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After carefully reviewing the materials available for the GO teams and reflecting on what is important to us as members of the faculty, we realized that an important area of focus is missing.  We would like to recommend the addition of “Rigorous Academics” as an area of focus for the strategic plan. Rigorous academics is not only an important goal for Widener University in order to continue to attract students and gain prestige, but including it in the strategic plan is also an opportunity to engage more faculty in the strategic planning process.  Faculty identify strongly with the academic goals of the University.  When this goal is not explicitly included, it is easy for these faculty to dismiss the process as meaningless.  Adding an academic goal at this time will demonstrate to the faculty that they do have a meaningful voice in this process, increasing faculty engagement now and in the future.

Rigorous academics is not a new goal for Widener University.  The Vision 2015 Strategic Plan included “Achieve an unparalleled academic environment by promoting rigorous educational programs, productive scholarship and lifelong learning.”  The next strategic plan should leverage this work and challenge the Widener community to continue developing a rigorous academic experience where student learning is the primary focus.  By “rigorous academics,” we mean working closely with students to facilitate their mastery of the knowledge, skills, and habits of thought key to their major field of study and for undergraduate students to a broad liberal education.  Achieving a goal of rigorous academics is defined by consistently and continuously challenging students; and creating an environment where high expectations are set, where best practices are developed and supported to give students and faculty the opportunity to meet those expectations, and where faculty design and participate in ongoing assessment, using the process and results to ensure that we are meeting and exceeding the standards of rigor we have set for ourselves and our students.
The literature on higher education frequently refers to a crisis in learning.  This sense of crisis and the need for change was reinforced by Jose Bowen’s presentation during Bridge Week.  The book Academically Adrift by Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa also elaborates on the crisis, criticizing the lack of learning that occurs in many colleges and universities.  These recent insights, combined with information from the National Survey on Student Engagement and conversations with colleagues at the Provost’s book discussions, have convinced us that it is critical for Widener to place a strong emphasis on rigorous academics.  This should be one of our goals.

Many college students do not have an academically rigorous experience and demonstrate very small gains in learning during college.  Since learning is a basic premise for why students go to college, especially since our students cannot count on family wealth and connections when they complete college – we must do the right thing.  When Widener students respond to the NSSE question “Worked harder than you thought you could to meet an instructor's standards or expectations”, they should be checking “Very Often”. 

In addition to the books cited here, recent research shows how nonrigorous schools (party schools) have an especially negative long-term impact on students from poorer backgrounds.  These students take out more debt, learn less, and do not get good jobs – see The Five-Year Party, for instance.  We're not a party school (necessarily) but this is the demographics we draw from.  We have to sell the value of a Widener education, and student learning needs to be a core value.  By making rigorous academics an area of focus, we tell prospective students that at Widener, their learning matters.  We become stewards of their intellectual growth, promising real return on that investment.

Our small class size and engaged faculty allow Widener to differentiate itself from MOOCs, for-profits like University of Phoenix, Penn State, and other large schools – all possibilities our prospective students might see as lower cost alternatives.  We do not just lecture to large classes, we have students in small classes with engaging teaching strategies where they learn more.  We do not just use assessment to satisfy accreditation, we use it to improve student learning.  Rigorous academics is a goal that fits with Widener’s strengths: faculty who care about the students, innovative teaching strategies, a general education program for undergraduate students that is meant to foreground critical thinking, a rigorous writing program, and meaningful assessment designed to identify where students are making gains and where we can do better.

Rigorous academics should be the foundation of an education and the core of our mission.  Experiential learning and civic engagement are built on this foundation.  The research on civic engagement and experiential learning suggests that without a firm foundation in critical thinking and reflective learning, without knowing how to ask questions and move through the thinking process (Bloom), students do not reap the benefits of these experiences.  Additionally, students need the knowledge to understand systems, organizations, social movements, and how disciplines fit together in order to actively participate in experiential learning and cultivate that sense of engaged citizenship.

A report from AAC&U on high-impact educational practices shows that Widener University is well positioned to focus on student learning and rigorous academics.  There is extensive literature on the importance of these practices for student learning and success, especially for the student population Widener attracts.  The practices outlined in this report
 include: First-Year Seminars, Common Intellectual Experiences, Learning Communities, Writing-Intensive Courses, Collaborative Assignments and Projects, Undergraduate Research, Diversity/Global Learning, Service Learning, Community-Based Learning, Internships, Capstone Courses and Projects.

Another strength of a Widener education is the connection between the professional schools and the College of Arts and Sciences.  The AAC&U LEAP program clearly demonstrates that employers place a very high value on the general education components of a student’s education.  The goals of general education, introduced in the distribution courses and refined in the student’s major, are critical to students’ long-term success.  All Widener undergraduate students benefit from the rigors of a liberal arts education thanks to general education, and that liberal arts foundation has been proven to offer long-term advantages both in learning and in future workplace viability (see: http://storify.com/janineutell/the-value-of-a-liberal-arts-degree.  

The link between the professional programs and A & S, and our shared commitment to rigorous academics, has also been made manifest in the development of meaningful assessment on the part of faculty and administration across the university.  We do not merely pay lip service to rigorous academics; we study our practice and create opportunities for dialogue about teaching and learning effectiveness.  Adding rigorous academics as an area of focus would demonstrate a continued commitment to making assessment a crucial component of our work at Widener, because assessment gives us the information we need to sustain that rigor.

Suggested language for Rigorous Academics (making college worthwhile):  

Widener University promotes rigorous academics that result in significant student learning.
Possible Objectives

-effective teaching strategies

-writing program – ask the question: is this rigorous, are students learning, and does it meet student needs

-general education – ask the questions: is this rigorous, are students learning,  and does it meet student needs

-major – ask the questions: is this rigorous, are students learning,  and does it meet student needs

-support systems – bridge week, technology faculty fellows, provost book group, monthly need to know, mentoring new faculty, faculty orientation, and faculty development workshops
� http://www.aacu.org/meetings/psr09/documents/HighImpactPractices.pdf






