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“A great University, like the Memorial Field House, must undertake to preserve that which is valuable, and to replace what is outmoded.”

SUMMARY

Principal Metaphor – just as the Memorial Field House is undergoing significant change, where that which is great about our past is preserved, and that which is outmoded is replaced, there are aspects of our University that must change if we are to become the greatest institution we can be – a process in which we must be both careful preservers and daring innovators, and know well the difference between the two.

Three Areas of Change – that “emerge in terms of urgency and impact.”

1. Graduate Medical Education [GME] – is important “as a tool to replenish the physician workforce in Northwest Ohio,” and is a strategic area in which we have had great success {the only justification given for this claim is that all of our programs are now fully accredited; other implied justifications were not mentioned}.

2. Commitment to the Economic Growth of Northwest Ohio and Southeast Michigan – as exemplified by our progress in establishing a science and technology corridor in the area, and the work of our Intermodal Transport Institute, which is looking at ways to capitalize on the highway, waterway, and railway connectivity of the area.

3. “third, and arguably most important, the undergraduate experience at the University of Toledo” [the rest of the address focuses on this topic; key concepts are described and connected below]

The Undergraduate Experience

[This is to be taken as the meaning of Roman Numeral I in the Directions Strategic Plan document, which reads: “I. The undergraduate academic programs at UT will be regionally distinguished and highly ranked nationally. The undergraduate experience will provide exceptional student-centeredness and a consumer-driven focus, which combine to ensure a personally satisfying and professionally relevant education.”]

Extreme Student Centeredness – an educational version of Dell's “mass customization” model, that will allow students to craft the education that is most “personally satisfying and professionally relevant” by choosing from a number of modules according to graduation/degree algorithms rather than needing to conform to preset and inflexible programs of study [that require chains of prerequisites, and lists of courses required for graduation]. Under this model, students “will understand the shortest most frugal path from where he or she is to their desired goal” and that also “allow[s] them to proceed at a pace which is intellectually rewarding to them.” This is in sharp contrast to the historical model that amounts to “assembly line education” – requiring remedial coursework so everyone “enters at the same point,” and produces homogeneous “one size fits all” graduates.

Modules are groupings of undergraduate coursework arranged around “the themes and capstones  where significant work is already underway by the leaders of our faculty” from which students may choose. The “Common Module” will be what is now known as the Core Curriculum – “the 8 to 10 courses 95% of undergraduates take.”

Algorithms are the ways in which these modules may combine to create a complete baccalaureate degree: that is, a “major” or “minor.” {Note that the meaning of algorithm is unclear. Majors and Minors will continue to exist, and will be composed of a set of discrete modules. By context, it can be inferred that algorithms, which will be “clear, well publicized and constantly available,” explain/dictate how individual plans of study can/will be created.}

College Learning Assessment – “measures student learning outcomes in critical thinking and written communication across all academic disciplines” and will ensure that “any potential dilutional effect of Student Centeredness will be countered by a rigorous assessment methodology.” {The actual nature of this assessment and how it will be administered were not specified; simply that it is outlined in the Strategic Plan announced by the Higher Education Chancellor of the State of Ohio only two days prior, which UT will strive to quickly implement.}

New Forms of Learning

In this new system, much more emphasis [that is, time & attention] will be placed on these new forms of learning [that is, more/many/most classes will utilize the following paradigms:]

Peer Instruction {the meaning of this term is not specified}

Computer Assisted Learning – based on research that suggests that students of the current generation learn better when computers are involved

Distance Learning {no special reasoning is offered for this type of learning, likely because it has the same justification as Computer Assisted Learning. In fact, the two are often mentioned together as “CA &DL” signifying that they refer to the same concept.}

This focus on technology will require a significant investment of funds, on a scale “which will make it reasonable to offer CA & DL services to all members of the Northwest Ohio Higher Education Consortium; allowing each institution to brand its own service and retain appropriate resources.” In order to accomplish this, we will look carefully into whether it is more affordable to run these services ourselves or contract them out.

Faculty Orientation this August will focus on how to use these new forms in their classes.

New Entity {possibly to be called “The Center for Individualized Learning”} – involves a new university body {college/campus/center/office??} that will encompass virtually everything involved with providing Extreme Student Centeredness, from remedial education to Honors. It will:

· Incorporate the current: expanded FYE program, FYI Orientation course, the Honors Program, the Study Abroad program, a new Office of Student Solutions {the nature or charge of which are not described}, the student support portion of the Office of Global Initiatives, the Career Center, and the Office of Accessibility.

· Offer “on-site academic support and counselor-in-residence services in first year residence halls.”

· Be the site into which “all students who are undecided about their major or about their career plans will be admitted.”

· Report to the Main Campus Provost [even its Pharmacy, Nursing, and HSHS components], and be led by a new Vice Provost.

...And Remedial Education – “All conditionally admitted students will be admitted to 'NewEntity.'  Clear written conditions will be supplied to every student who is conditionally admitted.  A clear, simple path to the removal of [the] condition will be outlined.  No conditionally admitted student will be allowed to take more than eleven credit hours during her or his first semester, so that maximal advantage may be taken of support services.”

...And Other Colleges – will thus be able to raise their admissions standards. “All degree completion programs currently in University College, including the Adult Liberal Studies and individualized programs will move to the College of Arts & Sciences.”

Provosts – the plan grants many responsibilities to existing/potentially new Vice Provosts, and the Main Campus Provost's Office:

· New Entity will definitely have its own Vice Provost

· “a Vice Provost” will be responsible for Faculty Development – taking charge of a relocated Center for Teaching and Learning, as well as Faculty Orientation

· “The customer interface as vested in the current 'professional advisors' will be organizationally moved to the Provost’s office while daily work and work sites will remain in the individual Colleges.”

· Provost's Office will have complete authority over CA & DL

· Additionally, the University will definitely hire a Chief Information Officer [CIO] to oversee the large-scale technological developments the plan calls for

Timeline – all of these changes will begin to be implemented “this afternoon at best, tomorrow at the latest.”

Rationale – Higher Education in America is failing – employers often bemoan that graduates are unprepared for the real world; and we are having great difficulty competing in the global market.

ANALYSIS

[please note that this is my interpretation, and is not the opinion and does not necessarily reflect the intention of Dr. Jacobs or any other Administrator]


The most inconsistent part of the plan is that it is to begin being implemented within 24 hours, making it all but impossible for students to have any input in a purportedly “extremely student-centered” proposal.


Otherwise, the proposal leaves three major questions or issues, which all students should begin discussing. The first is the real meaning of a learning plan consisting of modules and algorithms. On the one hand, if the policy is student-centered in the common-sense meaning of the term [i.e., providing what students would like/allowing students the greatest variety of choice], this plan could be revolutionary and greatly beneficial. Imagine having the freedom to select coursework in a number of different areas of personal interest, and being able to combine and integrate them into a degree that is nationally recognized for its quality – both academically and in preparing professionals! On the other hand, this could result in a convenient excuse to continue the diminishing/destruction of a number of current departments/majors not judged “strategic,” that is, in line with the Directions Strategic Plan, in the same manner that many non-STEMM-related programs are being combined and reduced as the University continues to be “restructured.” If, for instance, departments in the Arts and Humanities are not strong, those who wish to use this opportunity to round their professional education will not have many choices [or at least not many good choices] in such areas.


The second issue is that of remedial education. It is true that until recently UT was one of the few public universities in Ohio to offer true open enrollment [all public universities are required to, in order to receive government funding]; and that most other universities get around that requirement to an extent by sending less-than-optimally qualified students to branch campuses. This plan seems to poise the current University College as an entity that will provide the remedial courses for “conditionally accepted students” within the New Entity. Whether or not you agree with open admissions, it will likely be a hardship to only be able to take 11 hours [and not be a full-time student] as it may take much longer to achieve the necessary requirements to “remove the condition,” even if this allows such students more time to “access support services.”


Thirdly, the plan vests virtually all of the decision-making power over educational opportunities within a host of new Vice Provosts. With the exception of New Entity, it is unclear whether the various assigned responsibilities will be added to existing Main Campus Vice Provosts, or if new Vice Provosts will be created. Either way, this calls into question the ability of current Chairs and Faculty Administrators, who have intimate knowledge of the process of teaching, the interests of students, and the unique pedagogical considerations surrounding their field, to continue to so knowledgeably direct the course of education. Vesting so much power in so few individuals would also make it very difficult for them to meet with students, or for students to bring them their ideas, given the overbooked schedules such high-level administrators tend to have


Additionally, the insistence on viewing students as consumers [see Directions I: “consumer-driven focus”] neglects the role of students as co-producers of knowledge in the classroom – what is it, after all, that we are doing when we write research papers or investigate in the lab but synthesizing existing knowledge into new and innovative understandings. This is more, even, than a “professionally relevant” skill we might purchase from the University at no less than $213 per credit hour.


Altogether, the plan leaves many important questions yet to be clearly answered. A plan that claims to seek such high levels of student centeredness needs to give lengthy and meaningful opportunities for student input before being implemented. And we as students and truly student-centered faculty and staff, need to demand this.

This Digest was compiled by Students for Real Student Centeredness, which is affiliated with absolutely nothing except students and their right to determine the future of their own education.
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