questions that are imbedded in exams already being given.  Another opinion expressed was that perhaps we need an entry test.  With the entry test and imbedded questions, this would allow us to view student progress over a continuum. It was also suggested that exit exams might be used for academic honors, i.e., cum laude, etc.
Wrap-up:

The GERA co-facilitator brought the forum to a close with a discussion of “where we go from here” and a brief review of the major themes, concerns, and recommendations offered during the forum.  The latter included the following:

· The need for greater clarity of the overriding theme or objective of a set of learning outcomes--perhaps a mission/vision statement of what stands behind these five core learning outcomes and provides a clearer sense to undergraduates of what our general education curriculum was all about.

· The recognition of the existing flexibility of USP and the need for any successor to likewise be flexible enough to recognize the important external accrediting standards that are part of CHS programs for which your students must take and demonstrate an appropriate level of achievement.
· The determination to assure that multicultural sensitivity is embedded in professional educational for the students to be prepared for the everyday world that they live in and the clients they serve.

· The willingness to work through and beyond the real stresses and strains in a Research 1 University regarding teaching requirements for general education.  “Who is going to teach these general education courses?”  In a setting where TA’s do much of the teaching of general education courses and where TA’s are typically being schooled in an increasingly narrow professional discipline, there is a risk that general education shortchanged or too narrowly taught
· The need to put reemphasis on the critical role of pedagogy appropriate to teaching general education goals in the undergraduate classroom.  Genuine curriculum change committed to lofty learning outcomes will have to be tied to innovative pedagogy.

· The importance of exposing students at the outset of their undergraduate experience with a “roadmap” for the new general education curriculum.   Whether it is a course, series of colloquiums, UK101 or other academic component.  First year students should relate to the broad mission/vision of general education.  

· The value of community learning components outside of the formal general education curriculum.  We need to think about ideas for community building and extracurricular activities where students experience a kind of education that demonstrates they are part of a learning community.  Perhaps we can build upon the success of the honors program, the short-lived Modern Studies Curriculum, and the unfolding living-learning community effort.
· The integral nature of general education reform and ongoing program and student learning assessment.  We did get to assessment today and that is much appreciated.  Participants remarked how challenging it will be, given the mix of internal and external standards that will have to be considered.  Any revised general education curriculum must be linked to assessment.  It will be seen initially as a burden for departments, but if we are going to improve general education for all our undergraduates, we’ve got to find ways to get departmental buy-in.  We must use assessment as a means for departments of faculty to contribute to and improve the overall general education experience.

Appendix:
Five Proposed Learning Outcomes

1. Should enable all students to understand their place and purpose in their ever-changing world.

2. Should enable all students to engage in the process of inquiry and reflection.

3. Should enable all students to think from multidisciplinary perspectives.

4. Should enable all students to meet the new demands and challenges of life in the 21st Century.

5. Should enable all students to discover and examine the ambiguity of human knowledge.

Key Questions to Consider

· What are the pros and cons of this framework?

· What is missing?

· Do we ask too much of general education? Too little?

· How can these principles be measured?

· Can this plan provide for routine assessment?

· How should liberal education and vocational education be integrated? What should the balance be?

