Dear USG Faculty,

First allow me to introduce myself.  My name is Dorothy Leland.  I am a professor of philosophy and also currently serve as president of Georgia College & State University.  Like a number of other presidents in the University System of Georgia, I have been assigned a system wide presidential project.  In my case, that project is to lead an initiative to restructure the University System core curriculum framework to achieve a sharper focus on system-wide competencies our students will need to work, live well and lead in the technologically interconnected global environment of the 21st century.

Recently, Dr. Susan Herbst (Provost & Executive Vice Chancellor of the University System of Georgia) met with faculty governance representatives from University System institutions.  During that meeting, governance leaders suggested that USG faculty would prefer to received information about the USG Core Curriculum Initiative directly via email from me rather than logging onto the website at http://www.strongfoundations.usg.edu/
developed for the purpose of keeping you informed.  I am happy to honor this request, which is the purpose of this email.

USG Core Curriculum Framework

The USG Core Curriculum Framework was adopted as part of Board of Regents policy approximately ten years ago.  In addition to the curriculum framework, the University System has adopted a statement regarding the goals of general education and a set of principles that cut across the core of each USG institution.

It is important to distinguish between the USG Core Curriculum Framework and the core curriculum at your college or university.  Each USG college or university (with the exception of the Medical College of Georgia) offers a unique core curriculum to its students that is consistent with the USG Core Curriculum Framework, which consists of area and distribution requirements and regulations regarding credit transfer. That curriculum is and will continue to be developed and approved by faculty at the institutional level. 

Rationale for USG Core Curriculum Initiative

The Board of Regents’ interest in restructuring the USG Core Curriculum Framework at this point in time is linked to the University System’s recently adopted strategic plan, which calls for renewing “excellence in undergraduate education to meet students 21st century needs.”  This plan states that undergraduate education “should be a transforming experience for students” and also notes, “each generation anew must re-examine and define the value of the liberal arts education in contemporary circumstances.”  The USG Core Curriculum Initiative was conceived as part of this re-examination and is a key objective under Goal One of the University System’s Strategic Plan (http://www.usg.edu/regents/strategic/).

More specifically, the Board of Regents has asked us to present for its consideration a USG Core Curriculum Framework explicitly focused on competencies that will enable our students to work, live well and lead in the technologically interconnected global environment of the 21st century.  Regents are aware of levels of student performance on the Regents Test and also national studies that indicate a need to ramp up expectations with respect to students’ understanding of concepts and new developments in science and technology, their abilities to apply knowledge in real-world situations, their understanding of global issues, communication skills, analytical and quantitative reasoning, etc..  See for example the study at

http://www.aacu.org/advocacy/leap/documents/GlobalCentury_final.pdf.
Process and Oversight

The USG Core Curriculum Initiative has an oversight committee consisting of three regents.  Although I was designated as the “single point of accountability” for the project, it was clear to me from the beginning that I would need to find a way to meaningfully involve USG faculty, despite the challenges of doing so in a very large System with 35 geographically dispersed campuses.

The approach I chose was to work through a committee structure, whose “work products” would then be broadly disseminated for review, input and feedback from faculty across the USG at key milestone.

Committees (http://www.strongfoundations.usg.edu/committees/index.html) 

include at least one faculty representative from each University System of Georgia college or university (with the exception of the Medical College of Georgia.)  In seeking nominations from chief academic officers, I asked them to consider criteria that included the following:  familiarity with national literature on general education, relevant curriculum development experience, openness to interdisciplinary approaches, creative/out-of-the-box thinker, familiarity with general education assessment, and respected by faculty colleagues.  

Conceptual Models 

Thus far, project committees have met once as a group during a two-day retreat held in Athens.  The retreat focus was to create very preliminary conceptual models for a USG Core Curriculum Framework that served as a response to the question:  what should our students be learning through their studies in the core curriculum to prepare them to work, live well and lead in the technologically interconnected global environment of the 21st century?

A model is a preliminary work or construction, often meant for further testing before developing a final product. The use of the term model in structuring the initial retreat was intentional:  it was meant to convey the preliminary nature of our work at that point in time.

Participants were asked to use the following common template in creating these models as a means for providing consistency of focus and comparison across groups. 

Theme
Paragraph description of the intellectual focus of the core and the rationale for this focus.

Areas
Sketch of subject area categories that express and develop this theme. 

Threads

List of skills, values, and processes that will be repeated in multiple courses across the core. 

This template is similar in structure to the current USG Core Curriculum Framework (http://www.usg.edu/academics/handbook/section2/2.04/2.04.phtml),

which has six different area requirements and a set of principals that include connective threads (e.g., providing opportunities for interdisciplinary study and informed use of technology).  We asked participants to ground areas and threads in a statement (“theme”) that describes the intellectual focus and rationale for a model’s particular approach to the core.  
As you might imagine, these very preliminary models are just that—first, tentative stabs at what a Core Curriculum Framework might look like if it was developed as an explicit response to the question of what our students should be learning through the core curriculum to prepare them to work, live well and lead in the technologically interconnected global environment of the 21st century.  Indeed, a number of faculty participants were hesitant to have the models disseminated for broader review and input at this point in time because they recognized the amount of work that remained to be done and the significant number of questions/concerns that remained unanswered. 

However, I chose to err on the side of transparency, believing that feedback sooner rather than later would be most beneficial to our work.  

These very preliminary models can be found on the project website (http://www.strongfoundations.usg.edu/news/news.html)

along with a questionnaire that seeks your feedback and input.  I encourage you to participate.  The questionnaire will be available through the month of March.

Assessment of Current Core Curriculum Framework and Other Questions

A number of people have asked why we did not begin this project with an assessment of the current core curriculum framework. 

But in order to meaningfully assess how well the current core curriculum framework is preparing our students to work, live well and lead in the globally interconnected world of the 21st century, we must have first determined what knowledge and abilities (“competencies”) would count for us as best preparing them for this future.   The current USG Core Curriculum Framework was not created based on explicit answers to this question and does not include a common set of measures against which we could assess system-wide its strengths and weaknesses.

Our approach was thus to ask participants to be creative in thinking about model curricular frameworks responsive to the challenge.  The aim was to first get a range of conceptual approaches (models) on the table and then to narrow these down to the approaches that the majority of participants found the most compelling for broader review and feedback. 

Clearly, much work and refinement remains to be done, and your input will be critical.  I should note that nothing we have done to date rules out the possibility that a good deal of the current core curriculum framework will find its way into its successor.  We are not far enough along in the process to draw that conclusion.

Others have asked why we did not begin with a discussion of the learning outcomes that should be included in the core curriculum.  In fact, as preparation for the retreat we asked committee members to review the literature on general education and outcomes drafted by national studies in response to 21st century needs.  I invite you to also review this literature, posted on the project website under the “resource” tab.  Our assumption was that the outcomes charted in the literature would provide a background of common reference for our efforts to sketch curriculum framework models with compelling intellectual rationales (“themes) with respect to their role in preparing students for their futures in a complex 21st century global environment.

Future Communications

I promise shorter communications in the future!  For this initial direct communication to USG faculty, I felt it was important to provide a broad overview of the USG Core Curriculum Project, a brief description of work to date, and to also respond to some questions that many of you have asked.  I hope that you have found this communication to be helpful.
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