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Introduction 

Looking back into SU’s history, few would question the fundamental progress made toward a vision of excellence in comprehensive undergraduate and graduate education.  Dramatic improvements in the quality of faculty, students, programs, athletics, and campus life and culture serve as signposts on the road we have collectively forged and traveled.  SU is indeed poised to occupy a new place in the higher education system of Maryland and within the mid-Atlantic region.  

We have an unprecedented opportunity to further establish SU’s place of excellence—right now, at this juncture in our institutional history.  The Faculty Senate Ad Hoc Committee on Curricular Change is currently studying “the advisability of fully implementing” (Committee charge, May 2005) a new curriculum delivery system first brought forward and recommended as worthy of further consideration by the Faculty Senate Ad Hoc Committee on Curriculum Teaching Models and recommended by the Senate for such consideration at the end of the 2004-2005 academic year.  The model in question, known as a course-based system (as opposed to our current credit-hour-based system), has the potential to strengthen the academic mission of SU by providing a deeper and more meaningful educational experience for our students and otherwise creating a more vital and engaged learning community, as well as an enhanced reputation for the University beyond campus. 

The new curriculum model described in the present document is admittedly incomplete with respect to many of the details and nuances that may be vitally important to you, your department, or your school.  These matters, particularly with regard to logistical concerns, will be discussed, debated, and addressed in the coming months before this committee finalizes its recommendation to the Faculty Senate regarding how such a system might fit and function at SU, and, with that, again, the advisability of fully implementing said system.  Our first opportunity for an open dialogue with all SU faculty on this matter is scheduled for September 27 (more details follow below).  We ask that you read the document before you and accept that questions or concerns not addressed in these pages will receive all due attention before any recommendation is made by this committee or any action is taken.  We also ask that you please consider the model described from a broad, institutional perspective and with the best interests of our students and faculty in mind.  

What follows is a short history of progress to date toward a grand vision to make SU an institution of distinction.  Important to this new curriculum model is an understanding of how it will enable us to achieve our mission and provide our students with an enhanced academic experience.  Following a description of the proposed curriculum model is a summary of the benefits that the system in question could create for both students and faculty.  We hope you will explore the model and share your perceptions, including your concerns, regarding how such a system might be executed, during the upcoming open meeting.  

A Bold but Natural Next Step in the Evolution of Salisbury University

Salisbury University has come a very long way since opening as a Maryland State Normal School in 1925, or even from its days, as late as the 1960’s, as Salisbury State Teachers College.  Over the years the University has become not only larger and more comprehensive, but increasingly focused on becoming an outstanding institution of its kind.  During his 1980-1995 tenure, President Thomas Bellavance often voiced his aspiration that SU become a “Public Ivy,” a state-supported yet high quality institution along the lines of the College of William and Mary.  During his 1996-1999 tenure, President William Merwin focused on finding specific pathways to achieving “national eminence” at SU.  

Since beginning her presidency in 2000, President Dudley-Eshbach has continued to emphasize Salisbury University’s distinctive strengths, among these a commitment to civic engagement, undergraduate research, and service learning.  Most importantly, today and throughout its recent history, Salisbury University has defined itself as a learning community: “Salisbury University's mission is to cultivate and sustain a superior, student-centered learning community where students, faculty and staff are viewed as both teachers and learners, and where a commitment to excellence permeates all aspects of University life” (2005-2007 SU Catalogue, p. 6).  
In the last 25 years Salisbury University has made remarkable strides toward fulfilling this mission.  Curricular developments include new programs in all four schools (not to mention the creation of the schools themselves), including multiple Masters Degree programs, as well as a University-wide Honors Program.  Nine programs—including Chemistry, Social Work, Nursing, Teacher Education, and Business—have earned national accreditation.  Recently created interdisciplinary programs—such as Conflict Analysis and Dispute Resolution, International Studies, and Environmental Issues—both reflect and promote the growing interdisciplinary nature of the learning community at SU.    

The quality of Salisbury University students has also shown marked improvement in the last 25 years.  Among students entering in 1980, the mean SAT score was 848 (re-centered to 970); among students entering in 2005, the mean SAT score is 1135 (compared to a national average for college-bound seniors of 1028).  Thus the SAT scores of SU students have increased by 165 points (or 13.75%) in the last 25 years.  More signs of student improvement are Salisbury University’s steadily increasing retention and graduation rates during the last 20 years.  At 72.6%, recent graduation rates among first-time, full-time, degree-seeking freshmen at SU have been significantly higher than those at Frostburg, Towson, and UMBC.  (See Fact Book, F-7.0)  

Other important changes in campus life and culture have been facilitated by these improvements in curriculum and student profile.  Increasing numbers of SU students now engage in undergraduate research, and more students than ever now study abroad, many on SU faculty-created/directed programs.  Eighty-three percent of full-time faculty now have terminal degrees (compared to just 64% as recently as 1983-84), and SU faculty are more engaged in scholarly activity than ever before.  Salisbury University is also a much more residential campus than it was 25 years ago:  in 1979, 27.3% of students lived on campus; in 2004, 46% of students lived on campus or in student housing at University Park.  Ninety percent of all SU students are now full-time students, as well, up from 86% in 2000 and just 80% as recently as 1995.        

Certainly, Salisbury University has made significant progress toward the goals set by its past and current leaders, but most would agree that we are not yet the learning community we aspire to be.  Despite the rise in SAT scores, there remains a perception that student engagement has not increased to the extent that we might expect from this rise.  And, with a four-course teaching load for most faculty, many find themselves so busy with the daily demands of teaching and other duties that they do not have the time or the energy to engage their students (or themselves) further.  A study of other institutions—including the College of New Jersey, one of SU’s officially recognized “aspirational peers”—suggests that a new curriculum model might better support Salisbury University’s mission and move our institution toward the ambitious goals of which we have spoken and toward which we have moved incrementally over the past two decades.  The curriculum model described here is a bold but natural step in Salisbury University’s on-going journey toward excellence.  

The Course-Based Curriculum Delivery System

In the current credit-hour-based curriculum delivery system used at Salisbury University, most students must take 120 credit hours to graduate with a Bachelor’s degree (some degrees require more).  A full-time student generally takes 12-19 credit hours per semester.  In order to graduate in four years, most students take five courses per semester.  Most courses carry three hours of credit, with 150 minutes per week of contact time.

A course-based curriculum delivery system does not count credit hours, but courses.  At most institutions that use this system and for most majors offered therein, students must take 32 courses in order to graduate with a Bachelor’s degree (some degrees require more).  The typical semester load for students is four courses, as opposed to the five that most students take in the current SU system.  Unlike with the credit-hour-based system, course credit is not based on contact hours, but on the course (in fact, most institutions that use this system convene most or all of their courses in the same or similar time patterns as we currently do, though this system does indeed allow for more flexibility with regard to the number of contact hours that may be required in a given course—see below).  Except in rare cases (such as partial credit courses, x number of which may equal one full course), in the course-based model—as Gertrude Stein might put it—“a course is a course is a course.”  

The course-based model does not mean that students spend less time studying, however.  Rather, the idea is that courses under this model are more challenging and carry higher expectations and therefore, along with the reduced number of courses on which students must focus each semester, enhance and deepen the learning experience for students.  The greater challenge and higher expectations may be achieved in the following ways: 1) a course might have the same number of contact hours as under the present model but students are required to study more outside of the classroom; or 2) selected courses may have an additional contact hour which can be used in a number of ways. Option 1, the more common of the two options presented here, allows faculty, for example, to include and assign more demanding out-of-class reading and/or writing assignments, as well as other independent work.  Option 2, the less commonly chosen option, but certainly within the flexibility of the model, allows faculty to decide how to spend the extra hour (i.e., some sort of practicum situation, group work, even optional but scheduled time for students who might need extra help).  Departments can choose which of the above options, as well as other, potentially more creative options, is appropriate for each individual course within their program(s).  Virtually all options would mean that both students and faculty alike would be able to focus more deeply on each individual course, as opposed to spreading their focus more thinly across a greater number of courses, as is required in the credit-hour-based system.  For this reason, logically, just as students would take fewer courses per semester, faculty would also teach fewer courses per semester.  For most SU faculty, this would mean moving from a 4/4 to a 3/3 teaching load, but a course-based model would mean a reallocation in teaching load, in one form or another, for all full-time faculty at the University. (How to calculate and reallocate teaching load, even possibly via a weighting system—as The College of New Jersey does—will be one of the main tasks of the Committee in the coming months.) 

All institutions that use a course-based model (several are mentioned below) have  General Education requirements (though in some cases said requirements go by some other name, such as “Core,” etc.), ranging from seven to 15 courses, depending on the institution.  Most, including The College of New Jersey, also have nationally accredited programs, just as we do at SU.   

Benefits of a Course-Based Delivery System

The benefits, for both students and faculty, of switching to a course-based curriculum delivery system include the following:

· With students taking only four courses—as opposed to the current five—each semester, they would be better able to focus on the content and work involved in each course, or as Provost Buchanan put it in his remarks to the faculty in August, they would be able to “engage more deeply, independently and critically in their studies,” and have the time to do so.

· The teaching load of all full-time SU faculty would also be modified from current norms, so that faculty, like their students, would be better able to focus on their courses and, in so doing, provide an even more student-centered environment for their students.

· The reduced number of courses, on both the student and faculty sides of the equation, would allow faculty to offer, in each course, a more rigorous and more in-depth learning experience for students and a more meaningful intellectual experience for faculty, the combination of which would contribute to an enhanced learning community for all concerned.  (Existing courses would be “transformed” to reflect and include this greater rigor, deeper study, and more meaningful and more “powerful learning experience,” as The College of New Jersey terms it.) 

· While courses at most institutions that use a course-based system meet for the same amount of time per week as courses currently meet at SU (the added rigor and deeper experience come via more time to focus and prepare and with those the inclusion of more, or more difficult/complex material, both in-class and out), the flexibility of the course-based model offers the potential of adding a 4th scheduled hour to selected courses (though at some institutions and in a very select number of courses, there may even be additional hours beyond a 4th-), which could be used by faculty and students as appropriate to the course in question.  As is the case at other institutions that use the course-based model, virtually all courses, regardless of contact hours, would be considered the equivalent of 4-credit-hour courses; this is particularly important regarding how outside agencies, including other institutions and graduate schools, would interpret our courses. 

· A course-based curriculum delivery system has long been the system of choice at a number of the country’s most prestigious private institutions (Washington College, Gettysburg College, Dickinson College, Franklin & Marshall College, Bryn Mawr College, Haverford College, Swarthmore College, Colgate University, and all the Ivy League institutions among them) and has recently been adopted by The College of New Jersey, ranked once again this year by U.S. News and World Report as the #1 public comprehensive institution in the North, and, as mentioned above, officially recognized as one of SU’s “aspirational peers.”  Moving to such a system would put SU in very good company, as well as, perhaps, along with TCNJ, at the forefront of a trend for very good public institutions seeking to move to the next level.  All of this would be good for the University’s reputation, both regionally and nationwide.

· The increased academic rigor and upgraded reputation would attract students who are interested in a more intense academic environment, including those who might otherwise choose to attend one of the institutions mentioned above.  SU would be, in other words, in more direct competition with these institutions for the students in question.

· In similar fashion, the reallocated teaching load, the more intense academic environment, the opportunity to work with and mentor an even more select group of students, and the University’s more prestigious reputation, would all help in the recruitment and retention of new faculty.  Much as SU would be better able to compete in the student market, it would be much better able to compete in the faculty market, as well.

Changing to a course-based curriculum delivery system would be a transformational experience for SU.  Those who have taught in such a system speak not only of students focusing more on each course and of how faculty are able to cover more complex material and in a more in-depth fashion, but also of how the shift in load and focus allows for the development of thought, of ideas, for conversation, with both students and colleagues, and for greater opportunity to mentor students, all via the creation of a much less rushed and much more scholarly/intellectual atmosphere.  Switching to a course-based curriculum delivery system, and reaping the benefits that come with it, both on campus and beyond, would likely effect a wholesale change in campus culture, for both students and faculty alike, and move SU to the next level of excellence.  Though such a change might be considered, again, a bold step indeed, SU’s steady, if incremental, twenty-five-year progress toward attaining its stated goal of being known as a “Public Ivy” and achieving “national eminence” suggests that such a change might also be a natural step at this time, and, certainly, one worth serious consideration.

The Committee’s Charge and an Invitation to SU Faculty

The Faculty Senate Ad Hoc Committee on Curriculum Change is charged with developing the “general principles and operational guidelines for a course-based curriculum delivery system at Salisbury University focused on the enhancement of the intellectual development of our students” (Committee charge).  The Committee will also study the potential impact of the adoption of the new model on everything from General Education to individual schools and programs. The Committee will also “explore and explain the transition phase that would be involved,” should a course-based model be adopted (Committee charge).  Having done this, by Spring Break of 2006, the Committee will “present a detailed written report to the Faculty Senate with a recommendation regarding the advisability of fully implementing a course-based model” at SU (Committee charge).

With all of the above in mind, what the Committee seeks now, and will continue to welcome in the coming months, is faculty input.  The Committee therefore invites all SU faculty to an open meeting and dialogue on the concept of the course-based model as described in the present document and on its potential adoption (including both philosophical and logistical issues) at Salisbury University on Tuesday, September 27, 2005, 3:30-5:00, in DH 123.  The dialogue will continue well beyond this meeting, however, as Committee members, in subsequent weeks, will make themselves available to attend department meetings across campus to discuss both the model and how it might fit and function at SU.  A second campus-wide meeting will likely be scheduled for late Fall or early Spring, and plans are in the works to devote the January Faculty Development Day to this topic, all before the Committee makes its report and recommendation to the Faculty Senate by mid-Spring.

Finally, as Provost Buchanan said at our opening meeting in August, quoting Peter Drucker, “The best way to predict the future is to invent it.”  If indeed we choose, as a faculty, to adopt a course-based curriculum delivery system, we will most certainly be inventing the University’s future, but the evolution from Maryland State Normal School to Salisbury University suggests that SU faculty have been “inventing the future” for years.  Moving to a course-based curriculum delivery system may be this faculty’s chance to make its own bold contribution to that tradition of change.

Website

For more information on the course-based model and the work of the Faculty Senate Ad Hoc Committee on Curriculum Change, please visit the Faculty Senate homepage, where there is a link to the Committee’s new website (scheduled to be operational on 9/22/05). 
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