General Education and Educational Effectiveness at SSU

A Conversation with Paul Draper, Professor of Theater Arts and Chair of the General Education Sub-Committee

Q1:    Teaching and learning for General Education, at SSU, are housed on departments that also offer discipline based majors, but GE does not have the overview of a Dean, nor it programs are subject to program reviews, nor they have the benefits of specific disciplines except in the Hutchins School. Based on your experience, do you think that we can implement assessment of student learning at the GE program level without considering some organizational adjustments? If so, would you elaborate?

Paul: I would like to share the consensus of the GE Task Force. We think that we need to rebuild GE program. This will include a focus on pedagogy, as well as mentoring and training of faculty who teach in the program.  Additionally, we believe that getting students, faculty and administrators to think about GE in a new way will ultimately increase satisfaction with GE at all levels of the university. A rebuilt GE program will contribute to greater student retention past the freshman year, will reinvigorate faculty attitudes and involvement in GE, and will greatly enhance the quality of the liberal arts and science education students achieve at Sonoma State University. 

Our willingness to confront a fundamental breakdown in the GE aspect of SSU’s mission is required, and we must use our collective knowledge, wisdom, political acumen, and material resources to re-invigorate General Education at Sonoma State.  

But to return to your basic question, I would say that GE change must lead the way into a sustainable methodology for GE program and course assessment.  It is very important that faculty know what to assess, and why assessment is important to both the ongoing development of curriculum, and faculty confidence.  

A year ago, the School of Education convened a retreat to discuss what makes a “well-educated person” and a curriculum that would produce well-educated teachers. The future of a new generation of citizens is as stake, and our determination to meet this challenge will both define us, and earn us the appellation of “Well-Educated-Educators.”

Q2: What is the GE Task Force proposal to implement those adjustments?

Paul: In May 2003, the GE Task Force offered to the Provost, the Deans, APC, EPC and GE a six-point “ New Path for General Education at Sonoma State.”   This fall commentary on the “path” will be sought from all stakeholders.

1) Integrate EMT, Freshman Seminar, and portions of traditional 100-level GE curriculum to form a cohesive, rigorous, and sustainable Freshman Year Experience (FYE); and a means for advising students within the FYE

2) Expand student choice among courses at the 200-, 300- and 400-level. Breadth requirements mandated by Title V and Memorandum 595 would be retained, but we recommend removing standing GE designations of most 200-, 300-, and 400-level courses

3) Create a capstone GE experience at the 400-level that formally integrates several strands of inquiry and learning skills

4) Introduce a Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) component into GE, grounded in 100-level composition and critical thinking courses, and spreading across all disciplines in 200-, 300-, and 400-level courses

5) Provide training and mentoring to enable faculty to teach to the goals delineated in points 1, 2, and 4

6) Establish a permanent structure for assessing GE course goals and student learning outcomes
The best and more complete answer to this question is in the proposal that we have presented to the Provost, Deans, and APC.  I would be delighted to forward a copy of the full proposal to anyone. Just drop me a line at paul.draper@sonoma.edu.
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