Closing the Loop within Academic Planning: A Narrative

The Faculty of the Economics Department held its one-day annual retreat at the beginning of the Fall Semester. The chair had prepared an agenda that included two items:

· Alternative ways to adjust to the campus growth

· Getting organized for hiring a new full time position

As it has happened in previous retreats, the chair distributed an article by David Bohm: Dialogue-A Proposal. They had used intentional dialogue and had improved their communication. This modality of work was important, given their commitment to shared vision and shared governance. 

Professor Smith suggested that before they engage on discussing the mandated growth policy and the new hiring, they should consider the work done by the group of faculty members who have gathered data about student learning during the last three years. An understanding of student learning and their development, he thought, will provide criteria to evaluate alternative responses to students growth; it will also help to write the job description for the new hiring, taking into consideration the new issues for learning under a growth process and the new conditions in society and the economy.

Professor Robinson presented a summary of her interpretation of the exit-interviews filled by students during the last two years.

Professor Hicks explained the pattern of learning identified in the seminar level courses using Relative Outcome Analysis and Scoring Rubrics.

Professor Krueger reported on career preparation issues elicited from a focus group that she has conducted with senior level students last year. She related those issues with the findings of the Alumni survey conducted by the Office of Academic Affairs.

The Chair of the Department, Professor Ricardo, presented the outcomes identified using multiple-choice questions, during the last years. Taking Amherst College as a benchmark, he derived some conclusions on areas that will require additional work to improve critical thinking abilities among a large group of students.

Before beginning the intentional dialogue, Professor Smith asked if still there was an agreement for focusing the dialogue on “how to maintain and improve student learning within the campus growth policy”. They all concurred on this goal, except for Professor Pareto, who nevertheless decided to go ahead with the preference of the majority.

After lunch, they had a two-hour long dialogue. They could not see eye to eye about all the issues that were presented, but they finally agree on the following points.

· At the program level the learning outcomes of students is similar to the benchmark group.

· A large proportion of students are able to learn well the vocabulary, concepts and models of the economic discipline. Regarding critical thinking (using theory to analyze and evaluate real issues,) there appears to exist a bimodal distribution.

· About half of students achieve satisfactory learning outcomes with pedagogies based on cognitive learning, and about half learn better with experiential learning.

Given the above findings they concurred on the following actions for improving student learning:

· To offer alternatives not only based on course contents, but also based on delivering styles, e.g. cooperative learning in class, and service learning grounded on community services.

· To identify teaching strategies for exposing students to critical thinking, such as essay writing based on rubrics.

Since the hiring of one additional faculty will not be sufficient to reduce class sizes induced by growth, they identified a strategy that will maintain the same level of student learning:

· They will increase class size in one session Introduction to Economics, using teaching strategies for large-class size. They asked professor Robinson to plan for appropriate pedagogies and examination approaches, and preparation of students’ tutors.

· Since class sizes larger than 120 students will increase the workload of some faculty members, they will request from the Dean to compensate these teachers with one course release the next semester. This will be a cost effective alternative for the School—rather than hiring three teachers to teach three 40-students classes, they will teach one 120-student class at the cost of two teachers.

· The Department will remain committed to medium size classes for upper division courses, and smaller groups for seminar level courses.

Regarding hiring of a new faculty member, the job description will list competences in experiential learning, and interest in teaching economics for civic engaged (one of the university wide learning goals). More specifically it will be directed to candidates who:

· Are interested on pursuing a career supported on the scholarship of teaching. 

· Have a broad background in economic theory and policy issues.

By the end of the retreat, the Department Chair proposed a distribution of work to write an assessment report. With these reports professor Hicks will write a formal document that the Department will submit to the Office of Academic Affairs. He suggested to professor Hicks to look at the publication A Guide to Use Evidences. 

