General Education Reform and Assessment (GERA) committee
Corporate Leaders Summit Forum
April 18, 2006

On April 18th, representatives from the corporate, education, and nonprofit communities met in the Stuckert Career Center with members of the GERA committee in a forum to discuss reform of UK’s general education requirements, and how our students could be better prepared to become engaged members of society.  Phil Kraemer and Ernie Yanarella, GERA committee, co-facilitated the forum.  Corporate representatives present were: Vince Maddox, Fayette County Public Schools; Janet Isenhour, Carnegie Center for Literacy, Sheila Madina, East Kentucky Power; Dick Poe, Farm Credit Services; Todd Thomson, UPS; and Paul Kelley, Martex Biosciences.  GERA committee members present were: Richard Greissman, Ernie Yanarella, Phil Kraemer, and Deborah Moore.  Sue Strup represented UK’s Career Center.
[NOTE: Comments and question made by the corporate leaders 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.}  Because of the format of this forum, this document will follow closely the discussion, identifying the speaker with their comments following.]
Phil Kraemer opened the forum by introducing this initiative at the University, which is in the process of reviewing its general education curriculum.  He pointed out that this country is facing a number of significant challenges in education of its population.  For our reform efforts to be really effective, we need input from the business leaders, since our students spend the greater portion of their lives in the world of work. 
Phil first dealt with the national context of the debate over higher education (including reports focusing on mounting discontent and recommendations for reform, the growing sense of importance in fostering student commitment to civic engagement, and the shaping role of globalization on work and education).  Then, he highlighted the local imperatives influencing the University of Kentucky’s efforts at institutional reform (including its bid for top-20 status led by the President, faculty and student discontent with the present University Studies Program, and continuing enrollment pressures upon curriculum and teaching stemming from UK’s decision to increase its undergraduate student body). 
Dick Poe asked where the general education component fit into the University as a Research I Institution and its goal to become a top 20 institution.  {Phil Kraemer explained that general education, at present, consists of about 48 credit hours out of about 120 hours for graduation.  These represent the core of the education that all students must take and consist of intellectual skills (reading, writing, oral communications), some breadth of knowledge (social sciences, natural sciences, natural sciences), and cross-cultural experience.  Richard Greissman added that in order to fulfill our mission, both as the flagship institution in the state and to be a top 20 institution we must not forget our mission to the undergraduate students.}
{Ernie then introduced the five learning outcomes that the USP External Review Committee proposed become the basis of the general education component and sketched out some preliminary questions that he thought this group might consider in this context: 

· What do you see as some of the key trends in the world of work? 

· What are the changing skills that are becoming increasing important and critical in this new century?

· What is the relationship between work and education? 

· What is the link between primary/secondary education and a university education?

· How do issues of accountability and assessment come into play in business in this dynamic and changing context of business?

· What should the interface be between higher education and work?}
Ernie asked Todd Thomson what he looked for in employees as they came for job interviews.  He responded that one of the biggest concerns of many corporations these days is the issue of health and safety and people’s attitude toward safety.  This is usually not taught, except in a work environment.  Therefore, there is little of a sense of personal ownership of employees with respect to their own personal safety and health.  Thomson elaborated on this issue by raising others concerns about employee growth, attitudes toward work, and readiness toward starting at the bottom in order to work up the corporate ladder. 
{Ernie stressed that in the increasingly global context of work, students need to understand that they are not only competing with people in their local area, but also with people globally.  They must take ownership of their lives and their personal responsibility.  Richard emphasized that safety is a concern that relates both to oneself and to one’s colleagues.  Therefore, education should not be viewed only from a personal perspective but also from a social one as well.} 

Todd Thomson remarked that often interviewees have difficulty sharing their life experience and its relevance to their prospective job.  This is a tough task for a 19 year old, but it is an important skill that they need to learn.  They also need to realize what is occurring globally, especially that many young people in other countries have developed a strong work ethic and ambition to succeed.

Dick Poe reiterated his belief that business executives really want contributions even from employees early their careers.  Employees need to take ownership of their growth and development within the firm or industry.  Business leaders are looking for individuals who see their work lives in terms of continuous learning.  Mistakenly, many students come out of college thinking they have learned it all.
Jan Isenhour pointed to the fact that increasingly, exposure to other nations and other cultures is critical.  In this context, she asked: what is the future of foreign language requirements?  {Phil responded that the language requirements are tepid at present and don’t really give the same kind of engagement or cultural sensitivity as an immersion experience would.}  In this respect, Sheila Medina asked about the connection between the teaching of foreign language and multicultural education in the K-12 and in higher education.  In the United States generally and Kentucky in particular we are interacting more and more with a Spanish speaking population.  Vince Maddox pointed out that foreign languages are not one of the elements of education that are routinely assessed in standardize testing of student proficiency.  As a result, there is a wide variety of what is done in the public schools across the Commonwealth.  {Richard Greissman added that Kentucky program and policies are developing incentives to encourage students to go into under-serviced areas to teach foreign languages.}
Sheila Maddox offered the suggestion that University departments and programs contact their alumni who are 2-5 years out of school in order to find out what they found most useful in their college education and what was missing.  Phil admitted that this practice, while undoubtedly valuable, is not done often.
Jan Isenhour noted that often students don’t understand that the rhythm of the school day and calendar is markedly different from the work world.  {Phil responded that it is hard to help students learn to take responsibility for themselves instead of feeling that we should fill them with “what they need.”}
Sheila Medina wondered whether people involved in the general education initiative have looked at the work that KSTC is doing in trying to instill entrepreneurialism among college students.  We need to help students approach life with an entrepreneurial spirit, not just teaching them the elementals about starting a new company.  This is essential since in the new and developing context of work they will most likely have four or five careers over the course of their lifetimes. 

Dick Poe outlined some of the qualities of employees that are need in the 21st century workplace.  They include: planning; thinking through issues, problem solving, readily accepting feedback, and using such information to build skills.  Business recruiters are increasing looking at the whole person, not simply their technical abilities.  The technical skills will change, but their ability to communicate well, think through and solve problems.  Even thinking “out of the box” are all crucial assets.  We’re looking at an education that schools students and prospective employees in skills and strategies for solving problems. 

{Richard Greissman reinforced this observation by differentiating among students knowing, thinking, and feeling.  He suggested that business will increasingly have to teach new employees what they need to know.  The University curriculum’s job increasingly is to teach them how to learn and instill them with the skills and competencies to continue to learn and growth in their work situation.} 

Working off of Dick and Richard’s themes, Jan Isenhour said that commitments to learning strategies are really important, not a focus on cognitive learning.  We can’t keep up with what is out in the world, but we do need the learning strategies based upon keen attitudes and a passion for continuing to learn and grow.  What is it that gives students satisfaction and passion?
{Ernie Yanarella suggested that an important feature of being a dedicated teacher in the University setting is conveying to students a sense of the excitement of inquiry and discovery, not just providing for their cognitive acquisition of knowledge.}

Paul Kelley, reflecting on his experiences in hiring, observed that the most crucial thing in hiring is finding people who genuinely want to learn.  Such prospective employees don’t have to be trained as much because they are able to train themselves.  Students do need to perform well academically, but they also need experiences in the work world, in community activities, and in interacting with other persons in order to be able to work in the team.  Global dimensions are also important.  International experience should be encouraged for both students and teachers.  If that is not possible, university programs need to have students from other cultures/countries share their experiences on coming into the U.S.  Students also need technical and problem solving skills to prepare themselves for the 21st century.  Employees these days need to be able to work well in a collaborative work environment with others in addition to being able to use technical skills.  Beyond this, universities would profit from inviting business leaders into the classroom to share what is really needed in industry.  Also, teachers should be encouraged to go into the businesses.  They tend to have out-of-date or wrongheaded ideas about what really takes place in business. 
As a career professional, Sue Strup picked up on this refrain, saying that we need to encourage colleges to take advantage of the great intellectual and business skills and knowledge to bring in these business leaders to the classroom.  Students are not well served if we don’t share with them what life after college is like.
Echoing Sue, Sheila Medina argued that frequently persons from industry could engage students because they can have them work on real world activities and projects.  The University should look for more people in industry who can teach and bring such real world experiences to the students.
{Ernie Yanarella responded that academia definitely needs to be more involved in being “educators” for the real world and we need to look at what this really means today.}
After a break, Ernie raised this question: how does the world of business help academia deal with the issue of assessment?  Many still don’t want to look at how their particular class fits into overall student development.

Dick Poe responded by suggesting that industry does need to use assessment in order to grow and expand and be profitable, so assessment is daily used.  We learn from the process of assessment.  For us it is built into the system.  As we interrelate more with academia, perhaps there will be some resources we can help provide.  In the past, we have not invested time to assist academia in understanding what our needs are and to see what the university can really do. 

{Ernie Yanarella – Both business and academia can be viewed as learning organizations.  In order to grow and mesh with the modern world, businesses and universities experience a constant need to continuously improve as an organizational imperative.}
Sheila Medina wondered if each department could be responsible for students when they leave the university.  This would require follow up interviews of graduates two-to-three years down the line.  How are they doing?  What didn’t they learn?  How well did general education and their major prepare them for their occupations? 
{Ernie Yanarella – We must learn how to assess general education programs more explicitly and better—both the programs themselves and student development through those curricula.  Students must understand that general education is as important as their major area knowledge.}

Paul Kelley – UK’s Lean Manufacturing Institute looks at how manufacturing processes can get rid of waste.  What is the “waste” in the university education? 

{Ernie Yanarella – We have questioned whether a more limited, but variegated general education program may better serve students than what is now offered.  It is possible that “less is more.”  That is, one possibility for general education reform would involved having fewer credit-hours for teaching general education and offering fewer course options for satisfying general education learning outcomes or objectives.}

{Richard Greissman added that in USP reform, we are  looking at having what students learn in the general education courses be applied to a novel problem in a “capstone” type of course in his or her major.  This would be one means for academia bridging the world of world.}

{Ernie Yanarella – One of the things academia is at war with is the world of popular culture.  We need to help students deal with not only the world of work, but also the world of leisure.  We have to find ways of enriching the cultural lives of students, not simply their work lives.}
{Richard Greissman asked: how do we assess at the program level.  This is harder than assessing at the class level.  However, this is an important component of the model.}
{Deborah Moore admitted that this is a real challenge.  Adopting portfolios is one approach.  Assisting students in guided reflection on how well they have done, what they might do differently, and then articulate it is another method for assessment.  A standardized test is a cost-efficient way of assessing, but not necessarily one that gives the information needed.}
{Richard Greissman underlined that much of what we do in general education really pays off when former students are employed.  We should, therefore, talk to graduates and also interview their employers.}
{One way of involving business people in student assessment, argued Deb Moore, is to have people from industry help develop rating measures for the student portfolios.  What qualities or measures are important from the viewpoint of industry?  It should be recognized that people both inside and outside the University have a vital stake in the student development.}
Jan Isenhour noted that the College of Education does some of this in developing the portfolios for pre- and in-service teachers for certification.  Responding, Vince Maddox argued that the use of both portfolios as an end product, and surveys at an early point in general education might indicate whether students are getting what general education is supposed to provide.  In their own ways, both would contribute to program assessment.

{Phil Kraemer – Higher education has in the past focused on content.  We are going to have to focus more on what they are like, their sense of civic virtue, their feeling of responsibility, their ability to work with their peers, etc.}
Too often, according to Todd Thomson, students look at their employment with the view, “what’s in it for me, now.”  They often seem less inclined to work for what they want over the long haul.  How can we instill in them the desire to work at a higher level of commitment and determination?
One problem stemming from the fluid nature of work these days, Jan Isenhour argued, is that when you are constantly moving from place to place n your career, it is hard to be involved in the community. 

{Phil Kraemer – We still have a responsibility to character development of the individual.  This is even more challenging in today’s pluralistic society.} 

This idea raised in Jan Isenhour’s mind the question: what is service learning?  Is it a way to measure engagement?  What about developing a system of teaching partners–one faculty and one industry person?
For Sue Strup, internships are a real teaching opportunity and should be encouraged.  Service learning takes the principles of the academic field and moves it into a business, government or non-profit setting.  The students take theory learned in courses and then implement it.  Internships ideally permit students to reflect on their intern context and what they learned from that experience.  In the process, they are able, to examine what they are being taught in such institutional contexts in a more critical way.  Critical thinking lies at the heart of the University’s mission and is one of its core values.  In this light, Tom Thomson suggested that perhaps the students could reflect on a problem, come up with a solution and present it to the “industry partner.”

{Phil Kraemer – This could provide some benefits to business by creating a closer bond with students.}
Todd Thomson opened up another perspective, noting that sometimes what we in business think of as common knowledge seems marginal or extraneous to students.  When we interact with the students and confront them with this wisdom, these contexts of learning become moments of “epiphany.”
Could students have a survey/assessment, asked Sheila Medina, which the student’s summer employer fills out between the second and third year?  Perhaps this would help the student focus on what they need to learn during their final two years.
For Dick Poe, continuous learning is also very important.  Anything that the University can do to help students see the importance of on-going learning for long-term career success will give those students a real advantage when they interview and take their first jobs.  In the course of providing students with this knowledge, it might be well—Jan Isenhour proffered--to poll the faculty on how well they are doing in helping the students to meet the demands and challenges of the 21st century.  Interestingly, Sue Strup noted, several college deans are curious to know how well UK is educationally preparing its students for the workforce of the present and future.   

{Deborah Moore – These kinds of surveys have been done at other institutions and are possible at UK.}
Vince Maddox raised the question of what kind of strategic plan the University has in place.  What are the targets outlined in that strategic plan and does the University’s curriculum mesh with those strategic goals?  How might business contribute to make necessary changes that align strategic goals and educational curriculum?  Without that piece, academic “content” will always be take center stage and workplace needs will be pushed to the margins.
{Richard Greissman – We now have a business plan that needs to be coordinated with an academic plan.  We need to take advantage of what are our unique strengths.  At the same time, we need to establish a process where feedback from faculty and administrators can facilitate progress in legitimating and advancing the business plan.  Academia tends to be isolated from the business world.  In a global economy and daunting economic challenges, that is something we can no longer afford to do.}
Phil Kraemer closed the summit by sharing the continuing process of the general education reform effort and thanking its participants for a very lively and informative dialogue.
The following is the substance of an email sent by Wendy Henry, Communications Manager from the Girl Scouts – Wilderness Road Council. She was unable to attend.

“I have had more than a dozen UK students as interns over the ten plus years I have been communications manager for the Girl Scouts. What differentiates the good from the best is always personal initiative. Other things the university can do to help prepare students for the workplace is:

· Strengthen the student’s writing skills; and

· Help them discover what they really want to do by providing a “gap” between high school and college where the students perform a number of internships to discover their career path.”
