Minutes of the Competency-Based General Education Committee

June 26, 2000

(Approved)
Members Present: Dan Alesch, Lucy Arendt, Teri Berggren, Greg Davis, Dave Galaty, Dick Logan,  Illene Noppe, Debra Pearson, Brian Sutton, Sherri Urcavich

The meeting convened at 10:52 in ES 301.

With the deadline for the committee’s final report approaching, the co-chairs have been writing that report.  To assure that what they write genuinely reflects the consensus of the committee, the co-chairs have written a series of statements, circulated copies to the committee members, and asked committee members to agree or disagree with the statements.  Thus, the committee’s main business for the June 26 meeting was to discuss a number of these statements, with the implicit but clear idea that committee members’ responses to these statements would in large measure shape the content of the final report.  (An earlier meeting, on June 23, also was devoted to responses to a series of these statements.)  Although committee members never took a formal vote on any statement, discussion quickly led to consensus on most items.  In the remainder of these minutes, each of the eleven statements considered at the June 26 meeting is listed, followed by a brief statement of committee members’ response to that item.

1. “The General Education Council should coordinate the formal means by which faculty members interested in the various competencies are regularly brought together to discuss the continuing appropriateness of competency statements, criteria, standards, and performance rating scales.”

Committee members agreed that the final report should state that somebody or some group should be responsible for this coordination of formal means by which faculty members are brought together, etc., but that the report need not specify that the Gen. Ed. Council be the group to do this.  Committee members also emphasized that faculty should be brought together to discuss competency statements, etc., at least once a year, and that the final report should reflect this.

2. “Courses that offer the opportunity to satisfy various competencies will be appropriately designated, so that anyone can readily determine which courses relate to which competencies.”

Committee members agreed with this statement without dissent.  Committee members briefly discussed how this proposed change would affect the advising process, not only within Academic Advising but also in the advising duties of faculty and academic staff.

3. “All faculty and academic staff will participate in training that describes the competency-based framework, its processes, and benefits.”

Committee members unanimously agreed that all those faculty and academic staff who teach general education courses should be expected to participate in such training; however, there was considerable disagreement as to whether those faculty and academic staff who do not teach general education classes should also be expected to participate in training sessions.  After some debate regarding the efficacy of requiring all faculty and academic staff to attend, the committee eventually moved toward the position that 100% attendance at the sessions was less important than assuring that steps were taken to build the idea of competency-based general education into the UW-Green Bay academic culture on an ongoing, systematic basis.  Comparison was made to the concept of interdisciplinarity: while not every teacher on campus has attended a workshop on interdisciplinarity, anyone who has taught at UW-Green Bay for any length of time is surely familiar with the concept.  But it was also pointed out that some faculty members largely reject the concept of interdisciplinarity, and that if some take a similar stance toward competency-based general education, this might lessen the extent to which students embraced the goal of mastering competencies.

4. “[The] advising system must promote identification of students’ competency levels at the beginning, during, and at the end of their undergraduate experience.”

After amending “must” to “should,” committee members without dissent agreed with the statement.

5. “Support (e.g., assessment staff assistance) should be provided to faculty members asked to develop criteria, standards, performance rating scales, and ‘benchmark’ assignments.”

After amending “provided” to “available,” committee members without dissent agreed to the statement.

6. “The institution should establish a formal link between its Teaching & Learning, and Assessment efforts.”

Some committee members expressed confusion as to exactly what this statement meant, and another member expressed concern that implementing this statement could force the University to increase its administrative positions at the expense of faculty positions.  Although some committee members stated that the “formal link” described in the statement is inevitable if the University adopts competency-based general education, the consensus was to drop #6 from the group of statements used to shape the final report.

7.  “Efforts should be made to explicitly link General Education competencies to major and minor learning outcomes.”

Committee members largely agreed with this statement, despite expressing some uncertainty as to exactly what the statement meant.  It was pointed out that when faculty in the majors and minors evaluate learning outcomes, they generally seek group ratings rather than dwelling on any given individual’s ratings, whereas the idea behind competency-based general education has more to do with assuring that each individual student has mastered the competencies.  Thus, there was some question as to whether the committee was recommending that majors and minors re-assess each individual student’s mastery of competencies as a sort of final check before graduation.  One committee member also emphasized that the statement’s reference to “General Education competencies” really refers only to broad, process-of-learning competencies such as reading, writing, speaking, and critical thinking; there is no intent that faculty in Chemistry, for example, evaluate the extent to which Chemistry majors and minors have mastered the three competencies calling for “A fundamental understanding of the Humanities.”  The committee member pointed out that most majors, to judge from their home pages and MajorTopia texts, are already interested in emphasizing “process competencies” such as reading, writing, critical thinking, etc.

8. “Majors should, as part of their capstone courses, require demonstration of the General Education competencies that align with their major learning outcomes (e.g., writing, speaking).”

Committee members agreed with this statement.  One member stated, however, that for statements seven through nine, the final report should avoid sounding as though the committee was ordering faculty to adopt a certain approach to their majors and minors.  Instead, these ideas should come across as suggestions; the overall point should be that committee members advocate an emphasis on competencies within the majors and minors, and that these are possible ways of achieving that emphasis.

9. “Majors and minors should be encouraged to develop performance rating scales for major and minor learning outcomes that align with appropriate General Education competencies and performance rating scales.”

Committee members agreed with this statement.  

10. “Each course designated as offering the opportunity to learn and demonstrate a content- or values-oriented competency (e.g., knowledge of the basic vocabulary and theories of the social sciences) must also offer the opportunity to demonstrate at least one process-oriented competency (e.g., writing).  Students must receive ratings on their performance of both the content- or values-oriented competency and the process competency.”

After considerable discussion, committee members largely agreed with this statement, although in modified form.  One committee member responded to the statement’s first sentence by saying “And vice versa”—that is, just as content-based courses should teach processes, so process-based courses should teach content.  A more extended discussion stemmed from one committee member’s objection to the statement’s association of complete competencies (“writing,” for instance) with specific, complete courses (College Writing, for instance), an association which might seem to preclude modular-unit instruction (a self-contained unit on writing a clear thesis, for instance) or other nontraditional approaches.  Eventually, committee members moved toward amending “Each course” to “Each course or other student-based learning experience.”

11. “The General Education Council should assess General Education at UW-Green Bay using a competency-based framework.”

Although it was noted that the Gen. Ed. Council would probably use such a framework as a matter of course if the University adopts competency-based general education, committee members agreed to delete the statement on the basis that the committee has no right to tell the Gen. Ed. Council how to do its job.  

Lucy Arendt promised to e-mail to other committee members a complete draft of the final report by Wednesday, June 28.  She requested that committee members read the draft, and e-mail suggestions to her by the morning of Thursday, June 29, thus putting the committee in a position to approve final changes and a completed version of the report in the committee’s next (and presumably final) meeting, on Friday, July 30.

The meeting adjourned at 12:07.
