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On April 16th in Room 310 of the Whitehall Classroom Building, about 18 representatives from Arts & Sciences met with members of the GERA and USP External Review Committees in a forum to discuss reform of UK’s general education requirements.  Ernie Yanarella, GERA committee co-chair and Jonathan Golding, College of Arts & Sciences, co-facilitated the college forum.  Also present at the forum were Bill Rayens (GERA and USP ERC), Tony Hardin (USP ERC), and Deborah Moore (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 Arts & Sciences 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.}

Jonathan Golding initiated the discussion by stating that he views the biggest issue for the college is where it stands with respect to general education.  At present the college teaches 80% of the USP courses.  The implementation of the proposed new curriculum will be driven by how the Learning Outcomes are stated.  Therefore, we need to get good feedback this new framework now.  On the other hand, he observed, the current USP program is pretty consistent with what our benchmark institutions do.

In discussing Learning Outcome #1 – understand your place and purpose in a changing world – Mark Meier led off by indicating it is hard to argue against any of the learning outcomes.  He did want to know where they came from and if to the USP External Review Committee had looked to any model from another university?  {Bill Rayens responded that although it is true that most of the benchmark universities do not use outcomes-based curricula, the ERC decided to look at those who do.  Indeed, a number of the ERC members spent some time visiting Miami University and studying the Miami Plan.  Miami uses an outcome-based general educational program.  Using this model the ERC began to discuss what they thought students who graduate from the university should know by the time they graduate.}  Jonathan then stated that one problem that is evident in the current university studies program is the disconnect between the general education curriculum and the students.  Students do not understand why they are taking a particular course and how it fits into their undergraduate learning experience.  We definitely need a better framework for the students to help them see the connections between what they are taking and the various requirements comprising general education.
One concern voiced by several professors was that these goals tend to mandate a liberal arts education for all students.  Is this what we want?  Is this even possible at a Research I institution?  If we try to implement this as a goal, it may very well translate into something that will ultimately overwhelm us.  Another concern expressed was that we are looking at doing something that is contrary to the basic structure of the American bachelor’s degree, which is a distributed model.  Jonathan responded that the distributed model could be minimally altered by adding some courses that every student is required to take.  However, this does not negate the question concerning what the effect would be of implementing these learning outcomes or objectives into our educational system at UK.
At this point, Jonathan commented that other colleges have expressed the concern that their students are not well served by the model we presently use.  Other comments questioned how it is possible for students to come to an understanding of their place in the world within the four-year time frame of their academic career.  Also, how do you change students’ attitudes that emphasize information memorization?  Also, one natural science professor argued, many courses actually do try to convince the students that there is one right answer.  How does this fit in with these learning outcomes?  One professor stated that with these lofty goals, perhaps the courses might become better.  Perhaps faculty could spend more time on discursive topics.

Judith Lesnaw (Biology) spoke about the problem of instilling in the students an ability and willingness to integrate what they have learned in their various courses.  She felt strongly in favor of these lofty goals, stating that they are essential to survive and be a better citizen in the modern world.  We need to design new courses, she continued, that better integrate issues that span more than one academic area.  For example, one issue of growing importance to the 21st century is emerging pandemic viruses.  An understanding of this issue requires interdisciplinary collaborations and approaches.  Given these issues, has there been thought about really reforming general education?
Although such reform might be an ideal, Jonathan wondered whether it was really feasible.  He thought that because many of the courses now taught are required for various other college majors, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to get rid of them--especially when some of these requirements come from accreditation agencies.  In addition, creating new courses along multidisciplinary lines would be very difficult.  A large time investment in curricular development takes much time and the effort needed is not adequately rewarded at a Research I institution.
As in other forums, a question concerning the language used in this learning outcome was raised.  Could the learning outcome be phrased more accurately?  What does it really mean “to know their place?”  {Bill replied that this comment has come up before.  The verbiage used for many of these outcomes definitely needs to be modified.  In particular, more active language must be used.}  And another faculty member asked what does it mean to “know one’s purpose?  {Bill Rayens responded that the committee discussed their belief that one of the missions of the university was to help students to broaden their regional-bound of the world.  This is particularly important for those students who come from rather parochial communities or backgrounds.}
In talking about Learning Outcome #2 (engage in process of inquiry and reflection), some A&S faculty members raised questions about whether this goal was realistic for freshman and sophomores.  {In fact, Bill stated that the committee had agreed that they saw these learning outcomes flowing throughout the undergraduate education of the student, with perhaps a capstone course as the finale for the student.  As we look at how we create the general education curriculum at UK, he continued, we need to consider what makes UK special.  We do not want to recreate the liberal arts education available at small liberal arts colleges.  We want to build on what makes us different or unique.}
As in other forums, there were numerous comments made concerning the phrase, "moments of epiphany."  What does it really mean?  {Again, Bill responded, this is an issue of language. It was intended to encourage a learning environment in which students will be able to discover for themselves knowledge that is new to them.  This is a possibility.  They can uncover those things new to them and possibly have an “a ha!” moment of discovery.}  One possible language change, suggested one faculty member, could be “learn how to discover knowledge on their own.”
The third learning outcome dealing with learning from multidisciplinary perspectives produced much discussion.  “How do we get students to see from different perspectives?”  Although this may be difficult, some faculty members argued that this outcome is essential to living in the 21st century.  The question is not whether we should focus on this outcome, but rather, how should we do it?  Each discipline has its own distinctive way of understanding the phenomena of the physical, social or cultural world.  The cross-disciplinary requirement in USP failed, as Jonathan Golding noted.  But how do we meet the challenge of this learning outcome in the general education curriculum?  One way might be to first teach within a specific academic discipline and its associated methods, then look at the same issue from another field.  {Bill acknowledged that this is difficult to do, to get the various people involved to work together for a collaborative course, but it is important.  To truly understand the complexities of the world we need to explore different ways of knowing the world.}  Students do not necessarily need to be able to contribute to the new or original knowledge, but they do need to demonstrate an ability to work together and see issues from different viewpoints.  This is an essential skill for the world of the 21st century.

Learning Outcome #4 deals in particular with meeting the demands and challenges of the 21st century.  One A&S faculty suggested that this outcome seems to be different from the others, almost as if it stands above the other proposed learning outcomes or is implied by the others.  How can you assess what has not yet happened?  And, what in particular is this outcome trying to accomplish?  {Ernie responded that he views this outcome as the growing edge for a mission statement for this evolving general education reform.  We need to design a general education curriculum that is appropriate for the 21st century.  So in a sense this learning outcome is really the implied framework underpinning the other four} {Bill agreed that he, too, looked at this outcome as a more overarching principle.}  Several faculty commented that one important skill for students in the 21st century is the ability to write and communicate.  There was a concern whether the last bullet item (access, process, produce, and deliver information) obscures this need.
This led to a discussion of basic skills.  What basic skills requirements are implicit in this new general education curriculum?  How are they to be taught?  {Ernie commented that in other college forums, the need for information literacy was raised.  Students need a way to assess the data they find.  Media literacy was another form of literacy that was proposed.  How do we cultivate these types of literacy in our students?}  One of the faculty questioned the need for math and language requirements?  {Bill responded that at present there have been no really explicit discussions concerning what the particular requirements should be.  Ernie added that in the various forums there was the implicit idea that basic skills would continue to be taught and that any new general education curriculum must accommodate the requirements of various accreditation agencies of the different colleges.  This being stated, there was much variety in what each college terms “basic.”}
In enumerating what are basic skills, one professor listed the following: reasoning and logical inference, writing skills, reading comprehension, analytical computation, and critical evaluative skills.  The outcomes as they are now stated, he argued, are too soft .They are not really learning outcomes, but mostly define learning contexts or environments.  We need to be able to more explicitly tell students what is required and how each class fulfills the various skill requirements.  {Ernie amplified on the idea of providing basic skills by adding that we will need to talk about remediation.  We need to have a link with the K-12 education system and help them understand what is expected of the students if they are to be prepared for university work.  We would like to be able to map the basic skills to courses and learning outcomes through a matrix of basic skills/learning outcomes.}  Overall, there was general faculty agreement that we do need to address basic skills in order to go further in accomplishing the learning outcomes.

Learning outcome #5 – examine the ambiguity of human knowledge raised questions as to whether general education should be a two-year or a four-year program.  {Ernie commented that in other forums there was wide agreement that general education should be found in some form during all four years of the academic career, and even continue through a lifetime of learning.  In addition, it was thought outcomes #2 and #5 might be merged.}
Some concerns were raised that dealt with the fact that students believe they should be able to transfer any credits from any institution.  In fact, in some states, state educational systems required that a student be able to fulfill the general education requirements in any state institution such that such courses automatically transfer from one state institution to another.  Given these learning outcomes, how feasible would this policy be?  If some of the higher-level outcomes rest with the major departments, will the student transferring in be truly prepared for what is expected of them?  This is a question that will need to be discussed as we move to the implementation phase.
As a wrap-up, Bill discussed what would be the next steps for this general education and assessment reform, pointing to an implementation planning and implementation phase that will follow this conceptual/learning outcome phase. 
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?

