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On March 9th in the Williams Auditorium of the Plant Sciences Building, about 30 faculty members from the College of Agriculture participated in a forum to discuss reform of UK’s general education requirements. Ernie Yanarella, GERA committee co-chair and Lee Edgerton, Department of Animal Sciences, 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 AG 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.}

Lee Edgerton initiated the discussion by calling on Lori Garkovich to summarize a letter she had sent to the GERA committee offering her views on general education reform. She stated that the ideas generated by the USP External Review Committee preliminary report were outstanding and then outlined what she believed general education can and cannot be. If these characteristics are not met, she stated, there is a good probability that we will end up in the same place we find ourselves today with USP.
In her view, general education cannot:  

· be a step-child of vocational education;

· be sacrificed to the needs of specific disciplines – i.e., it should not be shaped to cover entry-level requirements for specific majors;

· be simply a conglomeration of courses from existing programs;

· include courses that no one wants to teach – i.e., faculty must feel that these courses are important and they must receive adequate recognition for teaching these courses; and 

· be offered on the backs and resources of only a few colleges.

General education should

· create new stand-alone multi-disciplinary courses;

· be cross-cultural and historically grounded;

· contrast different methods of knowing; and

· focus on broad key principles – that is, should cover breadth and not depth of subject matter materials.

Another faculty member observed that these conditions seem to describe the Modern Studies Program, which was a great program for a small number of students but was also time consuming for faculty and expensive to run. The issue is how to implement such a program for the entire student population.
The learning objectives suggest that the goal of the general education curriculum should be to educate students who can think, reflect, and be active citizens of the world. Therefore, one issue in the implementation of general education concerns how it can be shaped so that students can learn to think without the specific content of the major, and yet not be behind in gaining the knowledge they need to complete their major. 
One vital component of general education that is missing in the Learning Outcomes, according to one Ag faculty member, is the ability to communicate in both written and aural formats what one has learned. Agreement exists that for general education to be truly effective the basic skills need to be integrated over  the entire career of the student; a skill cannot simply be taught in a class with the student then presuming that he/she has completed the necessary steps to demonstrate acquisition in that skill. For instance, it was noted that many juniors and seniors can’t write a complete sentence and don’t even realize that this is a problem. Part of the problem occurs when students can’t get into ENG 203 until their senior year. This problem is exacerbated when faculty let students slip through writing assignments without acknowledging their lack of writing skills. 

Both faculty and students (throughout the four-year curriculum) have a responsibility for the development and assessment of basic skills. Too many students believe that USP courses are simply hurtles to be leaped in order to get into the “good stuff.” Many also often feel they should not be penalized for poor grammar or organization of written materials outside of English classes. Too many faculty let upper-division students coast through courses without meeting written communications standards.  Faculty need to be accountable to students. Faculty need to hold these students accountable for their “minimal” skills in the upper-level courses. The basic skills learned in general education courses must be brought to bear in upper division courses. {Ernie mentioned that SACS is pushing for assessment of student learning and of program effectiveness. General education can no longer be separate from assessment. Such outside pressures should help the University and faculty bodies confront this issue.}

Part of the problem with this lack of communication skills is that students don’t get the appropriate practice. With larger classes they end up presenting in groups and not as individuals. The reality of individual presentation is different than that of being part of a group. The larger classes also encourage faculty to abandon responsibility for offering or appropriately assessing written assignments.

{Ernie added that the issue of differentiating among basic skills, competencies, and forms of literacy has been similarly raised in a number of other forums.  In fact, it has been suggested that it would be helpful for students to have a basic skills/learning outcome matrix that would outline for them what is expected and how different courses contribute to skills training and satisfaction of learning goals or outcomes.} It was agreed that there is a definite need to identify for the students the framework of general education, including what skills are required and being addressed in particular courses.
When looking at the implementation of general education, we should consider the small liberal arts colleges that focus on doing general education well. For instance, one college focuses on core topics, i.e., non-western studies, science, philosophy, and these topics become the basis of the teaching and student evaluation. Students learn content through readings and lectures presented by faculty most knowledgeable in the area. Then students participate in small recitation classes led by faculty. In these small, liberal arts settings, this approach is used throughout all four years of the students’ career. 

{Ernie interjected here that there have been programs at UK that have been good general education models for small groups of students, i.e., the Honors Program and the Living/Learning Communities.  We need to find some way to do well for all the students what has been done well for these small numbers of students.} 

This led to discussion of the funding issue and its bearing on the implementation of any new plan. The USP program today looks nothing like it did when it was first introduced. A number of the programs, i.e., the Modern Studies Curriculum and the cross-disciplinary paired courses, are no longer offered due to budget constraints. If the new plan is to succeed, there must be buy-in for the long-term. In addition to the moneys needed for faculty to teach a greater number of students, the availability of classrooms on campus to teach dramatically increased numbers of students is a problem. Buildings are being built with little or no classroom space to house upwards of 6500 entering undergraduates.  Adequate and appropriate academic advising of students was also identified as a problem. {Ernie commented that similar issues have been raised in other forums. Pedagogy will be critical with the push to teach 6500 entering students each year.  A quality general education curriculum and quality teachers must go hand in hand}
Concerning the question regarding whether we ask too much of general education, one faculty member stated: YES. He openly wondered, as we add these learning outcomes, where we stop? Do we need to add service learning, etc.? He suggested that we may need a smaller, more focused approach to general education.
One Ag faculty member stated that one of his frustrations in teaching was the amount of time that the students spend (really, don’t spend) on his courses. Today students are involved in so many activities many don’t have time or don’t take the time to do their work properly. Perhaps courses need to be 6 hours with 3 hours spent in the classroom and 3 hours working outside the classroom. In addition to this problem, students often seem disconnected from those general education classes they MUST take. They do not see the relevance of general education requirements to their majors or to their future work life. Can we show them the big picture first? We need to do a better job at integrating all these classes together and demonstrating the relevance of general education to students’ concern with work and life. 
The problem of students who transfer to UK for their last two years was also raised and addressed.  Concern was also expressed regarding what effect this general education program would have on students entering UK as juniors. Would they be prepared for what would be expected in their majors?  Would they be as well-rounded students as those who went through a new general education program at UK?
At this point Lee Edgerton asked for a show of hands among the faculty as to whether they would want to see a dramatic change in the USP program or to keep it as it is. About a third of the faculty present said they would like to see a dramatic change. When the vote for “keeping it the same” was taken, a number of the faculty spoke up and said there should be something in between. {Ernie commented that this sentiment conformed to the Office of Assessment recent survey of faculty regarding their experience and attitudes toward USP.}
As the forum was coming to an end a number of observations concerning the learning outcomes were made. They included the following points or suggestions:
· An international experience for undergraduates is missing in the evolving plan, adding this component to general education would accomplish many of the goals expressed or implied in the learning outcomes.

· Ethical concerns in general are not well articulated in the learning outcomes. Many students seem to come to UK ethically ungrounded in general principles. There needs to be more explicit treatment of ethical issues in general education.
· In the context of rising enrollments, the current USP plan may not be economically feasible with the vast number of courses offered. Perhaps “less is more.”
· It must be recognized in any new plan that faculty who teach the general education classes should be acknowledged and amply rewarded.
· A new and more flexible thinking about curricular structure is necessary in any new general education curriculum.  Sometimes a concentration of studies (e.g., attending class for 4 hours each day for a week) is more effective than the traditional format of one hour 3 times a week.

· Some collaboration with the secondary schools should be undertaken in order to help the students come to UK with more of the basic skills in place.

· Emphasis should be placed on analysis of information. Perhaps Learning Outcome #2 should read: enable all students to engage in the process of inquiry, analysis, and reflection.

Wrap-up:

The GERA co-facilitator brought the forum to a close by summarizing the major themes, concerns, and recommendations offered during the forum. 

· Support for courses to prepare students to become citizens and civic professionals, to raise critical and ethical issues should be a core concern of any new general education curriculum.
· The general education curriculum should offer integrated cores courses that include instruction in basic skills.

· General education goals should be expanded over all four years with culminating experiences in the senior year that require the use of the skills and knowledge learned throughout general education courses.

· Perhaps we ask too much of general education. Presently students view general education as a hurdle to be overcome in order to get to the “interesting” courses.  There should be an effort to continue the development of basic skills beyond general education courses.

· Problems observed:

· the unwillingness of some students to do more than the minimum;
· too many diversions in the lives of our students;
· students coming to UK without adequate basic skills;

· students who do not understand what an integrated education is all about;

· a disconnect between the general education courses and work and life;

· the need to fund general education at levels necessary to meet its challenges now and in the future ;

· accountability to the students by UK and all faculty – the need for a culture of assessment throughout the “learning” career of the student.

· What is missing?

· an international experience;

· the ethical dimensions implicit in the proposed learning outcomes.

· The curricular structure of our educational system needs to be more innovative and flexible to take into account innovative ways to satisfy learning-outcomes and programmatic requirements.

· We will need to deal with the remediation of skill deficiencies of entering students. We also need to work with the school systems throughout the state to better align all educational goals.

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?

