Committee on Improving the UW Undergraduate Experience

Subcommittee on Exploration/Self-discovery leading to major

Phase I report to full Committee, Oct. 11

Subcommittee members:  Sujot Chawla, Valerie Curtis-Newton, Janice DeCosmo, Gene Edgar, June Hairston, Lincoln Johnson, Rick Roth

Subcommittee focus: undergraduates’ development from, roughly, toward the end of freshman year to the point when they are accepted into a major degree program.  

We identified the following themes and best practices that are critical to our students’ ability to explore their capabilities, interests, and place in the world in order to develop their educational paths and prepare themselves for productive lives beyond the university.  We also make a few preliminary suggestions tied to each theme.

1.  The best undergraduate programs are built on general education requirements that are intellectual, rigorous, and tied to clearly articulated student learning goals (critical thinking, inquiry, writing, scientific understanding, moral and ethical reasoning, civic literacy).  The requirements should be sequenced and help the students understand their place in the world (locally, nationally, and globally).  Students should learn how to learn, how to think, how to critique, and how to use these skills in their academic major and as good citizens.  Exemplary programs we studied included: University of Chicago, Portland State University, UNC-Chapel Hill, University of Georgia and Duke (see attachment for analysis of these programs).

Goals of the General Education Requirements. 
All the programs we reviewed had spent considerable time developing a university wide consensus as to specific goals of the general education requirement.  This undoubtedly will be a contested issue.


Preliminary suggestions:  

For the long term, the university should form a committee to articulate clearly measurable goals for the general education requirement and a method of measuring student performance on these goals.


For the short term the current goals for the general education requirement should be widely circulated and used for the following recommendations.

Organization of course work and other experiences that address goals. 

All the programs we reviewed either developed new courses for the general education requirement or adapted their current courses to be aligned with the goals of the general education requirement.

 All course syllabi that are included in general education requirements should contain explicit learning objectives and activities related to some portion of these goals.

Preliminary suggestions:  

New courses should be developed that explicitly address the stated goals of general education. In the short term a highly structured and organized freshman core seminar (similar to Portland State University) should be developed on a trail basis.


Mentored service learning, research, leadership and/or creative activities, should be developed that are linked to general education courses and explicitly address the goals of the general education requirements.

A general education capstone seminar should be developed and offered on a trail basis.

Faculty support and reward system.

All the programs we reviewed addressed faculty support in terms of training in improved instructional methods and addressing the faculty reward system (promotion and merit pay) in ways to reward teaching in the general education program.


Preliminary suggestions:

Support for faculty in becoming more powerful instructors in general education courses should be increased.  

The University reward system should be altered to provide incentive for tenure line faculty teaching general education courses.

2.  Exemplary programs utilize multiple strategies to guide pre-majors to develop a sense of purpose and direction for their education.   All of the programs we reviewed offered explicit support for exploratory activities for students who had not yet entered a major degree program (some mandatory for pre-majors, others required of all students or elective).  Characteristic of many of these programs was a sense of belonging for pre-majors – they were enrolled in a freshman/sophomore college, university school, university college or sophomore program that had responsibility for guiding them toward the development of an educational plan, degree program, intellectual identity, and identification of longer-term goals.  

Advising.

All the programs we reviewed placed advising of pre-majors as a critical component.  There were different methods used to achieve this (structured Freshmen and Sophomore seminars, collaboration between pre-major advising and departmental advising, peer advising, advising workshops in residence halls, online advising tools and web resources to help students develop their intellectual interests, etc.).  Strategies that include other university staff and peers as “mentors” or “coaches” to incoming students, sometimes continuing these connections through graduation, are employed at various campuses – these programs offer more “community building” rather than academic advising (see section 3 for more information below.)

Preliminary suggestions

Advising at the pre-major level should be conceptualized as a shared task, shared by student, pre-major advisors, major advisors, staff, and faculty.  

Communication tools to achieve this task, including web resources, chat rooms (for advisors), online interactive advising tools, should be developed and shared.  

Advisers from departments and colleges as well as OMA, Gateway center, admissions counselors and others should seek greater coordination in their efforts with pre-majors.

Pre-major advising should be aimed at helping the student develop the goals of the general education requirements,  engage with learning communities that will enhance their developing intellectual interests  and select a major course of study.  

Pre-major advising capabilities should be increased in collaboration with departmental advising.

Sophomore programs

Sophomore seminars, residential programs, sophomore retreats and newsletters all focus on guiding students to identify their interests and direction.  Some of the programs we looked at provided services that were mandatory for students not yet admitted into a major degree program, others were elective but clearly aimed at pre-majors.  These included a sophomore kickoff/dinner (Washington Univ); Sophomore college and/or sophomore seminars (Stanford); Sophomore evening advising in residence halls (Yale); University School for all pre-majors (University of Arizona); University College for pre-majors (Montana State); Sophomore strategies newsletter (Stonybrook).  

Seminars for freshmen and sophomores that were based on interdisciplinary themes relevant to students’ lives, the surrounding community and built on the strengths of the research enterprise of the university (sustainability, transportation, the family, bioethics, etc.) by including mentored projects were particularly impressive (Evergreen, Portland State, Bradley Roundtable program at Univ. of Wisconsin-Madison).

Many campuses have instituted learning communities that include seminars as mentioned above, as well as “residential” components built around broad themes (Univ. of Michigan, Univ. of Maryland, Stanford).  Options are typically available for students housed on campus as well as centers/facilities/strategies for commuter students to participate (Seattle University commuter center).

Points to consider

The university should develop sophomore seminars that help pre-majors explore the purpose and value of university education and include an experiential component (service, leadership, research, creative activities or cultural events) that encourages self-reflection and exploration.  These seminars, like freshman seminars, would satisfy general education requirements and be tied to overarching learning goals.  They could be interdisciplinary in nature, reflect the nature of the research university,  and should bring students into contact with faculty as well as staff and peer advisers.

Sophomore programs should recognize the variety of residential communities (residence halls, Greek system, near-campus and off-campus commuters) at the university and should provide student services convenient to these communities, such as advising in residence halls, in the student Union, at a center for commuting students, in the Greek system, online advising tools, etc.

A series of sophomore events could bring students, faculty, and staff together at sites of interest on campus – Burke museum, Henry gallery, etc. – to explore ideas and opportunities offered by “clusters” of degree programs and areas of interest.

3.  Universities and colleges that offer transformative undergraduate experiences invest in community-building and student life.   These campuses are committed to diversity, multiculturalism, internationalism, the establishment of a vital campus climate, and offer programs that develop responsible, mature, conscientious and curious citizens.  Several schools offered co-curricular transcripts that allowed students to officially document their leadership, community, and other activities outside the classroom (Univ. of Minnesota).

Several schools stood out as exemplary in the area of student life, based on consensus from colleagues around the country.  These are: Santa Clara Univ. (leadership devel: Center for Student Leadership); Texas A&M Univ. (tradition, campus climate, student union); Univ. of Kansas (student activities, student union, tradition); Brown Univ. (leadership devel: Building Understanding Across Differences); Indiana Univ. (student union, student life, climate); Univ. of Michigan (Office of Student Act & Leadership, Ginsberg Center for Community Service & Learning); Univ. of Arizona (student union, leadership develop: Blue Chip Leaders); Davidson College (community service:  Bonner Scholars Program)); N. Carolina-Chapel Hill (tradition, student life); Univ. of Utah (late night programming, climate)

Peer mentoring/advising programs that begin with a welcome activity (letter, email or visit) before freshman year and that create opportunities for small groups of students to participate in shared activities stood out in our review (Univ. of Wisconsin-Madison Bradley Peer Mentors; University of Maryland Peer Mentoring Program- S.H.O.W.; Arizona State Campus Match; UC-Santa Barbara peer mentor programs).

Exemplary student life programs offer a comprehensive and extensive range of interactive opportunities AND exposure to participation in student life beyond the classroom, such as:

· programs/services that develop responsible, mature, conscientious and curious citizens

· the establishment of a vital campus climate

· commitment to diversity, multiculturalism, internationalism, and interacting with people from different backgrounds and ideologies

· student unions that offer a comprehensive portfolio of campus services (many housed psychological, recreational, FYE, multicultural, and service learning offices)

· purposeful leadership education and development opportunities

· a diverse range of social, cultural, recreational, intellectual programs, services, and opportunities to connect with other students



