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Core Curriculum Assessment Report

How has the Core been experienced by Daemen students?
 
Student Panel: Reflections on the First Four Years of the

Daemen Core Curriculum
Thursday May 17, 2007
10:30 - 11:30 a.m. Wick Alumni Lounge
I. Background 

May 2007 marked the first graduating class of students who completed the new core curriculum, and an ideal time to capture the reflections of this inaugural cohort before they moved on from Daemen.  We originally considered conducting small research focus groups, with a random sample of students who would remain anonymous.  After some discussion, we decided instead to mark this milestone in the new curriculum by inviting a panel of students to share their experiences with the campus community.

Questions for the panelists were drafted by Intisar Hibschweiler, Core Director, with assistance from Mimi Steadman, Director of Institutional Assessment, and Pat Beaman, Director of Institutional Research.  Kevin Telford, Chair of the Department of Foreign Languages and incoming Dean of Arts and Sciences, moderated the panel.  The core panel session, which ran about an hour and fifteen minutes, was attended by some 55 faculty and administrators.   Panel attendees also received from Pat Beaman a summary of findings from the NSSE (National Survey of Student Engagement) that indicated changes in student experiences since the implementation of the core.  
II. Student Participants
Department chairs and other faculty were asked to nominate four students to represent their department in the panel. These students were contacted by the Core Director via email and invited to participate.  From the initial twenty students who were recommended by faculty, ten students, representing eight departments, agreed to participate as panelists.  Eight of the students were female, two were male, and about half were commuters.  Their majors included Art Education, Natural Science, Physical Therapy, Physician Assistant, English, History & Government, and Education.  
At the beginning of the session, the students introduced themselves and talked about memorable aspects of their Daemen experience.  Highlights mentioned included study abroad and other travel opportunities, research with faculty, presenting at professional conferences, including the CIEL Annual Undergraduate Research Symposium, service learning experiences such working in the low income Seneca Babcock neighborhood, creating a dance ensemble, serving on the Education Honor Society and working as a Student Alumni ambassador.  A common theme in student experiences was the close connections with faculty members and experiential learning that extended beyond the classroom.
III. Results

A. Core Complexity, Completion, and Delivery
When asked about the complexity of the core requirements, panelists across the board agreed that the core requirements at first were difficult to figure out, and that in some cases, it also seemed that faculty advisors were not entirely clear about the core requirements.  In particular, it was difficult for students and faculty to figure out which courses did or did not count toward fulfillment of the core. Despite students’ initial confusion with the core, they noted that their faculty advisors, including Professors Gunther, Parshall, Sommer and Ward, eventually helped them make sense of the requirements.  
Despite some concern that Daemen does not yet offer an adequate supply of courses to allow students to fulfill requirements, all of the students on the panel indicated that they had completed, without having items waived, all their core requirements, including Learning Community, Service Learning, and Upper Division.
Students were asked what would improve the effectiveness of the core.  Several comments were logistical in nature, including the concern that core requirements may make it difficult for students to add and complete the requirements for a minor in addition to their major. To help students meet the Upper Division requirements in the core, students suggested offering additional 300 and 400 level courses without prerequisites.  An art student, whose schedule is limited by longer studio time slots, suggested more variety in times that core courses are offered.  Students asked that advisors encourage students to check early on for any prerequisites they may need for core classes they want to take later, and to complete requirements early on in their college career.
Other recommendations addressed the learning communities.  Reinforcing findings from recent learning community surveys, class visits, and an Academic Festival panel, students recommended that more emphasis be placed on creating clear content and communication linkages in linked learning community courses.  One student requested additional learning communities in the major, or in other areas, after the first year, because she believed that learning communities enhanced learning and helped make connections between disciplines and between course content and the “real world.”  A few students also suggested that the website created in the IND 101 course be revisited at later points in their curriculum, for both reflections on learning and in future job searches as an electronic portfolio.  
Students also suggested simpler definitions of the core competencies, and that faculty should be more explicit about explaining the connection between their core courses and the associated core competency.  Students commented that reflecting on the core for the panel helped them integrate their understanding of the competencies, and that similar reflection opportunities would be valuable in other courses throughout students’ years at college.
At the end of the panel, an audience member asked the students how to best introduce incoming freshmen to the core.  Students suggested taking time at orientation to address the core, and taking care to simplify the way the competencies are presented to freshmen.  Students advocated for seniors or upperclass “mentors” to sit in on IND 101 or interact with freshmen in other settings.  Again, students brought up the issue of creating assignments or opportunities within core courses for student self-reflection on a specific competency, because, they explained, “you don’t really get it” until after you have experienced it.
B. Influential Core Courses and Competencies
When asked about the impact of one of the core competencies on their academic growth at Daemen, several students mentioned critical thinking.  A future physical therapist mentioned that critical thinking is a necessary competency for making a patient diagnosis, and that his classes required him to understand and apply course content to solve problems, rather than simply regurgitate facts on a test.  An English major mentioned she used critical thinking for learning outside her major.   One student thought about this question in terms of which of the categories on her program of study had the greatest number of check marks, and that for her that category was critical thinking.  She further noted that she “used to underestimate herself,” and that her thinking skills and confidence had increased during her time at Daemen.
An education major mentioned that she developed civic responsibility through service learning and through student teaching and practicum experiences.  She said she is committed to giving back the community, and that her Daemen experiences related to Civic Responsibility connect to the reasons she is “going into teaching.”  A History & Government student also commented on the relationship of the civic responsibility competency to her major. Critical thinking, communication, and civic responsibility were mentioned by the panel as key areas of impact, while contextual competency, affective judgment, moral & ethical discernment, and literacy in information and multimedia technology were not specifically mentioned.  But one student summed it up by stating that she believed that “all the core competencies fit within my profession.”

When asked what core courses influenced their academic growth, three students mentioned Karl Terryberry’s Composition 315 course, Advanced Composition for Health Professionals, which fulfills the communication competency.  A physical therapy student said that the course made her work very hard, “it was amazing to see your progress,” and that it was “one of the best classes I’ve taken in my life.”  Another student added that he was nervous about CMP 315 so he put it off, but he “wished [he] would have taken it earlier.”  Another student worked with Dr. Terryberry in a senior seminar course in which she researched strategies to meet the needs of various audiences and contributed a chapter for a text book.

Two students mentioned a learning community on literature and the Holocaust taught by Kevin Telford and Shawn Kelley, which focuses on both the moral and ethical discernment and communication skills competencies.  One student commented that she learned to read “stuff she wasn’t interested in” such as existentialist literature, and she learned to appreciate it.  Another student said he read about Nazi medical experiments, which made him think about the trust between patients and health care providers, and his respect for the patients with whom he will work in his future career at a physical therapist.  
Two students said their service learning courses expanded their view of the world.  One education major said she “grew up in the suburbs,” and service learning “opened her eyes” and “broadened her horizons” to the different communities in which she might teach.  Another student commented that Service Learning touched on all the competencies and required her to put into practice different skills during her service work.

Other students described rigorous courses, including a Russian history course taught by Andrew Wise and a senior thesis preparation course taught by Penny Messinger and Lisa Parshall, as being challenging and difficult, but ultimately confidence-enhancing experiences.  One student said, “I never had to think so much in my life!”  
An art education student appreciated an experimental course taught by Christian Brandjes and Laura Sommer in which student artists and faculty created an exhibit in a rented space off campus.  She described the course and instructors as helping her see herself as an artist, not just a student.   A Physician Assistant student explained that her “best class in college” was an Art History course that was part of a Learning Community II, taught by Laura Sommer, who helped the students understand the emotion in the artwork.  The student was able to clearly articulate how the class and the instructor fostered affective judgment by connecting the sensory and emotional experience. 
At the end of the panel, faculty asked about composition and capstone courses.  When asked if CMP 101 prepared students for college level writing, most students expressed concern that depending on the instructor, the course was not challenging enough, or did not provide enough feedback to prepare students for future writing in college.  However, students found the writing coaches and the honors composition class helpful.

When asked about the value of a “capstone” course, the panel said that “it was the best learning opportunity that we had,” and “it should be required for all students.”  A student said that it “makes you an independent learner,” and another said that while it was difficult, she believes she is “able to do anything now after completing my thesis.”
C. Advice from the Core Panel for Incoming Freshmen
· “What you get out of Daemen is what you put in.”
· “Go in with an open mind.  Join organizations.”
· “Daemen provides many opportunities.  You can even create your own organization. I did.”
·  “Commuters, connect with other commuters in a common area such as the Patio. Also get to know resident students and hang out in their dorms.”

·  “Get as involved as possible, it will help you socially and academically.”
· Find a balance among social life and academic life.  Don’t be so serious about your academic life that you can’t have a social life

·  “Anybody can achieve at college.”

· “As soon as you feel you’re slipping, seek out help.  If you are your own advocate, you can succeed.”

· “Don’t shy away from professors---they’ll be your biggest lifeline.”

D. The Impact of the Daemen College Experience
Students were asked how they have changed during their four years at Daemen. Their responses emphasized the contributions of a small college experience with close faculty/student interaction in developing students’ academic and social confidence.  Although the panel featured articulate, successful, self-assured seniors, many commented that they were shy and insecure upon arrival at college.  Students said “their years at Daemen made [them] more confident” and gave them “a stronger desire to learn.”  The panel commented that the “professors are very helpful,” and “I was encouraged by professors to overcome shyness and learn more.”  Highlighting Daemen’s focus on both professional and liberal learning, students commented both that “college prepared me to be a professional,” and that the core “brings it all together,” and exposes you to things outside your major that make you a well rounded person.”  The core “allows you to branch out rather than stay on a single path.”
Overall, the members of the student panel were very positive about their experience at the college and with the new core curriculum.  The provided constructive suggestions for improving the logistics of the core, but were overwhelmingly positive about the contributions of the core to their education.  Their comments highlighted the key role that faculty at Daemen play in engaging students in meaningful research, service, writing and study opportunities both in and out of class.  In the words of one of the students, “All it takes is for somebody to take an interest in you.”  It was these challenging, experiential learning activities that fostered students academic, personal, and professional growth during their four year at Daemen College.   
IV. Recommendations
1. In all core courses, be explicit about connections between course content and the core competency, and provide opportunities for students to demonstrate learning and skills related to the competency.

2. Continue to emphasize developing students’ confidence and oral communication skills, as demonstrated by the student panelists.
3. Continue to invest in the strength of our faculty. The panelists credited Daemen faculty with providing many positive educational experiences.
4. Continue to promote experiential learning outside the classroom, including research, service learning, conference presentations, and international travel, because of its impact on student growth and learning. 
5. Revisit, reinforce, and enhance IND 101 content and skills, such as writing and information literacy and technology, throughout courses in the major and the core.

6. Evaluate the core course offerings and work to avoid schedule conflicts for different majors.

7. Continue to provide resources for faculty advisors and for students to clarify core requirements.

8. Continue to improve and expand the Learning Community program.

9. Conduct smaller, non-public focus group sessions with diverse subpopulations of students, to more formally assess student experiences with the core.
10. Create additional opportunities to share the experiences and skills of our graduates with the Daemen community and the public.  As more than one attendee commented, “It made me proud.”
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