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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1INTERIM REPORT ON

CURRICULAR RENEWAL

12 February 2004

A.
INTRODUCTION
EPAG has now completed the first two stages of a multi-stage curricular renewal initiative (Stage 1: Preparing to Work and Stage 2: Listening to the Faculty).  During the past semester, we hosted eight thematic faculty fora, four divisional fora, and one forum each for junior faculty, the academic staff, the student Legislative Body and the general student body.  We also met twice with the department chairs, once with the President, and once with the Academic Affairs Committee of the Board of Trustees. 

The purpose of this report is to summarize the results of this fact-finding process.  For each element of the curriculum, we report both what we heard about the existing graduation requirements as well as suggestions regarding how we might improve the curriculum in the future.  Where possible, we have also tried to identify emerging areas of agreement and consensus.  The report concludes with a roadmap outlining the next steps in this process and an appendix describing three possible outcomes of the curricular renewal process.

Overall, several themes emerged from this semester-long curricular conversation.  In no particular order, the more salient of these are the following:

· considerable enthusiasm among faculty and academic staff for renewing the curriculum (tempered only by reasonable concerns about ‘transition costs’ and ‘sustainability’);

· strong support from the President and Trustees for curricular renewal as an important step toward realizing the full potential of the College;

· particular enthusiasm for transforming the general education program so that it  more purposefully cultivates the common core of learning that the faculty believe is essential to a Macalester education; and

· a general willingness to consider a range of innovative new curricular concepts, structures and programs.

B.
THE MAJOR
Existing Requirement
· To insure appropriate depth within an area or related areas of study, students are required to elect among: 1) a disciplinary major; 2) an interdisciplinary major; or 3) an individually designed interdepartmental major;
· A disciplinary major concentration consists of not less than thirty-two nor more than forty-four semester hours in courses within one department.  Supporting courses included, a major must not require fewer than thirty-six nor more than sixty-eight semester hours.
· An interdisciplinary major concentration... shall consist of not less than forty-eight semester hours nor more than sixty-eight hours in courses, including supporting courses;

· An Individually Designed Interdepartmental Major (IDIM), reflecting a disciplined area of inquiry crossing departmental lines, may be designed and submitted for approval.
Broadly speaking, the faculty seem content with the generic structure of the major.  Some faculty expressed the view, however, that more emphasis needs to be placed on providing/requiring instruction in basic disciplinary or inter-disciplinary method early in a student’s major program.  At least one faculty member expressed the view that the disciplines were unique and that any ‘one-size-fits-all’ prescription for strengthening majors would be inappropriate.  Overall, it seems that the faculty believe that the structure of each major program ought to continue to be determined by the department providing that major (on the basis of the professional judgment of the relevant faculty members and the established standards if the discipline).


Proposed Alternatives/Modifications

EPAG heard several modest proposals with regard to the major:

· reduce slightly the upper limit on the number of courses that could be counted towards a major;

· eliminate the distinction between the requirements for disciplinary and interdisciplinary majors;

· limit the number of majors, minors and concentrations that a student can declare.

C.
BREADTH/DISTRIBUTION REQUIREMENT
Existing Requirements

· Eight (8) semester hours in courses in the social sciences;
· Eight (8) semester hours in courses in the natural sciences and mathematics;
· Twelve (12) semester hours in courses in the humanities and fine arts; at least four (4) semester hours must be in the humanities and four (4) semester hours in the fine arts.

Many faculty members expressed the view that this element of the general education program is not particularly effective and that it should be reformed or replaced.

Proposed Alternatives/Modifications

Two basic alternatives to the existing distribution requirements emerged out of the faculty discussions.  The first was to ‘strengthen’ or ‘tighten’ the existing divisional distributions requirements by establishing more clearly articulated and meaningful criteria for each divisional requirement and by establishing mechanisms for monitoring compliance with these criteria. Some interest was also expressed in developing a number of two-course interdisciplinary sequences within each division as a means of achieving ‘depth in breadth’ (in this scenario, students would not choose two discrete courses but a single, pre-defined two-course sequence).  Additional suggestions included requiring that distributional requirements be fulfilled prior to filing a major plan, or by the end of the first semester in their junior year.  It is worth noting that there seems to be broad agreement that not all courses in a division should automatically fulfill a divisional distribution requirement.

The second was to abandon divisional distribution requirements altogether and adopt instead an outcomes-based distribution requirement (similar in principle to those at Princeton and Pomona, although reflecting Macalester’s distinctive values, culture and liberal arts mission).

Beyond these two approaches, the faculty also discussed the Amherst or Grinnell model (no formal distribution or general education requirements) and the ‘true core’ model (involving a fixed sequence of common courses).  While some members found these to be attractive models, support for both was relatively limited. 

D.
FIRST-YEAR SEMINARS
Existing Requirement

One (1) First Year Course completed in the first semester.
There appears to be a widespread recognition that the First-Year seminars have had a positive effect on retention and advising (and, to some extent, writing).  Some faculty, however, expressed the view that the First Year seminars have considerable unrealized potential (in terms of basic college skills development, providing a common experience or as serving as a vehicle for the transdisciplinary study of  ‘multiculturalism’, ‘internationalism’ or ‘civic engagement’).  Some also expressed concern that being required to offer First Year courses that do not count toward major might undermine the ability of departments to staff courses that are required for the major.  

Proposed Alternatives/Modifications

Possible alternatives include:

· non-departmental, transdisciplinary courses taught to a common syllabus (or organized around a widely agreed set of texts);

· free-standing thematic courses focused on ‘multiculturalism’ or ‘internationalism’;

· treating the FY seminar as the first step in a 2-3 course sequence of transdisciplinary courses organized around one or more themes (perhaps ‘multiculturalism’, ‘internationalism’ and ‘civic engagement’);

E.
THE CAPSTONE
Existing Requirement

Within each major, the student is required to complete a capstone experience.  The purpose of the capstone requirement is to give students experience with reading original research literature, doing original work or presenting a performance.  This requirement may be met in many ways, eg. senior seminar, independent project, honors project.
Although there seems to be continuing support for a capstone or culminating academic experience, and while a number of departments have created effective disciplinary capstone experiences for their majors, faculty members expressed several concerns about this element of the curriculum.  Specifically, faculty members expressed concerns about  (a) the lack of a clear sense of what the college was trying to achieve through its capstone program, and (b) practical issues such as the requirement that double majors typically need to complete two separate capstones.

Proposed Alternatives

Possible alternative include:

· moving the capstone out of the major and into the general education program;

· intra- or inter-divisional senior seminars that are focused on ‘big problems’ that intersect several disciplines (similar to those offered through the University of Chicago’s ‘Big Problems’ program);

F.
THE LANGUAGE REQUIREMENT
Existing Requirement

Proficiency in a second language equivalent to four (4) semesters of college study
There is broad agreement that cultivating proficiency in a second language is an appropriate educational goal for a college such as Macalester.  There is, however, some disagreement about the number of semesters of study that should be required to achieve this goal.  Some faculty members also expressed concern that incoming students already enjoying proficiency in a second language are exempt from the requirement to study formally a new language/literature while at Macalester.

Proposed Alternatives/Modifications

EPAG heard several suggestions for strengthening the language curriculum, including:

· establish a ‘languages across the curriculum’ program (like Grinnell’s), perhaps culminating in a certificate; 

· support domestic language study opportunities (in the Twin Cities or other US settings);

· encourage or require study abroad in other languages (and encourage this before the Junior year).

G.
COMPETENCIES
Existing Requirement

None -- although it is recommended that students develop writing and mathematical/ computing skills.

A number of faculty expressed the view that the curriculum does a relatively poor job of purposefully and systematically encouraging and facilitating the development of certain highly desirable competencies, including writing, oral communication, and quantitative reasoning.  Some also expressed the view that the curriculum should be revised to promote the development of these basic competencies in a more systematic and deliberate fashion.

Proposed Alternatives/Modifications
Many members of the faculty agreed that the following competencies should be developed more effectively:

· writing/information fluency;

· oral communication, and 

· quantitative reasoning.

Some faculty also expressed a belief that new curricular programs (such as a writing program) would have to be developed to support any new graduation requirements related to these competencies. 

H.
DIVERSITY REQUIREMENTS

Existing Requirement

Four (4) semester hours earned in a course designated as meeting the International Diversity Requirement and four (4) semester hours designated as meeting the Domestic Diversity Requirement. 
Many faculty supported the view that the core elements of Macalester’s distinctive liberal arts mission should be reflected in the graduation requirements and curriculum.  However, a number of faculty members expressed the view that the current diversity requirements are less than optimal in terms of promoting either ‘multiculturalism’ or ‘internationalism’.  Some also expressed concern that one of the elements of the College’s mission statement (service to society/civic engagement) was not currently reflected in the graduation requirement or curriculum.

Proposed Alternatives/Modifications

Two principal alternatives to the current requirements were proposed:

· strengthen the existing requirements by articulating a more meaningful set of criteria for each requirement and monitoring compliance more effectively.

· develop specially designed transdisciplinary courses (perhaps offered as sequence of First-Year and more advanced-level seminars) that would focus on ‘multiculturalism’, ‘internationalism’ and ‘civic engagement’.

I.
NEW IDEAS
A Common Curricular Experience

A number of faculty members expressed considerable enthusiasm for creating a common curricular experience for our students. Specific suggestions included:

· a common First Year Seminar;

· a common sequence of First Year and Senior Year Seminars;

· a common reading/lecture program (either free-standing or linked to the common seminars).

An Upper and Lower College

Some faculty expressed an interest in formally organizing the curriculum into a Lower College (First and Sophomore years) and an Upper College (Junior and Senior years).  In such a system, students would ‘graduate’ to the Upper College to complete their major and capstone programs following completion of most of the general education requirements during the first and sophomore years.

Learning Communities

Some faculty expressed an interest in creating or encouraging ‘learning communities’ in which cohorts of students take a cluster of thematically linked courses as a group (in other words, in which the same group of students take several courses on the same topic – say, world hunger – in several different departments at the same time).  The benefits of such communities are that they foster integrative learning and fellowship – both of which have been demonstrated to deepen student engagement and learning, enhance retention, and enrich the students’ connection to the institution.

APPENDIX A:

NEXT STEPS

We have now completed the first two stages of the curricular renewal initiative (Stage 1: Preparing to Work and Stage 2: Listening to the Faculty).  The remaining stages are as follows:

Stage 3: Reporting and Discussing the Findings
EPAG will report the findings of its Fall 2003 conversations with the faculty and academic staff.  It will also host a series of faculty lunches to discuss these findings (during February and March).

Stage 4: Drafting a Proposed New Curriculum
Based on this extensive series of discussions with the faculty, EPAG will develop a draft motion that articulates in broad terms what the new graduation requirements and related programs might look like.

Stage 5: Discussing and Revising the Proposed New Curriculum
The next stage will be to submit a motion to the faculty for deliberation.  EPAG anticipates hosting another series of faculty conversations later in the semester during which the faculty will debate and revise the proposed curricular package.  Following these deliberations, EPAG will develop and submit to the faculty a final revised curricular proposal.

Stage 6: Voting on the Proposed New Curriculum
EPAG will request that the faculty vote on the curricular proposal before the end of the academic year.

Stage 7: Implementation
If EPAG’s curricular package is adopted, work on actual implementation will begin in Fall 2004. 

APPENDIX B:
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INTRODUCTION
Along with the major, the foundation of any liberal arts education is a robust and rigorous general education program.  At Macalester, the purpose of the general education program is provide the common core of learning that the faculty believe defines the liberally educated person of the early 21st century.  Another way of putting this is to say that the purpose of Macalester’s general education program is to cultivate in our students a number of core bodies of knowledge, intellectual skills and practical competencies that the faculty believe reflect the College’s commitment to academic excellence in the context of internationalism, multiculturalism and civic engagement.

In order to focus our discussion, we have developed the following alternatives to our existing general education requirements.  Please note that this is not meant to be an exhaustive list of curricular options.  Nor is it meant to be a ‘menu’ from which the faculty must choose.  Rather, our intent here is to begin to translate the views expressed last semester by the faculty and academic staff into somewhat more concrete general education ‘models’.  Our hope is that this will help catalyze further debate and discussion on the future of the Macalester curriculum.   

A. MODEL #1: DISTRIBUTION/DIVERSITY REQUIREMENTS

The first model is essentially an enhanced or refined version of the existing curriculum.  This approach would not involve the adoption of any new graduation requirements; rather, it would take the form of ‘tightening’ or ‘strengthening’ the existing graduation requirements and/or taking steps to implement them more effectively.  
B. MODEL #2: COMPETENCIES

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The second way to renew our general education program is to revise the college’s graduation requirements so that they more purposefully foster the learning outcomes central to Macalester’s distinctive liberal arts mission.  This would be achieved by replacing our current divisional distribution and diversity requirements with a new set of requirements that are more directly and systematically reflective of desired learning outcomes.  We might think of this approach as a variation on the ‘Pomona Model’.

Reflecting Macalester’s distinctive liberal arts mission, a competency-based general education program might look something like this.

Students would be required to choose one course from each of the following twelve categories:

1.  Modes of Inquiry
· Understand and interpret literature and other cultural artifacts (Cultural Analysis);

· Understand and apply the scientific method (Science);

· Understand, perform and/or produce creative art (Art);

· Understand and analyze social issues and problems in a scientific manner (Social Analysis);

2.  Intellectual Competencies
· Convey information, analysis and argumentation in multiple writing formats (Writing);

· Communicate orally in a variety of settings (Oral Communication)

· Understand and apply quantitative methods (Quantitative Reasoning);

· Engage in significant independent research (Independent Research)

3.  Global Citizenship

· Explore and understand the social, cultural and political world beyond the US (Internationalism);

· Explore and understand cultural, racial and other forms of diversity within the US (Multiculturalism)

· Engage in ethical thought and moral reasoning (Ethical Reasoning);

· Participate in society as effective citizen-leaders (Civic Engagement);

Courses listed under each of these twelve categories would be carefully designed to develop the appropriate knowledge, intellectual, and/or practical skills.  All courses, except those listed under ‘modes of inquiry’, might carry two general education designations. 

C.
MODEL #3: HYBRID 
The third model is a hybrid involving elements of both the divisional-distribution model and the competencies model.  It might look something like this:

1.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Divisional Distribution or ‘Breadth’ Component

In each of the four divisions, students would complete two linked courses (which would be taken sequentially and completed before the end of the student’s sophomore year).  The Divisions would determine the goals of the divisional distribution requirement (ie. the liberal arts learning outcomes they are seeking to realize through this requirement) and periodically specify which courses/course sequences will fulfill the requirement.

The educational objectives of this component would be to:
· promote a broad understanding of the multiple modes of inquiry/expression through which people have sought to make sense of the worlds in which they live; 

· ensure an engagement with a significant sample of the ‘best that has been thought and known’ about the human condition and the physical world (the multiple cultures and historical eras that comprise the human experience); and 

· achieve these goals in a way that encourages ‘depth’ and ‘coherence’.

2.  Academic Skills/Competencies Component
Students would have to demonstrate proficiency in the following competencies: 

· Writing/Information Literacy: Fulfilled through submission of a writing portfolio (possibly modeled on Carleton’s very successful program);

· Quantitative Reasoning: Fulfilled through completion of one a range of courses/programs in which students learn to understand and apply quantitative methods;

· Language: Fulfilled by demonstrating proficiency in a second language equivalent to four semesters of college study OR by completing a ‘language across the curriculum’ certificate earned by completing substantial advanced-level coursework in a second language beyond the relevant language department (similar programs are in place at Grinnell, and elsewhere – for a well-articulated description see http://www.stolaf.edu/depts/flac/general/whatisflac.html.)

The educational goal of this component would be to ensure that all graduating students have a core set of intellectual and practical skills appropriate to their future academic interests and the demands of contemporary social, political and professional life.

3. Global Citizen-Leaders Component
Students would have to complete the following two-course sequence:

· A Transdisciplinary First-Year Seminar focused on ‘Global Challenges’: This will be a limited-enrolment, writing-intensive seminar focused on ‘big problems’ facing the global community today.  While there may be considerable variation across the sections, the focus of these courses should be on basic academic skills development, creating strong relationships between First-Year students and faculty, and establishing the intellectual context and motivation for further studies (by presenting ‘big problems’ that need to be addressed from a variety of disciplinary perspectives).

· A Transdisciplinary Senior Seminar focused on ‘Engaged Scholarship’: This will be a culminating limited-enrolment, research- and writing-intensive seminar in which inter-disciplinary teams of students bring their academic training to bear on real world problems/issues/challenges.

