Framework for the Communication/Critical Thinking Outcomes and Charge to the Faculty Task Group (Revised 8/31/11)

Overview

As the Task Force for Undergraduate Curriculum Review met with faculty, employers, board members and other constituents, we have established the need for communication skills and critical thinking as vital outcomes for all UALR graduates.  We have thus adopted the following statements of learning outcomes:

The university should produce graduates who can write well, interact professionally with others in small group and public speaking contexts, and present a polished image.

The university should produce graduates who can think critically, solve problems individually and collectively, and exhibit creativity and innovation.

Framework

We hope to produce communication competencies and critical thinking both through required coursework in the general education curriculum, as well as through repeated communication and critical thinking experiences throughout a student’s degree program.  Communication competencies and critical thinking cannot be met in the core alone, but must be developed and reinforced throughout an undergraduate education.

We propose that all students are required to complete Composition I and II and Speech Communication, as they are currently required to do (Comp I and II  and 0-3 hours of oral communication are required in the state minimum core).  We also propose that each undergraduate major at UALR require at least 2-3 intensive writing assignments with feedback  and 2-3 oral communication presentations so that students’ writing and speaking skills will be reinforced and strengthened.  We hope that in the process of teaching writing and speaking that students also gain skills in developing arguments and reasoning, evaluating audiences and evidence, and creatively crafting messages.

We are interested in your conclusions about how critical thinking skills can best be achieved – through a required course, through instructional methods across the curriculum or through other means.  At present no coursework is presently required specifically for critical thinking either in the State Minimum Core, nor in the UALR general education requirements.

Charge to the Faculty Task Group on Communication Skills:

We need help in fleshing out how this framework can be implemented at UALR.  Please draft a proposal that specifically responds to the following questions:

1)  Should the learning objectives for Comp I and II be revisited and standardized?

2)  What should constitute an “intensive writing assignment” and an oral presentation?

3)  How many should be required in each major?

4)  How can the writing and speaking assignments be adapted to the particular style of different disciplines?

5)  Should we develop a common rubric on campus for evaluating writing and speaking so that the same criteria will develop a common approach to improving writing?  If so, how can faculty be trained in using these instruments?

6)  Could communication classes also be structured to promote critical thinking, problem solving and creativity skills?  If so how?

7)  How can we build accountability to make sure that all students actually are receiving continuous reinforcement for developing writing, speaking and critical thinking skills?

8)  Should UALR’s requirements exceed those of the State Minimum Core?  If so, what are the consequences of requiring more of native UALR students than of a significant portion of UALR’s large transfer population that is subject only to lesser requirements?  Are these consequences problematic?

9) Once standards and learning objectives for this knowledge competency are determined, how can they be assessed?  A long standing criticism of assessment of the current core is that the focus is far more on particular course content than on the broader competencies the courses purportedly develop.

