Framework for Knowledge of the Social and Natural Sciences and Charge to the Faculty Task Group (Revised 10/12/2011)

Overview

The Task Force for Undergraduate Curriculum Review met with employers, board members, other external constituents, faculty, and students, and has established that knowledge of the sciences is vital for all UALR graduates.  We have adopted the following statement of educational outcomes for the sciences:

The concepts, methodologies, findings, and applications of the social and natural sciences.

Framework

Note:  Currently in the UALR Core World Civilization (History 1311 and 1312) is in a separate category, Historical Consciousness, not part of our designation as a humanity or as a social science.  History has the feature of being a social science in its methodology, but a humanity in terms of its content.  

The Task Force recognizes that while students majoring in the social or natural sciences will acquire a deeper knowledge of these sciences through their majors, it will be acquired by other students primarily through coursework in the core curriculum The Task Force also recognizes that coursework in the core curriculum must meet State Minimum Core requirements, which are currently as follows:

8 hours of science courses that include laboratories 

(“Institutions may require students majoring in math, engineering, science, education, and health related professions to take higher or specific science courses as part of the State Minimum Core.”)

Social sciences to include 3 hours of US History or US Government and 6-9 hours of additional social sciences.

Charge to the Faculty Task Group on Knowledge of Social and Natural Sciences:

The Task Force seeks the assistance of the Faculty Task Group on the Social and Natural sciences in fleshing out this framework and developing appropriate courses. The Task Force suggests the following as some initial guiding questions:

1) What are the more specific learning objectives of these knowledge educational outcomes?  What, more specifically, do we want every student to know and be able to do in this area?  How should history be treated?

2)  What is the appropriate level at which to address the methodologies of the sciences (as opposed to their salient findings and discoveries) in core courses?  How large a component of courses should methodologies be?

3) Currently, in the case of the social sciences, many courses on the core curriculum menu also serve as required gateway courses to majors (e.g., POLS 2301, CRJU 2300, SOCI 2300, PSYC 2300, etc.).  Are the goals of gateway courses always coincidental with the aims of core or general education?  To what extent are the answers to the following questions identical?  What should every student take away from course X if it is likely to be one of only several social science courses that he or she will ever take?  What should every major in the discipline take away from course X?  If the answers diverge, what are some alternative approaches for meeting this knowledge competency?

4)  Currently some of the lab sciences on the core curriculum menu do not serve as required gateway courses to majors.  Students in natural science majors are allowed to substitute other courses in their majors for the courses on the core menu on a two-for-one basis. This has caught students who begin as natural science majors but change to other majors before completing the lab science requirement in the predicament of having to take more than 8 hours of lab science.  Is this a desirable consequence?  If so, how can it be avoided?

5)  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?

6) Once standards and learning objectives for these knowledge educational outcomes are determined, how can they be assessed?  We recognize that for students majoring in the social or natural sciences, the outcome will be assessed through assessments of the major.  However, for students acquiring the knowledge of the sciences primarily through core courses, other sites and methods for assessment will be required. 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 compentencies the courses purportedly develop. How might we assess the educational outcomes in a way that is not tied so tightly to particular courses?
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