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On April 3 in Room 311 of Nursing Building, 20 faculty members, as well as Dean Carolyn Williams, from the College of Nursing and members of the GERA and USP Review committees participated in a forum to discuss reform of UK’s general education requirements.  Ernie Yanarella, GERA committee co-chair and Patricia Burkhart, College of Nursing, co-facilitated the college forum. Also present at the forum were: Bill Rayens (GERA and ERC), Larry Grabau (GERA), and Tad Pedigo (GERA). 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 College of Nursing 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.}

Patricia Burkhart opened the faculty discussion by sharing some insights that she had concerning this process.  She believes the forums are a significant step in the reform of general education. They are an opportunity for faculty to come to an agreement upon the learning outcomes; to state the mission of general education; to define the responsibility that UK has to all of its graduates; and later to determine how we get from where we are at present to where we want to go.  

One faculty member noticed that these outcomes are moving to more student-centered learning and competency-based outcomes. She wondered how all courses would fulfill these learning outcomes and how we would come to a consensus of what the outcomes should be.

A question was then asked about the link between the USP program as it now stands and the five learning outcomes.  Patricia Burkhart replied that she understood that this process was to determine what a UK student should look like when they graduate. {Ernie Yanarella responded that the USP program was open to a thorough review and that the review has been instituted so that we can come to a better sense of the mission of general education, the outcomes we support, and the way in which we will assess both student learning and the program in general.}

Another question dealt with how this general education reform fit in with domain subcommittee of University Strategic Planning and Priorities committee and the mission of UK to work towards a top 20 research institution. {Ernie replied that general education works in parallel with the 20 top mission and its university planning and priorities committee.  He underlined that it was his conviction that In order to be a top 20 research university UK must have an outstanding undergraduate program.}
Generally, the Nursing faculty was impressed by the openness and broadness of the learning outcomes.  They emphasized that the students needed this kind of approach. {Ernie asked how these learning outcomes would impact nursing students.}  The students in the graduate program, one faculty member replied, need a broader base of knowledge and understanding by which to analyze what is happening in the world today. Undergraduate students tend to come to the university as rather concrete thinkers, with a tendency to memorize.  They are looking for “the right answer.” They must learn to take the data they find and not simply accept it, but to analyze and inquire about what it means in specific situations.  In fact, one of the faculty said that she loved the last learning outcome dealing with the ambiguity of human knowledge.  We don’t know everything and are dealing with ambiguity and uncertainty every day.

As observed in other forums, the faculty thought that there was not enough emphasis on enabling the students to contribute to community, and encouragement of civic engagement. For nursing, in particular, service-learning is a major aspect of the curriculum. Is it buried in this first outcome?  Shouldn’t it have greater prominence somewhere in the proposed framework?
Another general comment that reflected observations in other forums dealt with the passive language used for the learning outcomes. The language needs to be made more action-oriented throughout the five learning outcomes.

In discussion Learning Objective #1 (understanding one’s place in ever-changing world), two major issues were raised. First is: what exactly is meant by “their own culture’s social practices”?  If you have a class full of students from different cultures, whose culture is the focus?  Are we really ready to teach every student about their cultural background? Is this even feasible? {Bill Rayens spoke for the USP External Review Committee stating that the committee was reacting to the fact that many of the students come from rural areas and they believed that it was incumbent on UK from a liberal arts perspective that they need to be exposed to a larger world and foster greater cosmopolitanism.  After comments from many of the forums it is evident that this bullet item needs to be eliminated or reworded.} One faculty member responded by stating that everyone needs to realize they come from a culture of some kind; that each student should be encouraged to look at who they are and what in their environment and community shaped them. We are all cultural beings. In order to really appreciate others, students must first appreciate themselves and their culture.

For nursing students understanding of different cultures is imperative. In particular, one needs to understand what is appropriate in touch and speech when working in the health care setting.  Some knowledge of different customs and cultures does need to be addressed, especially those that are particularly different, i.e., eastern vs. western cultures.  Students need to experience different cultures, beyond just talking about them; students gain from the real experiences of working in clinical setting with people of different cultures. They need these experiences to help them in their nursing career. Perhaps other terms would be more appropriate for this learning objective, such as, cultural sensitivity or competency, since these go beyond just learning or understanding. Also, the apostrophe in “culture's" could be moved so the first bullet item reads: “understand the histories behind their own cultures’ social practices.”  How does classroom diversity bear on this outcome?  More and more students from other cultures are applying to the CON.

The faculty agreed that the nursing program did a very good job in dealing with Learning Objective #2 (engage in the process of inquiry and reflection). They actually start the students in reflection and inquiry from the beginning of coursework. This is particularly appropriate in the context of clinical experience where the students are encouraged to identity some research problem from what they encounter within that context.  The students are frequently encouraged to pause and reflect upon the information that is presented to them. 

Although the faculty agreed that the students are encouraged to reflect and analyze data, they questioned whether undergraduates actually have enough knowledge and skills, particularly early in their college career, to generate new knowledge.  It is one thing to question existing knowledge and quite another to generate new knowledge. Perhaps we are being too extravagant in suggesting that students would be able to get to this point.  However, they should be able to demonstrate the ability to synthesize and integrate information over the years.  In this way they can engage in creativity and independent thought rather than generate new knowledge.  And this may be the more important attribute that we want to see from students when they graduate. First, they learn to question, then they can move on to independent, creative thinking.  Creativity needs to be emphasized.  {Ernie suggested that not only was this forum suggested that outcomes  #2 and 5 be synthesized perhaps into one, but that the content be reversed to emphasize the need first to question and doubt, then to become more methodical in pursuing knowledge.}
As the discussion led to Learning Outcome #3 (think from multidisciplinary perspectives), one faculty member thought it could be exciting if faculty get out of their own territory to teach together! The distinction between multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary ways of looking at issues was raised {Ernie observed that an interdisciplinary approach seemed to indicate looking at a commonly understood problem from many different perspectives from within a single course whereas a multidisciplinary approach tended to train individual disciplinary sights on a topic area or to study it in different classes from a variety of disciplines.  This latter method was tried in the USP cross-disciplinary course requirement but never worked well, partially because the faculty teaching the two courses never conferred with one another or developed a common framework.}  Although this is a laudatory goal, it is difficult to capture and the students tend to struggle trying to “get it.” In addition, it questionable whether this is developmentally possible.  Assuming that it is, faculty must take the lead and model this multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary approach to enhance student understanding of the general topic.  For students to appreciate a multi-disciplinary approach to general education, there needs to be more direct consideration given to each of these disciplines and a way to credit faculty for teaching them in pedagogically responsible ways.  {At this point, Ernie injected these related issues: Who is going to teach these courses?  How much time, effort, and money will such courses require? Who is going to pay for such a new program? These are basic questions that must be answered for the success of the program.} Another possible dividend of this multidisciplinary approach to general education courses, particularly those at the freshman and sophomore levels, is that it may give students the opportunity to explore other careers than those they initially had been considering.
As in other forums a major deficiency in many of the learning outcomes and especially in Learning Outcome #4 (meet challenges of 21st century) dealt with the role and priority of ethics and values.  As one Nursing faculty member put, “the whole civic piece is hidden.” Civic engagement needs to be placed front and center. It is an issue that is becoming more important. Our culture is moving in a direction where values and ethical consciousness are becoming eroded or set aside.  It behooves us faculty to address the problems that result from this trend in the context of general education. In the classroom setting, this erosion of ethics can be seen in the tendency of more students who are now willing to sign in for each other or to buy or plagiarize in their papers from the internet.  In reviewing this outcome, it may be observed that Learning Outcomes #1 and #4 are linked. 

One of the issues in the 21st century is an overabundance of information and data. Technologies are becoming more complex. Ambiguities are greater, and so are the ethical challenges. More knowledge does not help. Daniel H. Pink in his book A Whole New Mind: Moving from the Information Age to the Conceptual Age postulates that in the future it will not be those with more knowledge who succeed, but those who can use that information at a conceptual level. The faculty agreed that they did not necessarily want to see students “adapt to discovery” but thought it more important that students could “use effectively” the new knowledge they gain and that they bring ethical considerations to bear in the act of generating new knowledge and producing new technologies.  Again the issue of the passivity of the language was raised. We want student to active players, not passive responders or receivers of new knowledge.
In discussing Learning Objective #5 (examine the ambiguity of human knowledge) Nursing faculty wished to encourage both in-class and out-of-class learning opportunities.  Students continue to learn when out of the classroom and we need to de-emphasize the classroom as the sole locus of learning. {Ernie brought the discussion back to the earlier observation that Learning Outcomes #2 and #5 perhaps need to be merged or at least reversed.  Learning Outcome #5 seems to deal with obtaining of skills and knowledge where Learning Outcome #2 speaks to the use or application of those skills and knowledge.  He then asked how this ambiguity related to the clinical setting.} Faculty agreed that in the clinical setting, where students learn a lot about evidence-based practice, students are faced with ambiguity everyday. When dealing with real people they never have all the information. To get the most out of these settings, students are encouraged to reflect every day on what they have confronted. One of the advantages of the UK program is that students get into the clinical setting beginning in their sophomore year.  From these early experiences, nursing students learn to question what they have observed.  From the outset, students are encouraged to ask questions that can be tested.  To illustrate, one student had learned as a research intern that coughing is a more important antecedent to an asthma attack than wheezing, and on the basis of this experience, she was able to challenge the outdated textbook.  So students can begin to contribute.

Merging our clinical, teaching, and research perspectives (though we don’t always manage it) is a gift we can give our students. 

Three observations were made to conclude the forum. 

1. The first noted the unique opportunity this new approach to general education provides UK. As we push to become a Top 20 Research Institute and as the land-grant institution in the state, we need to make a difference in the Commonwealth, as well as a difference globally.

2. Students should learn what it means to be a leader, which goes even beyond civic engagement.  They need to gain leadership skills. They should have both individual and civic perspectives.

3. Students also need to learn what skills are necessary for healthy living and for managing their lives.

WRAP-UP
The GERA co-facilitator brought the forum to a close by summarizing the major themes, concerns, and recommendations offered during the forum. Noting a good fit between the ERC goals and the philosophy of education in the CON, he said it was a privilege to participate in these forums and gain more insights into the different colleges.

1. The mission of UK—especially general education--should include providing students with the skills and attitudes that enable and motivate them to contribute to their local and global communities.  We want students to graduate from here with a commitment to civic engagement and societal improvement.

2. The language of the learning objectives, in general, needs to be more action-oriented. The outcomes could be reworded to say something like: “Students will be expected to….” They have a responsibility for giving to others.

3. Learning outcomes #2 and #5 might be merged and reversed. Learning Outcome #5 deals with skills needed to question assumption about received knowledge, whereas Learning Outcome #2 moves toward a methodical approach for generating new knowledge.  Reversing the two suggests a way to place this series of skills and competencies on a continuum.

4. Learning Outcome #1 needs to address the theme of global issues, such as health, food, disease, and the economy, as well as emphasize individual growth and development.  It also needs to emphasize the critical importance of culture and cultural background (sensitivity, competency) in interacting with others from diverse cultures and ethnic origins.

5. Learning Outcome #3 needs to more clearly identify the dilemma of the CON undergraduate mission in dealing with information from disciplinary approach (developing identity) while impressing on the students the need to approach their clients with a multidisciplinary or multicultural understanding. Further, in cultivating multidisciplinary perspectives, it is clear that the clinical environment is an essential touchstone for such multidisciplinary engagement.  The CON has some important pedagogical mechanisms from the clinical setting that can be shared with and even incorporated into the revised general education program.

6. Genuine curricular revision of general education requires that we break out of the tradition curricular structure of predominantly three-credit hour course by encouraging learning outside of the classroom and promoting richer and more diverse out-of-classroom settings for undergraduate education
7. Regarding Outcome #4, the importance of highlighting the civic and ethical aspects of general education cannot be overstated.  Students need to develop a commitment to making a difference in society.

8. The more general issues of making a difference in and for the commonwealth and preparing our students to be leaders in the communities, the state, and their professions points to the responsibilities of our graduating students to become civic professionals and the mission of this University as an institution to better engage the problems of this Commonwealth through outreach, education, and research..

Two books mentioned during the forum were:

A Whole New Mind: Moving from the Information Age to the Conceptual Age by Daniel H. Pink

College of the Overwhelmed: The Campus Mental Health Crisis and What to Do About It? by Richard D. Kadison and Theresa Foy DiGeronimo 

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?

