Action Project 4:  Education for the 21st Century VU Graduate

A.  Describe the past year’s accomplishments and the current status of this Action Project.

Phase I of this Action Project has been completed.

Phase I had the following goals:

· to develop an understanding of what the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) defines as a liberal education,

· to interpret the concept of liberal education as it applies to VU and its mission, and

· to envision a culture of student-centered learning at VU that embraces liberal education.

In September 2007, the Provost sent invitations to members of the VU community to join the Educational Futures Task Force (EFTF).  Sixteen faculty members representing all divisions of the VU main campus and the Jasper campus, one division dean, one support staff member from institutional research, the Director of the Center for Teaching and Learning, the General Education Coordinator (ex-officio) and the Director of Curriculum and AQIP Coordinator (ex-officio) formed the EFTF.

To gain an understanding of liberal education as defined by AAC&U, the EFTF began by reading and discussing an extensive body of literature, and in October 2008 five EFTF members as well as the ex-officio members attended the Association for General and Liberal Studies (AGLS) annual conference.
Once the EFTF members felt comfortable with their own understanding of the breadth and depth of liberal education, they began brainstorming their interpretation of this concept as it applies to VU and its mission.  Members then mapped out and began drafting that concept in a document to present to the President for acceptance.  Collaboration by the members was significant in developing this document.  In late February 2008, the EFTF completed the document, titled “The Future of Education at Vincennes University,” and forwarded it to the Provost for submission to the President for his acceptance.

In May 2008, the EFTF presented an interactive informational workshop for interested faculty and staff during Professional Development Week.  “The Future of Education at Vincennes University” was presented and discussed in detail, gaining positive feedback and acceptance by those in attendance.  The document follows:

The Future of Education at Vincennes University
Vincennes University has a long and rich tradition of educational excellence.  That commitment to excellence is the cornerstone of its educational philosophy and demands an understanding of and adherence to the principles of liberal education.  All constituencies consciously embrace, promote, and advance these principles to achieve the academic excellence the 21st century requires.

VU’s Understanding of Liberal Education

Liberal education at Vincennes University fosters a culture of learning that nurtures a collaborative effort among students, faculty, staff and administrators to develop engaged and contributing members of society.  We believe that liberally educated students graduate with knowledge, skills, and values necessary to be successful in daily life, in the workplace, and as lifelong learners.

Liberal education expands students’ perspectives by integrating the breadth of general education with the depth of the major.  Liberally educated students learn to think critically, using multiple methods to solve problems through the synthesis of skills and knowledge gathered from a variety of disciplines. They gain a global perspective with the capacity to consider diverse ideas in an ever-evolving world, enhancing their ability to make responsible, ethical and aesthetically-informed decisions. Liberal education at Vincennes University creates intentional, collaborative learners who are empowered and motivated to seek, communicate, and apply knowledge.  

Liberal Education as It Applies to VU and Its Mission

As a premier learning institution, Vincennes University is committed to liberal education that fosters intentional learners who are empowered to thrive in the 21st century as they enter the workforce or further their education. Through student-centered collaborative and integrative experiences, they attain the breadth and depth of skills and knowledge necessary to flourish in their personal and professional lives and to contribute as responsible citizens in their local, national and global communities.

VU’s Vision of Student-Centered Learning that Embraces Liberal Education

Vincennes University offers programs of study that integrate diverse learning experiences for individual awareness, growth, and expansion.  Degree programs at Vincennes University create a sustained and enriched community of learning that emphasizes intellectual integrity, meaningful communication, collaborative effort, and moral values.

The Vincennes University community recognizes the relevance and value of both general education and the disciplines in order to create students with a sustained desire to learn and the ability to link broad topics and concepts with those of concentrated study.   Faculty, staff and administrators model the importance of a liberal education by taking responsibility for broadening their own perspectives. They are committed to working collaboratively with peers, community members, and the larger academic community to create challenging, cumulative, coherent experiences, both curricular and co-curricular.  Faculty identify clearly stated learning goals, assess student achievement, and participate in professional development designed to maintain professional expertise and improve learning. They plan, teach and assess instructional content centered around the needs and abilities of students. 

Students and faculty collaborate to empower students to become motivated and intentional learners via an integrative educational experience.  Students are at the center of their own learning through the use of active learning, authentic instruction, cooperative learning, and cognitive apprenticeship. Students actively participate in their learning because they understand the relevance of the subject matter in all disciplines of study to their lives.  They seek opportunities to learn outside the classroom and interact with a diverse population to broaden their perspectives as they progress through their program of study and as lifelong learners.

Conclusion

Vincennes University’s commitment to liberal education is essential in achieving its goal of developing students with the knowledge, skills, and values necessary to engage in society in meaningful and productive ways.  With a clear understanding and promotion of liberal education as central to its mission, Vincennes University contributes to the “realization of the potential of all its students.” (AAC&U and CHEA, 2008).

Review (10-05-08): 

You have done thorough and excellent work putting forward and exploring the concept of liberal education as it applies to Vincennes University. Your efforts have involved discussions at all levels of the university with a goal toward education of the community and shifting a culture. Embracing a new philosophy takes time and you have spent good and effective effort spreading the conversation throughout the community.
B.  Describe how the institution involved people in the work of this Action Project.

This Action Project involved twenty-one University faculty, professional staff, and support staff members on the EFTF, representing all six divisions on the main campus, the Jasper campus, fourteen academic departments, and five academic support areas.  Working collaboratively, the EFTF members researched, met, discussed, brainstormed, drafted, and revised “The Future of Education at Vincennes University” document.  In addition, five members as well as two ex-officio members of the EFTF gained valuable insight at the AGLS conference, insight which they shared with the rest of the EFTF members.  This conference also provided a beneficial opportunity to network with colleagues from other institutions outside of the formal sessions.  Additionally, this Action Project solicited and received reviews from three higher education institutions (St. Joseph College, University of Wisconsin-LaCrosse, and Eastern Michigan University).  Finally, other members of the VU faculty and staff participated in the interactive workshop presented by the EFTF during Professional Development Week in May 2008.
Review (10-05-08): 

This project clearly involved various stakeholders from across the college, including faculty from all six divisions of the college community. In addition, the project was bold in its thinking, valuing the insight of team members and also having the courage to explore new and innovative thinking. External reviewers were sought and their ideas were instrumental in phase 1. Terrific and innovative work.

C.  Describe your planned next steps for this Action Project.

Phase II of this Action Project has the following goals:

· to formulate a five-year plan to develop a grass-roots understanding of and commitment to the vision and

· to create a plan to implement the implied outcomes, pedagogies, assessments, and faculty  professional development.  

In essence, Phase II is mapping out how VU, over the next five years, moves from theory to actuality, taking the work of Phase I and providing clear direction for implementation and integration within the VU community.  Work on this phase will begin in September 2008 with the “map” being completed in May 2009.

As the initial step to Phase II, the Provost has sent an invitation to the EFTF members who worked on Phase I to join Phase II.  Thus far, the response has been positive.  Invitations to potential new members are forthcoming as the institution would like to broaden the conversation and involve more faculty members and other stakeholders.  Some members of this Phase II group will attend the AGLS annual conference in late September in preparation of working toward the goals listed above.
Review (10-05-08): 

Next steps are clearly expressed. You have a 5-year plan to increase understanding of your Futures vision and to review and revise the curriculum in alignment with this vision. In addition to review and revision of the curriculum, you are planning a focus on faculty develop and on re-thinking pedagogies. You have a solid and organized approach and will spend the year mapping out a strategy.

D.  Describe any “effective practice(s)” that resulted from your work on this Action Project.

The effective practices that have thus far resulted from the work on this Action Project include most notably faculty professional development and collaboration within and across divisions.  As noted earlier, all members of the EFTF researched liberal education, and some members attended the AGLS annual conference.  Additionally, the EFTF presented the interactive workshop during Professional Development Week for other faculty and staff.  Furthermore, an audio conference entitled “Liberal Education for Everyone” has been scheduled for the Phase II EFTF members as well as for the VU community.  Perhaps even more impressive was the collaboration among the EFTF members.  The dedication, enthusiasm, and, most importantly, the respect for one another proved to be instrumental in the collaboration that led to the full consensus and support of “The Future of Education at Vincennes University” document among members.

Review (10-05-08): 

Best and effective practices resulting from the project focus on collaboration and innovative. Faculty from all divisions worked together on a common purpose. Any college departmental silos were broken down. It was clearly emphasized that liberal education is the goal of the entire college, regardless of the division in which faculty are assigned. This team work and collaboration will benefit the college in an infinite number of ways, even beyond this project.

E.  What challenges, if any, are you still facing in regards to this Action Project?

Perhaps the biggest challenge still facing this Action Project is achieving faculty buy-in on a large-scale basis.  While this Action Project is updated on the University’s homepage and the conversation is beginning to widen, as evidenced by the interactive workshop in May 2008 and the introduction of this and another Action Project at the opening faculty meeting in August 2008, more faculty members, as well as other stakeholders, need to be drawn into the conversation as this Action Project has implications for both curriculum and faculty development.  One way to increase awareness, and thus buy-in, is to present “The Future of Education at Vincennes University” document to the Faculty Senate for endorsement.  (This Action Project received Faculty Senate endorsement in fall 2008.)  Additionally, the document could also be published in the VU Vision, the weekly University communication publication, thus reaching an even wider audience.
Review (10-05-08): 

A challenge is to gain buy-in of the entire faculty. You are sharing information through the website and through workshops. You are also seeking the endorsement of the faculty senate, a strong way to strengthen support among the faculty.

F.  If you would like to discuss the possibility of AQIP providing you help to stimulate progress on this action project, explain your need(s) here and tell us who to contact and when.
