College of Social Work
General Education Reform and Assessment (GERA) committee
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On February 28th in Room 230 of the Student Center, 13 faculty members from the College of Social Work participated in a forum to discuss reform of UK’s general education requirements. Deborah Moore and Phil Kraemer, GERA committee members were also present. In addition, Bill Rayens, Tony Hardin, and Jane Peters from the USP External Review committee were also in attendance.  Ernie Yanarella, GERA committee co-chair and Melanie Otis, CSW, co-facilitated the college 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 CSW 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 Melanie Otis initiated the faculty discussion by asking the questions: “Do these learning outcomes get us where we want to go?” What would reform mean for students in social work?  Where do we fit into the big picture – what might be the role of the College of Social Work?

Several issues were discussed concerning Learning Outcome #1. Among SW faculty attending, there was a general agreement that this proposed outcome had problems with terminology.  Some faculty argued, first, that this outcome, like others, is more a statement of teaching goals and the sub-themes more closely resemble outcomes. 

Turning to the wording of the first outcome   concerning “students understanding their purpose in the world,” several faculty argued that they were not even sure they knew their place in the world.  As presently articulated, It also suggests that the University KNOWS what the student’s place/purpose is; that there is actually a specific knowledge in this area.  To “know one’s place” can have a pejorative connotation. Perhaps students should be led to ask, “What is my place?”

Also, others complained that the wording seems rather “static,” and that a developmental framework is not acknowledged.  Our purposes and places in the world change as the world changes. These faculty wondered if the real purpose of that outcome was to teach students to become people who can change with the changing times.  Therefore, the issue seems to be to help our students “learn how to learn” so that they can make informed decisions throughout their life.

Beginning with the first “outcome” and throughout the forum discussion, the faculty kept bringing up the fact that they did not see reflected in the framework of outcomes any mention of ethics and personal responsibility.  Inspiring students to learn and use their knowledge to make the world a better place should be an important goal of general education.  Students need to be challenged to recognize of change as an integral part of their larger environment and to strive to reflect on how they are going to work with the knowledge they have to foster change.  Students need to leave the university as advocates and active members of their communities.

In particular, we need to help instill in the students a sense of social responsibility.  This is a noble aspiration and should be explicitly stated in the goals. Students need to go beyond memorizing facts in general education.  They need to be exposed to a wider social perspective.  Even more, underline one SW faculty member, they need to understand that from a global perspective a college education makes them a privileged person; as a result, they incur a responsibility to go out and serve others.  Civic duty and responsibility are not inborn, but must be taught. If we don’t take up that challenge, we will continue to see students who accept their privilege and have no sense of personal responsibility to the community. 

We faculty routinely expect students to be self-directed learners, but do most students coming to UK share these goals? Too often, it feels like they want fast food, when we’re serving gourmet meals.  We have a responsibility to help students go beyond simply getting by and doing the minimum and instead embrace these lofty goals.

Several FA faculty also noted that framing general education by the way of learning objectives is a huge challenge.  Embracing a multidisciplinary perspective, these faculty point to a real need to inspire and cover a breadth of disciplines and ways of knowing within a new general education framework.  Students need to be able to compare the “knowledges” they learn and distinguish between them. They need to appreciate how history and culture have influenced their lives and brought them to their current “place” in the world.  Students also need to become aware of the intellectual history underlying the assumptions and concerns they bring to their worldview. 

When the discussion turned to the second bullet (creating moments of epiphany) under proposed Outcome 2, someone noted that creating such epiphanies may actually be oxymoronic.  We don’t “create” moments of epiphany; we create an environment in which these moments are more likely to occur.  Therefore, the question for us as educators is: In what contexts are epiphanies most likely to occur? This is definitely an issue of pedagogy and context.  It behooves any new general education curriculum to find places and opportunities in program requirements where these environments for experiences of self-discovery and magical connection can be enhanced.
In discussing the issue of multidisciplinary approaches to knowledge, one SW faculty member noted that such approaches presume a resolution to the hidden issues of pedagogy and learning environments.  What kind of learning environment is called for in the context of UK being a Research I institution?  The old liberal arts method of instruction, where it is assumed that students will “magically” integrate what they have learned in a wide variety of courses just doesn’t work.  Somehow we need to structure general education so that students see the relation of general education to their major discipline. Therefore, the general education curriculum needs to become a 4-year curriculum. It is when students are seniors that they are most capable of making the synthesis of general education and their disciplinary major.  The senior capstone course might be the appropriate venue for melding the goals and outcomes of general education with the professional objectives and rigorous content of a particular discipline.

One participant stated that frequently faculty in different disciplines think that when they offer team-taught course they are presently knowledge in a cross-disciplinary fashion.  However, there is a difference between looking at a problem or theme or concept from individual disciplines and examining those same things from an interdisciplinary perspective.  What are the implications of this distinction and how can we design and teach our courses in a more interdisciplinary fashion?  As the Modern Studies Curriculum showed, it takes more funding, greater faculty interaction and collaboration, and much more time and training to pull this feat off.  
With this in mind, the question arose as to whether the inquiry method mentioned in Learning Outcome #2 includes both quantitative and qualitative research methods. 

One of the faculty members openly wondered whether the proposed learning outcomes had been written from the perspective of those educated in the 60s and 70s rather than from the perspective and modes of learning of this generation.  He added that the “normal” college population is now no longer predominantly drawn from the “traditional” student.  In fact, the “non-traditional” student has increasingly become the norm.  One problem students have today is not that they are increasingly experiencing information overload and often lack the tools to evaluate and make meaningful sense of the welter of information to which they are exposed.  An important goal of general education needs to be helping students understand and use the tools to sort out and critically assess all this information.  The 21st century is about technology and about information. Therefore, we all need to know how to sift out is the “wheat” from the “chaff.” {Ernie interjected at this point the comments from the College of Information Studies forum that “information literacy” was a key to an educated citizenry.} (People later noted that one of the bullets under proposed Outcome 4 already addresses this concern.)
One faculty member pointed out that the learning outcomes as stated simply assume curiosity; but really they should address the importance of stimulating students’ intellectual curiosity.  

Another question addressed was: how do students get a sense of their role as contributors to a community of learners, rather than isolated individuals?  The present phrasing of the proposed learning outcomes is too individualistic and leaves the student as learner outside of the community context of discovery and the growth of knowledge by disciplinary communities. On a related note, one SW faculty member mentioned Mark Edmondson’s Why Read? which addresses the author’s concern that students are generally not risk-takers and seem not to be motivated by curiosity.  Too often, they want to be entertained and thus limit their concern to learning how to perform well on objective tests.  With jobs and pressure to complete programs in four years, students face obstacles and barriers, and for many, school is reduced to drive-by education. As another faculty said, we must trust the professoriate to address these concerns.

In considering Outcome 4, faculty questioned the word “adapt” in the first bullet, since what needs to be emphasized is active engagement and participation. In the second bullet, it is not so much that the ethical principles that change as the forms and complexities of technology, which give rise to new ethical challenges.  There’s nothing in these outcomes to specify that students need to use and apply their new knowledge and understanding in order to make a better world.  The classical values underlying a liberal arts education (being creative, innovative, just) need to be honored, instead of catering only to what students often think they “want” in a market-driven world.

To bring the forum discussion to a conclusion, Melanie Otis asked the faculty to consider where the College of Social Work fit into the discussion and implementation of general education and what it meant for their students as well as UK students generally. She observed that the College of Social Work depends on USP requirements and builds on that liberal arts foundation; interfacing with general education is thus not as cumbersome as it might be for some other colleges.

The general conclusion was that their profession has something fundamental to offer the liberal arts at every level of practice.  They study the classical issues and how they fit into contemporary life. Students need to understand that the ideas and knowledge that come from the past and that are brought to the present can be used to create a democratic environment or one based on evil. How the knowledge is applied makes all the difference. As students leave this university they are either part of the solution to the world’s problems or they are part of the problem. The college can bring to the discussion a voice of reason and a voice of humanity. The challenge is to make the UK undergraduate program appealing and interesting.

One final statement was that the liberal arts are based upon ancient ideas and hallowed principles, but remain important guides or points of departure for fashioning the values and principles of the 21st century as students walk fully down that pathway to the future.

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:  
· Outcome #1 must be revised to emphasize dynamism and change: A consensus emerged among SW faculty that trying to help students understand their place in the world outside of a developmental framework is inadequate and requires a greater emphasis on change and development.
· General education must incorporate into its curriculum the teaching of civic duty and ethical responsibility: SW faculty underlined the palpable need to integrate ethical principles, civic virtue, duty, and personality responsibility into the proposed learning outcomes.  Students need to understand that attendance at the university is a privilege.

· The social work profession offers a model for educating civic professionals: Social Work as a helping profession puts forward a model of civic professionalism as an ultimate goal of its curriculum and believes general education instruction should also include this goal.  The proposed learning outcomes as presently framed are too individualistic; they should be rephrased to place the individual student in the context of community (learning, civic, or professional).

· The learning outcomes should be emphasizing engagement and active participation: The language of the learning outcomes is too passive.  We need to foster intellectual and social development that encourages our students to use their knowledge to promote change, make better and more thoughtful ethical decisions, and contributes more actively to the larger community. 

· The suggested learning outcomes need to convey the excitement of liberal arts education: General education must “grab” students’ imagination and communicate how stimulating and rousing gaining knowledge about their world can be.

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?

