
VCU Core Education Program: A Shared Search for Meaning
Highlights 
· The Core focuses on a set of learning competencies which contribute to life-long learning.  These skills areas include written communication, oral proficiency, critical thinking, information fluency, ethical and civic responsibility and quantitative literacy. 

· The Core includes 21 credit hours that all undergraduate students at VCU will complete across all programs of study, including: 
· A two-semester sequence of Focused Inquiry courses with a common theme (6 credit hours).  These are first tier courses. 
· A quantitative literacy course (3 credits hours), a research writing course (3 credit hours), and one course each in the sciences (3 credit hours), social sciences (3 credit hours), and humanities (3 credit hours).  These are second tier courses.  

· The third tier is a culminating experience in the major that reflects work in the Core Program.

· All courses should adhere to the guidelines of the Core Curriculum to be included in the Core.  
· The Core Curriculum will be reviewed by the University College Academic Committee comprised of representatives from all schools/college with an undergraduate program
Rationale

VCU’s commitment to undergraduate education has always been a top priority for many of its faculty and administration.  Over the past three decades we have maintained both flexibility and a willingness to adjust our curriculum to the needs of a changing student body and an evolving educational setting.  Both phases of earlier strategic plans called for the creation of a cohesive and integrative university-wide general education program. VCU’s Core Education Program establishes a Core Curriculum which is shared by all students throughout the campus.
We are not alone in experiencing the need to re-envision general education curricula.  We join ranks with the most prestigious as well as more humble institutions in attempting to convert general studies requirements into cohesive programs of liberal education that enhance and support all programs of study.  Providing a quality learning experience that responds to the needs of today’s VCU students demands all-embracing institutional transformation. Confronting these changes requires innovation and flexibility. We took the first step by declaring our intentions in VCU 2020 – Theme II, Initiative 2.  This vision was brought to life by implementing the VCU Core Education Program.   
Theme II: Achieve national recognition as a learning-centered research university that embraces a world-class student experience. 

Initiative 2 

Establish a compact with VCU’s students and their parents that ensures all graduates have the skills, knowledge and attitudes needed for lifelong success.  The VCU Compact will create a University-wide shared experience for all undergraduates that focuses on the foundations necessary to enable and ensure lifelong learning.  VCU will commit itself to a higher level of engagement between faculty and students while raising the performance expectations of the entire University community through this Compact.
General Description

The VCU Core Education Program is a well-articulated compact between VCU and its students. The university pledges to provide opportunities for students to improve their oral and written communication competency, to develop their critical thinking abilities, to improve their ability to work collaboratively on projects, to attain information fluency, to achieve quantitative literacy, and to understand ethical perspectives and civic responsibilities in the 21st century.  

Along with an emphasis on student-centered learning, the primary goals of the Core Education Program are to:
1. improve students’ levels of competencies in all skill areas;
2. blend knowledge and skills from different disciplinary areas into one integrated experience; and
3. encourage and promote student engagement in present and future learning. 
Mission of the Core:  By providing shared learning experiences, the Core Education Program helps students develop competencies necessary for lifelong success. 

The Core Education Program consists of 21 credit hours intended to be completed by the end of the sophomore year.  Individual schools have control over all other curricular requirements for their programs of study.  

Commitment to developing a particular competency transcends any specific course.  The program of study assures that students continue to improve in all areas throughout their undergraduate study.  These efforts must be reinforced and integrated in the student’s major as well.  Teaching better communication, critical thinking, collaborative work, information literacy, ethical and civic responsibility and quantitative literacy must be academic unit’s responsibility if we expect to effectively improve our students’ abilities in these areas.  
What follows is the three-tier framework of the Core Education Program.
First Tier

6 credit hours: Focused Inquiry I and II, a two-semester sequence required of all first-year students, provides the foundation for the program. Students begin their core shared experiences through the summer reading program with follow-through in the FI sequence as they engage in similar assignments and projects both inside and outside of class. The FI sequence replaces English 101. The writing and thinking objectives of English 101 were incorporated into the FI series.  

Second Tier 

As a complement to the first tier, second tier courses across three areas reinforce the learning objectives introduced in the Focused Inquiry sequence.  To insure adherence to core requirements, the University College Academic Committee periodically reviews proposed and existing courses.

Courses in the second-tier are drawn from across the university and include:

1. 3 credit hours: A quantitative literacy course.  Currently Math 131 and Stat 208 target quantitative thinking and reasoning although other higher level mathematics would also satisfy this requirement.  Other departments are encouraged to offer courses targeting quantitative literacy.  

2. 3 credit hours: A research and academic argument course. Currently, English 200 targets academic argument, information fluency, analysis, and documentation.  Designated equivalent courses may be offered through the major.  
3. 9 credit hours: one course from each of these areas:


· humanities/fine arts; 
· social/behavioral sciences; 

· natural science/mathematics.

To reinforce first tier learning, second tier courses include:

· specific learning objectives related to the above-mentioned competencies; 

· activities inside and outside of class directed at improving competencies; and 

· assessment regarding student performance in the competencies.  
The six competency areas are defined below.  Each second tier course will integrate at least three of the six competency areas.  
Writing proficiency:  courses provide students with substantive and sustained writing experiences to further develop their writing and thinking competencies.  Students should be able to:
· Generate informal and formal writing on a variety of topics;
· Adjust writing to audience, purpose, and situation;

· Elaborate on and revise writing for depth of information and analysis;

· Write coherent and thoughtful paragraphs, developing and organizing main and sub claims; 
· Construct written arguments or positions based on informed sources; and
· Write reflective papers related to personal significance of course material.
Critical thinking:  courses encourage critical self-awareness, helping students apply critical thinking strategies to foster more disciplined approaches to learning.  Students should be able to:

· Identify the purpose of the material;
· Distinguish relevant from irrelevant information;
· Interpret information from different points of view;
· Assess the cogency of arguments; and
· Construct his/her own argument .
Information fluency:  courses help students navigate library-related services (on-line and on-site) as well as evaluate the legitimacy of sources of information.  Students should be able to:

· Identify information needs and resources;

· Collect information effectively and efficiently;

· Evaluate collected information critically;

· Present information effectively and efficiently; and
· Use information ethically and legally.

Oral communication:  courses provide students with opportunities to express and develop their oral capabilities.  Students should be able to:

· Present ideas orally to a classroom audience;
· Make a formal oral presentation, either individually or in groups;
· Construct a logical argument and defend it to the class; 
· Adjust presentation to audience, purpose, and situation; and
· Use active listening skills and engage in constructive dialog with others.

Ethical and civic responsibility:  students reflect on their culturally-inherited values, thinking critically about the relationship between these values and global context.  Students should be able to:

· Recognize the relationship between human rights and individual responsibilities;

· Identify the relationships between power and ideology;
· Identify theories of democracy, democratic values and beliefs,
· Critically review actions in response to global/local issues; and
· Engage, integrate and translate learning into responsible professional and civic action.
Quantitative Literacy:  students have the ability to understand and use numbers and data analyses in everyday life and in the workplace.  Students should be able to: 

· Interpret mathematical formulas, graphs, tables and schematics and draw inferences from them; 

· Use probabilistic, arithmetical, algebraic, and geometric methods to analyze situations with quantitative components; 

· Describe a sample or population’s general qualities quantitatively  and draw accurate conclusions from standardized statistical information; and
· Make use of proportion, percentages, and compound growth to make policy and financial decisions.

Second Tier Courses adhere to the following guidelines:
1. Each course places an emphasis on connected learning as opposed to insulated survey courses to help students integrate their learning in multiple disciplines and contexts.  An inquiry or problem-centered emphasis guides the curriculum development of each course.
2. Each course incorporates collaboration.  This may be done through group/team projects inside and outside of class.  Larger classes may utilize virtual or online teams.

3. Each course is regarded as self contained.  Rather than serving as an introductory or building block course, the course should be viewed as the last class a student might take in a particular area.
4. Each course leads to an integrative framework and a holistic understanding of its primary questions/problems.  The curriculum clearly defines the relationships between student and course content leading to a stronger connection to student experience and the larger world.
Third Tier 
The Third Tier culminates in an academic experience integrating the Core Education Program with the student’s major. This requirement may take the form of a service-learning project, a research project with a faculty member, a study abroad program, a senior thesis paper, a practical internship or a capstone course.  This requirement ties learned experience in the Core Education Program with a practical application in the major. 

Administrative Structure of the Core ______________________________________
As charged by the Strategic Plan 2020 the Core Education Program is administered through University College.  The University College Academic Committee (UCAC) is responsible for monitoring all tiers of the program.  UCAC is made up of one faculty representative from each of the schools/college offering undergraduate degrees at VCU.   Members are appointed by the deans of their respective schools. The Dean of the University College serves as chair of the UCAC, but is not a voting member of the committee except in situations when the committee vote is tied.



The University College Academic Committee is charged with overseeing curriculum development and matters appropriate to the maintenance and development of the University’s Core Education Program.   With respect to the University Core Education Program, the UCAC performs the following actions prior to submission to the University Undergraduate Curriculum Committee (UUCC) for final approval:

· Review and grant approval for new and revised courses in the core education program (new courses would have to be reviewed by their own respective curriculum committees).

· Ensure that courses offered for credit be of appropriate quality and prevent serious duplication of courses offered elsewhere in the University.

· Study and make recommendations concerning new rules or changes in the rules affecting the Core Education Program in respect to grades, pre- and co-requisites, and other academic policy matters.

· Review and grant final approval for any course or program description offered through the UC, no matter how minor.  

· Provide representation at UUCC meetings for UC proposals under consideration. 
Proposals presented to UCAC come from individual faculty, task forces, or ad hoc committees associated with the Core Education Program or University College.  All course proposals that are included in the Core must conform to the guiding principles agreed upon by the Core Education Program Committee.  Therefore, for consideration for inclusion in the University Core Education Program, the course proposal must address how the course conforms to these principles.  The UCAC reviews all Core Education Program courses on a three to five year cycle.

Guidelines for proposals of courses to be included in the Core Education Program
Proposals to include a course in the Core Education Program should include the following information:

Contact Person

Course catalog description

Discussion of how the course meets the general goals of the Core Education Program.

1. Detail the general and specific learning objectives of the course.

2. The Core Education Program includes six competency areas.  Identify each competency the proposed core course will address.  Also, describe how the course content and pedagogy facilitates development of each identified competency.

Definitions of Competency Areas

Writing proficiency:  courses provide students with substantive and sustained writing experiences to further develop their writing and thinking competencies.  Students should be able to:

· Generate informal and formal writing on a variety of topics;
· Adjust writing to audience, purpose, and situation;

· Elaborate on and revise writing for depth of information and analysis;

· Write coherent and thoughtful paragraphs, developing and organizing main claims and sub claims;

· Construct written arguments or positions based on informed sources; and
· Write reflective papers related to personal significance of course material.

Critical thinking:  courses encourage critical self-awareness, helping students apply critical thinking strategies to foster more disciplined approaches to learning.  Students should be able to:

· Identify the purpose of the material;
· Distinguish relevant from irrelevant information;
· Interpret information from different points of view;
· Assess the cogency of arguments; and
· Construct his/her own argument 

Information fluency:  courses help students navigate library-related services (online and on-site) as well as evaluate the legitimacy of sources of information.  Students should be able to:

· Identify information needs and resources;

· Collect information effectively and efficiently;

· Evaluate collected information critically;
· Present information effectively and efficiently; and
· Use information ethically and legally.

Oral Communication:  courses provide students with opportunities to express and develop their oral capabilities.  Students should be able to:

· Present ideas orally to a classroom audience;
· Work individually or in groups on a formal oral presentation;
· Construct a logical argument and defend it to the class; and
· Adjust presentation to audience, purpose, and situation.
Ethical and social responsibility:  students reflect on their culturally inherited values, thinking critically about the relationship between these values and their place in the global context.  Students should be able to:

· Recognize the relationship between human rights and individual responsibilities;

· Identify the relationships between power and ideology;

· Identify theories of democracy, democratic values and beliefs; and
· Critically review actions in response to global/local issues.
Quantitative Literacy:  students have the ability to understand and use numbers and data analyses in every day life and in the workplace.  Students should be able to:

· Interpret mathematical formulas, graphs, tables and schematics and draw inferences;

· Use arithmetical algebraic, and geometric methods to solve problems;

· Describe a sample or populations general qualities quantitatively by accurately calculating indicators of central tendency and variability;

· Calculate the likelihood of a given event from information about the probability of all possible outcomes in that situation;

· Differentiate between samples and populations; and

· Calculate proportions and percentages.
3. Describe the active learning strategies that are intended to lead to higher levels of student engagement.
4. What can students take from the course that will be useful in subsequent courses and their personal and professional lives?
5. How many sections of this course will be offered per semester?  

6. How many students will this course accommodate per section?

7. Will this course require additional resources from those currently available? 

Material to be submitted:
1. Copy of the proposed syllabus.
2. Submit reading lists and/or other media that will be used in the course.

3. Submit examination and assessment material to determine progress toward learning objectives.
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