General Education Reform and Assessment (GERA) 
Advisors Forum
April 18, 2006

On April 18th in Room A149B of the ASTECC Building, over 25 Advisors from all areas of campus met with Ernie Yanarella, GERA committee co-chair and Richard Greissman, GERA committee member in a forum to discuss reform of UK’s general education requirements. 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 Advisors are displayed in regular type. All comments or answers from two GERA committee members are indicated in curly brackets and italicized {i.e., this is an example of comments from committee members.} 
Richard Greissman got the discussion started by asking the advisors how they would explain these objectives to students asking why they are taking a specific course.  He asked them to think about students in the 21st century and what they need in education for this new world.
Goal #1 – understanding our place and purpose in an ever-changing world
How can you ensure that students have a different experience, especially if they can choose courses?  {Richard replied that he thought that we are moving away from a distributional model.  We may be looking at a fewer number of more clearly defined and expansive courses. This is intended to have students have a broader perspective of their world.  We would hope to design courses that can address the questions/issues brought up by the bulleted items.} 
Another advisor asked: if we don’t use a distributed model, what will it be?  {One plan is having a set of core courses. The distribution model defines areas and we create many courses to fill these areas. One question for implementation is how best to take the existing courses and make them fit, or decide they don’t fit – and then what?  Design new courses?  Probably.}

Are we trying to move away from courses in USP doubling up as pre-major courses? {The initial response is yes, but in reality, probably not. One possible scenario would be to have an introductory course to look at the process and methods of academic learning and then have students go on and take more traditional types of courses.  We want to get away from the students knowing a lot of facts but are not able to analyze and critique the information they find/receive/read.}
One clear way to address this learning objective is study-abroad experience.  For this to provide the best experience, students should be encouraged to do preparatory work before they go abroad. There are a lot of study abroad programs in addition to the junior year abroad, including short trips earlier in the academic career.

In rethinking the course offerings we must take into consideration the accreditation requirements of the various colleges. {Richard noted that we need to put our center of attention on how the courses focus on outcomes, not just the content.}  Several advisors agreed that the University Studies is not a bad program. This is to provide for the students a broad educational background and to school them in a set of explicit basic skills.  {Richard responded that the faculty don’t believe it is accomplishing what we want it to do.  Although it isn’t totally bad, we just want to try to see if we can do something better. Ernie also mentioned the fact that we want the students to feel a sense of coherence and integration to the general education courses they are taking. What we are really looking for is to try to answer the needs of a liberally-educated person for a 21st century life and workforce.  If we could better define what general education is about, things could more or less fall into place. A strong assessment ethic should be part of this. Eventually, every program should be regularly asked how it fulfills its part in the general education mission of the university.}
Goal #2 – engage in process of inquiry and reflection

How do you assess an epiphany? Isn’t this also simply independent thought? Before high level inquiry and reflection can occur there needs to be some basics taught and then we can go ahead with the more independent type of thought and learning.
Goal #3 – think from multidisciplinary perspectives
{What we are talking about is making this area more intentional and to provide some kind of assessment program.  For SACS accreditation we need to be able to demonstrate that the USP program is effective.}  Was the problem that we did not have a way of assessing or that the various sections of large classes are different?  
Goal #4 – meet the demands of the 21st century

One problem at present is that we have taken away the oral communications requirement from the USP curriculum.  This is a critical goal or learning outcome, perhaps the most important, according to one student advisor.  The foreign languages are really crucial to this learning outcome.  It needs to be embraced as an essential aspect of general education.  {Ernie added that this is an opportunity to rethink what we want our students to leave the University with.  Outcome #4 is implicitly the centerpiece of a mission statement of a new general education curriculum and one under which the others can be subsumed.  Regarding foreign language, what is involved here is more than an issue of language, but also one of cultural sensitivity.  Richard agreed that the cross-cultural understanding is at least as important as the fluency in a particular language.} This is not just an issue that those in the business world are having to deal with others but with every person who calls a help-center and must deal with some of these cross-cultural issues.}
Goal #5 – discover and examine the ambiguity of human knowledge

How is a person who has graduated from college different?  It comes down to this outcome.  Are they capable of thinking “outside of the box?”  This is the most important mission of the college education.  This is what employers are looking for – leaders who can make their companies grow by breaking the old mold.
Is there some mechanism to assess whether what is being imparted to students is likely to get students where we want them to go?  {Richard interjected that we realize the implementation will be really hard.  But we do want to question where we are going and where we want to go. How can we recast general education so that it is assessable and achieves what we want it to do?}
To be able to examine and discover requires communication between faculty and students. How can we do that with the classes that get bigger and bigger? {It is possible to provide ways to accomplish some of these goals by providing a toolkit of things that can be used.}  How can we ensure that the faculty use this “toolkit?”  {These are important issues, but we need to at least try to make some changes.}
We also need to work with the K-12 programs to help them better prepare the students for college work. {Ernie noted that this has come up and there are embryonic efforts in this area .Over the long term, primary, secondary, and higher educational reform will sink or swim together.  Each must take advantage of developing strengths in each area.}
It seems that when the current USP goals were being implemented, many of the colleges or departments did not understand what having these courses as part of their colleges meant.  Instead, they looked upon involvement in USP in budgetary terms.  When these current goals are implemented, all the colleges need to be involved and take responsibility for the general education program. 

WRAP-UP

Ernie Yanarella brought the forum to a close by summarizing the major themes, concerns, and recommendations offered during the forum. 
· The issue of study abroad is important.
· Preparation work is needed for study abroad and other courses or programs.
· We need to break out of the mold of the 3 credit hour course and think of other ways to deliver what we want to see students come out with at graduation.
· The learning outcomes might aid faculty design their courses in closer concert with the spirit of general education and its 21st century mission.
· Learning outcome #2 emphasizes independent thought and learning processes.
· Learning outcome #3 provides an opportunity to broaden and deepen what we think about the cross-disciplinary idea.
· We need to make more explicit what is expected and how it is assessed.
· Language facility and cross-cultural understanding are critical and should be integrated.
· Learning outcome #5 is perhaps the most important learning outcome. It places us in the messy world of ambiguity. It provides us the opportunity to be leaders and think outside the box in the context of risk and uncertainty.
· There is definite a challenge of translating these goals into courses and holding the faculty members’ feet to the fire to better implement these goals.
· The prospect of large lecture classes in the context of increasing enrollments poses a serious problem for quality undergraduate education.  Faculty need to learn a variety of ways to teach in such large settings  that advances these core learning outcomes and helps students with different learning styles to advance their knowledge.
· General education reform at the university level must reach out to the high schools and assist them in advancing the acquisition of basic skills.
· We need to differentiate among basic skill, competencies, and types of literacy and figure out ways to integrate them into a learning outcome model for general education.
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?

