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GERA forum with Health Care Colleges’ Associate Deans
January 18, 2006

307 Wethington Building

Facilitated by Ernie Yanarella with assistance from members of the GERA Committee (Deb Moore, Richard Greissman, Tad Pedigo, Rebecca Scott)
Members of the GERA Committee met with a group of Associate Deans from the Health Care Colleges.  The group, which was chaired by Associate Provost Dave Watt, welcomed the GERA co-chair Ernie Yanarella.  Sheila Brothers and Rita Wilkie were also in attendance.  Ernie Yanarella introduced the topic to the audience, provided information regarding the GERA committee’s charge, the composition and charge of the USP External Review Committee and the history of USP before launching into the five proposed learning outcomes.  After hearing the introduction the forum attendees asked a variety of questions, which Ernie and other GERA committee members addressed.
Q:  Do the proposed changes effect general education as a whole or just undergraduate general education?
A:  Only undergraduate general education will be effected by the proposed changes, but the Health Care Colleges have a stake in the decision making process in that they are sometimes consumers of graduates from the undergraduate program at UK and in some cases actually house some of the undergraduate programs.  

Q.  Can you talk in detail about your assessment strategies and key indicators?  
A:  While there is a clear bias on the part of the committee that assessment has to play a key role in any sort of general education reform initiative, the specifics of how and when assessment will take place will be discussed during the implementation phase, which will come later.  We have examined some models both at our benchmarks and some liberal arts colleges and recognize the need to start with broad principles and then work our way toward specifics.

Q:  For many people, the devil will be in the details, regarding these proposed learning outcomes.  The outcomes you have presented make sense.  But how do we do that?  Do you have a conceptual framework that addresses how much of the responsibility of USP will be on a University-wide basis and how much will be the responsibility of the colleges and programs?

A:  The reform process is likely to unfold over the span of two years.  GERA’s job is to facilitate discussion about the proposed five learning outcomes.  Once a general framework for reform is through the Senate Council and the Senate GERA’s job will be over and a new set of committees will take up the issue of implementation.  The specifics of how and when the reforms will take place are issues better left for the next phase.
Q:  Assessment is so important.  How will the baton be passed to the next group to ensure that assessment will be incorporated, and how will the budgetary implications be addressed?

A:  Discussions regarding the transition to the next step are underway.  For some months now we’ve been considering whether the reform effort should be a top-down process or if it should evolve from the faculty.  What we’ve come to understand is that faculty buy-in is crucial to the success of the reform efforts.  The issue of Assessment is crucial to the reform effort, and to be sure instituting programmatic assessment efforts is challenging.  Deb Moore and her office will be crucial to the success of implementing assessment across campus.  Going back to an earlier question, what part of general education will fall to the University as a whole versus what part may be distributed to the college or to the major remains unclear.  How will basic skills be addressed?  The writing requirement is a good example of something that is partially addressed through a central location but can also be pursued within colleges.  When we think about undergraduate education we tend to think about general education, which is handled by many colleges, college requirements, and major requirements.  Some broad outcomes may be shifted to the college.  Some skills may be shifted to the majors.  There will be a process later to address the details, but this committee does recognize the importance of these conversations.

Q:  Have you considered having focus groups with local community leaders and employers to discuss the proposed learning outcomes?  We need to know what sort of training they are looking for when hiring our graduates.

A:  Yes.  Phil Kraemer is working to establish a community forum downtown with members of the business community and other perspective employers of our graduates to address these issues.

Q:  What we hear from the community is that they need our graduates to have basic writing skills, basic math skills that are applicable to the business world.  

A:  Yes, you’re really talking about the whole world of work and not just what is traditionally thought of as being vocational education.  You’re talking about the individual as a whole.  Chamber of Commerce people I’ve worked with will welcome this.
Q:  Some buzz words in my college are “critical thinking” and “lifelong learning”.  I suggest incorporating those in explicit ways into the five proposed learning outcomes.  
A:  These suggestions will be gathered and given back to the USP External Review Committee.  
Q:  I suggest emphasizing the capstone idea.  That really lends itself to assessment.  The external review report is really excellent.

A:  Thanks, we’ll provide that feedback to the committee.

Q:  What group will decide if a capstone is the way to go or if exit exams are better?  Will the various units decide for themselves?

A:  That is one of the questions the GERA committee has discussed over the last few months.  Will USP become a 4 year program?  At this point, we’re really not sure.  Our job is to encourage faculty to voice ideas and express needs regarding this sort of issue.  For instance, we need to have assessment for the whole span of the program, not just the first two years.

Q:  Points number 2 and 5 seem redundant.  Practicing two seems to be how you reach point five.  

A:  The USP External Review Committee saw them as quite different.  Point 2 is more about learning methods and evolving critical thinking skills.  Point 5 is more about modesty and appreciating knowledge and understanding as an ongoing process.  The difference between the two points could be seen as methodological versus interpretive.

Q:  What will happen over the next two years?  Where do we go from here?

A:  We can only really answer that question in terms of imagining that we’re in a “perfect world”.  Ideally, we’ll finish the campus and community forums in January and February.  We’ll summarize the findings and recommendations from the forums and share that information with the USP External Review Committee.  They will issue a final report, containing recommendations for the Senate.  We’ll bring a framework of those recommendations before the Senate Council and the Senate, hopefully before summer.  If the framework is endorsed by those bodies, some committees will be appointed to work over the summer to talk about implementation.  They’ll form concrete plans for curricula and assessment.  Their work will likely continue into fall, with a projected trip to the Senate during the winter.  If approved, we’d like to have everything ready for implementation for Fall 2007.  

Q:  How does this reform proposal fit with SACS requirements?

A:  While we’re planning for the next round of accreditation in 2011-2012, there is still time to implement these changes.  USP as it stands now is aged and can’t keep pace with changes, both in the world around us and in relation to our accreditation needs.
Q:  I like the idea of creating a culture of assessment, and a culture of accountability.  These outcomes are challenging and may be difficult to assess.  How do we really do this?  This is a great challenge.  In some ways it might be easier to do assessment in our areas because it is more specific.
A:  Last spring we took a trip to Miami University in Ohio and had a very eye-opening experience of how a University can do assessment well.  They really embrace the idea of continuous improvement.  We want to institute that culture of assessment here.  We’ll need to develop ways to make it less onerous for the faculty, perhaps by offering workshops and training opportunities for those faculty members who are responsible for assessment activities in each unit.

Q:  My college already has a curriculum quality assurance plan.  It is based on lean manufacturing techniques and strikes a balance between faculty autonomy and centralized curricular oversight.  It really represents the best of both worlds and has been accepted by the faculty. Achieving that acceptance has taken time. 

A:  We’d love to get information regarding your plan.

Q:  We in the professional colleges have been driven by accrediting bodies and governing boards to competency based education.  It looks like this is something you are moving toward for general education?


A:  We’re really talking about a number of things, including competency based education, student-centered learning and student outcomes assessment.

Q:  I suggest adding multiculturalism to the five student learning outcomes.  I think it would fit best with outcome number 1 and outcome number 3.

A:  Thanks.  We’ll provide that feedback to the USP External Review Committee.

Q:  I suggest adding critical thinking to outcome number 2.

A:  Thanks.  We’ll pass along that feedback.

Q:  What happens if we end up with an even more complex USP system than what we currently have?  What if time-to-degree extends beyond what it is now?

A:  The refrain that we keep hearing is “less is more”.  It is possible that the number of requirements may shrink, creating more room for college and major requirements.  It is possible that the general education portion of the undergraduate curriculum may grow.  We simply don’t know yet.  That is part of the purpose of these conversations.

Q:  Student counseling and advising will be a big issue with implementation.  Faculty don’t generally advise students well.  If the professional advisors have a difficult time determining what students should take, how can the faculty do it?
A:  Faculty will need to engage students on a different level.  How the majors incorporate changes into their advising services will be crucial.  

Q:  From the perspective of a professional college, if you can get us better graduates we will get to educate better professional students.  That enhances our program.

A:  While visiting Miami we learned that it is up to all departments to show how all of their courses, not just some, relate to the stated learning outcomes.  If all courses show how they relate and there is a capstone course at the end, you can assess that.  We’re thinking of bringing some speakers to campus as well to discuss this type of issue.  We’re hoping to ask Nancy Canter from Syracuse University to come speak in conjunction with the community forum discussed earlier.

