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ABSTRACT 

On May 4.2000, the Faculty of the University of 
Vermont College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS) 
made history by adopting a new core cumculum effective in 
the fall semester of 2001. This core curriculum-based on 
knowledge, skills, and values competencies-represents a 
dramatic change from the old system of distribution 
requirements and should open up opportunities for student 
recruitment and retention, new teaching initiatives. and 
expanded career possibilities for graduates. This article 
details the development of the core cumculum and the 
process that led to its acceptance by CALS faculty. 

There is an old saying that it's easier to move a 
graveyard than it is to change a college cumculum. The 
difficulty of completely revamping a college curriculum has 
been frequently reported in the literature @arr and Tagg, 
1995; Spreckler and Rudd, 1997; Magner, 2000). Curriculum 
reform across an entire college of agriculture is uncommon 
(Comer et al., 1996), since most curriculum changes are 
incremental and affect only courses in a single department 
(e-g., Kitto et al., 1996). 

In spite of the difficulties of cumculum reform, a 
group of faculty in the College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences (CALS) at the University ofVermont (UVM) 
tackled this issue because we felt many students were 
lacking skills in critical thinking, communication, teamwork, 
and complex problem solving. These are the same compe- 
tencies that Fortune 500 companies have reported as most 
important for success in today's workplace (Ryan, 1999). 
Student deficiencies in these critical skills have been 
repeatedly identified in the literature (e.g., Jenkinson, 1994; 
Kitto et al., 1996; Andelt et a]., 1997; Schmidt, 1999). 

We also felt it was important for students to be 
exposed to values that reflected the ethos of the State of 
Vermont, and the missions of the University of Vermont and 
the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. These values 
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included environmental stewardship, citizenship, social 
responsibility. and personal growth. We added values to 
the core cumculum for a number of reasons: 

Vermont prides itself as an environmentally conscious 
state. (Environmental Studies is one of the largest 
undergraduate majors at the University.) 

UVM has recently adopted a set of moral values and 
principles entitled "Our Common Ground" to guide the 
University community. 

Many of our students' behaviors, in and out of the 
classroom, suggest that their values have not reached 
the final stages of development. This is the time in a 
traditional-aged student's life when lifetime values are 
shaped (Kohlberg, 198 1). 

Developing a set of explicit values for our college would 
give faculty members a unique opportunity to clarify 
their own collective values. 

And finally, there is a growing interest in teaching values in 
higher education (Carr, 2000; Schwartz, 2000). 

The path to adopting a core cumculum based on 
competencies has taken us approximately five years. We 
describe the development of our conceptual framework, and 
the successes and failures along the path that led to the 
CALS faculty acceptance of the new curriculum. 

The Need for Change: CALS and the History 
of Distribution Requirements 

The University of Vermont's four schools and five 
colleges operate with a great deal of autonomy and 
decentralization. To receive a degree from one of UVM's 
colleges or schools, a student must complete a basic set of 
required courses or distribution requirements in addition to 
the course work required of the major. W~th little central 
University coordination or direction, the faculty of each 
school or college are free to develop their own mix of 
distribution requirements. 

In researching old University of Vermont cata- 
logues, we found that the first time distfibution require- 
ments are mentioned for the College of Agriculture (as it 
was called then) was in the 1960 edition. Whereas there 
have been additions to the CALS distribution requirements 
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(most notably a computer course requirement in 1985). the 
distribution requirements have remained basically un- 
changed for almost forty years. 

The Process 

In September 1994 the CALS Dean convened an 
ad hoc committee of faculty members to review the distribu- 
tion requirements and make recommendations for change. 
The committee met for nine months and issued a report, 
recommending the addition of two courses to the distribu- 
tion requirements-one in critical thinking and another in 
technical writing. The report was given to the Dean and 
received little attention. The ad hoc committee was dis- 
banded and the issue disappeared until taken up again in 
1996 by the CALS Curriculum Committee- a standing 
committee of the College that reviews all major cumculum 
changes and brings them before the entire faculty for 
approval. 

In the fall of 1996 the CALS Curriculum Committee 
decided to explore the current distribution requirements by 
asking the simple question, "why do we have them?" 
Surprisingly, no easy answers were forthcoming. The 
distribution requirements, as detailed in the University 
Catalogue, were a list of required course topics with no 
jlrst!ficotiojl or explatmriot~ of ~uhy they were required. As 
a consequence, when advisors were asked by students 
why a certain course topic was part of the distribution 
requirements, there was no standardized response. In 
addition, substitution of courses to meet requirements was 
at the sole discretion of advisors who were not necessarily 
operating with the same philosophical or theoretical 
underpinnings. W~thout a justification, the distribution 
requirements were wide open for individual advisor 
interpretation. 

The Curriculum Committee then began to chal- 
lenge the current paradigm of course distribution by 
developing a new model for a core cumculum based on 
students having demonstrated accomplishment of compe- 
tencies either through coursework or other assessment. 
This competency-based model was hrther refined through 
discussion and debate to focus on three areas: knowledge, 
skills, and values. The underlying premise of the framework 
was that students should acquire a set of knowledge, skills, 
and values to knction effectively in society, in addition to 
the course work and experiences relevant to their chosen 
fields of specialization. This proposition and core curricu- 
lum framework was brought before the faculty at a retreat in 
September 1997. 

After a brief presentation by the Curriculum 
Committee, faculty were divided into groups that were 

facilitated by Curriculum Committee members to discuss the 
framework and report back to the larger group. The 
knowledge, skills, and values framework received favorable 
reviews from faculty. and the motion to adopt and move the 
core cumculum forward to the implementation phase was 
approved. 

An ad hoc core curriculum committee was born 
out of this event and began meeting in the fall of 1997. This 
committee gathered information throush inquiry into 
curricula at other colleges and universities. and discussion 
with consultants hired by the University, and slowly began 
to fill out the core cumculum details and a plan for imple- 
mentation. In addition, a set of principles was developed to 
help focus the committee's work. 

Initial Guiding Principles 

The following principles were crafted to align the 
work ofthe committee with the history and political climate 
of the college, thus providing an acceptable core cuniculum 
framework for faculty who would be voting on the next step 
toward implementation. 

1 .  Students should complete a core set of courses and/or 
experiences intended to yield a defined array of knowledge, 
skills, and values. 

2. Completion of a course or series of courses (approved by 
the advisor) is assumed to satisfy the competency. Ln other 
words, specific courses would be matched to specific 
competencies. 

3 .  The core curriculum will replace the present distribution 
requirements. 

4. Where possible, the design will include sequences of 
courses yielding an integrated experience, with advanced 
courses building on earlier ones. 

5. The student's department and advisor serve as the 
ultimate judges regarding decisions of the appropriate 
selection of courses and non-course experiences. 

Core Curriculum 

The goal of the committee was to have students 
graduate from CALS having completed a series of courses 
that constituted a "core cumculum." The core cumculum 
was envisioned as a set of knowledge, skills, and values 
deemed essential to the hnctioning of an educated citizen 
of the world. Knowledge was defined as the principal areas 
of human intellectual achievement that serve as the basis 
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for functioning in society and lifelong learning. Skills were 
characterized as the capacity to effectively communicate, 
analyze, problem solve, think critically, and work with 
others. Values were defined as providing a sense of 
appreciation, respect, and sensitivity necessary to h c -  
tioning in the complex modem world. (See Appendix A). 

Setbacks and Success 

A motion to adopt the new core cumculum was 
presented to the faculty in a May 1999 meeting where our 
biggest setback came when faculty sent the proposal back 
to committee "...with the goal of assessing the feasibility of 
the proposed core cuniculum.. ." During the discussion, 
faculty expressed concern with four aspects of the pro- 
posed core cuniculum: 

1. The new core is simply a repackaging of the existing 
distribution requirements. 

2. There is no room in the major requirements for additional 
courses. 

3. Allowing students to "demonstrate competency" 
through means other than coursework gives them more 
room to "weasel out of" requirements. 

4. The new core will increase workload of advisors. 

h the fall of 1999 the committee membership was 
expanded. giving fuller representation to the various 
programs and majors in the college. In addition, a new Dean 
of the College, who was enthusiastic about the work of the 
committee, had been appointed from the ranks of the 
department chairs. 

The following steps and actions were taken during the 
next nine months to prepare for another faculty vote in May 
2000: 

a. Frequent and consistent communication among commit- 
tee members was facilitated by an e-mail list. 

b. Two modifications were made to the guiding principles 
that shaped the committee's work and provided a back- 
ground for the core cumculum. It was made explicit that 
Departments were given the final authority to determine 
how their cunicula would meet the competencies, and that 
the core cumculum would be treated as a "dynamic model, 
subject to an ongoing evaluation process to assess 
efficacy and alignment with the College mission." 

c. The idea of students demonstrating competencies 
through non-course experiences was dropped. leaving a 
"coursework only" approach to the core competencies. The 
principles were modified accordingly. While the committee 
was reluctant to compromise on this important pedagogical 
foundation of the proposed new core, it was felt that a 
stepwise approach, beginning with coursework only, would 
be more palatable to the College faculty. 

d. The committee also met with University faculty gover- 
nance representatives who were studying a University- 
wide curriculum. We decided to use as a selling point with 
College faculty the fact that our cumculum reform was 
ahead of any other College or School at the University and 
remained under the full control of the CALS faculty. 

e. A matrix checklist (Appendix B) was developed to 
facilitate the comparison of existing major coursework 
requirements and the proposed core cumculum. 

f. Our committee members met with every department and 
propam director to determine how closely current major 
checklists met the proposed core, and to iron out any 
perceived problems. 

g. Committee members held one-on-one discussions with 
specific influential or vocal faculty, identified either through 
their informal power in the College or their participation in 
the motion discussion at the May 1999 faculty meeting. 

h. The chair of the committee met regularly with the Dean 
and kept him informed of committee progress. In March 
2000 the comminee chair met s i th  the Dean's Council 
(chairs and program directors) to discuss the proposed 
core. After a brief presentation and discussion with Council 
members, the committee chair left with a strong sense of 
support from this influential group. 

i. Finally, in preparation for the May 2000 faculty meeting, 
each committee member solicited a faculty member to speak 
"positively" toward the motion at the upcoming meeting. 

A detailed memo was sent to all faculty two weeks 
before the May 2000 meeting. Topics included history of 
the College distribution requirements, reactions to the 
faculty concerns, revised Guiding Principles, and the 
revised CALS Core Curriculum (Appendix A). Two motions 
were proposed: 1. That faculty adopt the core cumculum to 
go into effect in a year (fall 2001 semester), and 2. That 
Departments and programs align their curricula by the end 
of the fall 2000 semester to insure catalogue changes are 
made. 

.4t the May 2000 faculty meeting both motions were 
passed by a unanimous vote of CALS faculty. 

15 
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Lessons Learned: The Obvious 

Leadership: Having a dean enthusiastic about core 
curriculum reform was crucial to the adoption of the new 
core. Our new Dean supported the new core with his chairs 
and program directors, and he spoke positively during the 
May 2000 faculty meeting debate of the two motions. It was 
clear to everyone that the Dean was willing to risk political 
capital as well as commit financial resources to move the 
core cumculum forward. 

Time: Giving faculty time to consider the changes was 
critical to the eventual adoption of the new core. In many 
ways the May 1999 faculty defeat of the core cumculum 
motion was a means to ask for more time. -4dding a year- 
long implenientation schedule to the May 2000 motions 
also helped faculty vote in favor of the motions. 

Faculty Involvement: Getting faculty involved, through 
committee participation, Department presentations, or one- 
on-one discussions, helped pave the way for curriculum 
refonn. 

Responding to Faculty Concerns: Faculty seemed to 
respond favorably to the fact that the committee listened 
and acted on their concerns. I t  was made clear to faculty, 
both in the memo before and in the oral preentation at the 
May 2000 faculty meeting, that the core cumculum had 
been modified to reflect their input. 

Committee Communication and Commitment: Asteady 
stream of e-mail communications among committee mem- 
bers and regularly scheduled conunittee meetings were key 
to the success of the committee. Also, although committee 
membership varied, a core group of faculty members stayed 
with the project to shepherd it through acceptance by 
CALS faculty. Their strong belief in the importance and, 
indeed. righteousness of the cause was instrumental. 

Lessons Learned: The Unexpected 

Two-edged Sword: Initially presenting the framework 
for the core curriculum as "not too different" from the 
present distribution requirements was a two-edged sword. 
On one hand, faculty were comforted in seeing that the new 
cumculuni was not radically different fiom what they were 
used to. On the other hand, the proposal was criticized for 
simply repackaging the current distribution requirements. 
This strateby worked to convince some faculty to accept 
the newr core. while others, looking for even more dramatic 
change, were disappointed. 

Coursework Only: Many faculty were not ready to accept 
student demonstration of competencies through any means 
other than coursework. Although that option has been kept 
alive by the committee, we believe it will be a difficult sell to 
faculty. 

Guiding Principles: Laying out and adjusting principles to 
guide the work of the committee was a useful clarification 
exercise tbr the committee and gave faculty an understand- 
ing of the background and thinking of the committee that 
led to the new core curriculum. 

Matrix: The spreadsheet matrix (Appendix B) provided a 
breakthrough for departments to easily compare their 
current major requirements with the proposed core. The 
matrix broke down the competency document into manage- 
able pieces for which courses could be identified and 
matched up. The matrix also served to highlight problem 
areas where existing programs would need to be modified to 
fulfill the new core. 

lmplemel~tation Questions: Interestingly, the focus ofthe 
public meeting discussions with faculty revolved around 
implementation or "how do we actually do it" type of 
questions. Very few questioned the actual content of the 
proposed core, perhaps reflecting the long-term develop- 
mental nature the committee took in crafting the document. 

How many P's equal an X: Thecommittee struggled with 
answering the common question of -'how many courses 
that partially fulfill a competency (P) does it take to 
completely satisfy a competency (X)?' In the end, we gave 
the final authority to Departments to decide. using the 
definition of the competency as the basis for judgment. At 
the May 2000 faculty meeting, we also provided an example 
of how one Department justified a series of courses to fulfill 
a competency. 

No New Courses: In responding to the faculty concern that 
the new core curriculum would mean adding more courses 
to an already full student schedule, the committee devel- 
oped five coursework alternatives that could meet a 
competency: 

I .  Identify a currently required course that meets the 
competency. 

2. Justifi meeting the competency through multiple 
courses. 

3. Modifi an existing course or multiple courses to meet the 
competency. 
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4. Add a new course outside the department to meet the 
competency. 

5. Develop a new course that meets the competency. 

Committee Makeup: Perhaps reflecting the culture and the 
importance placed on teaching in the College of Agricul- 
ture and Life Sciences at the University of Vermont, the 
h a l  committee was not solely composed of hll professors 
with tenure. In fact. only two of the seven members were 
tenured professors (one full, one associate). Four cornrnit- 
tee members were lecturers and one holds a combination 
staflfaculty appointment. All committee members, 
however, were generally recognized as excellent teachers, 
with several of them having received College and Univer- 
sity teaching awards. 

Final Thoughts 

What are the lessons for others attempting college- 
wide curricula refonn? Three general recommendations can 
be gleaned from our experiences: 

1. You will need champions for curriculum reform both 
within the faculty and the college administration. It takes 
time for faculty to adjust to a sea change curricular reform, 
so plan on several years. and don't be discouraged by 
setbacks. 

2. Your approach should reflect the culture of the organiza- 
tion. Sometimes change is controlled by the senior faculty 
cadre, while in our case faculty members with a systemic 
view and proven abilities in the classroom were the 
catalysts for change. 

3. Communicate. Communicate. Communicate. Curriculum 
reform needs to be an open process. among committee 
members, with the administration, and with faculty 
members. 
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September 2001 issue should read 
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Appendix A CALS CORE CURRICULUM 
Knowledge 

Students develop a fundanlental base of knowledge that will serve as a foundation for lifelong learning. 

A. Science: Students use the scientific method to understand the natural world and the human condition. 

Physical & Life Sciences: C'ompetetrcy rnm,, be met by sa~isfactory cottrpletiotr of nvo corrrses it1 srrch slrbjects as: 
ajratomy, cat~imal .scietrce, b io l -~) ;  bota~g: chemistr?.: e c o l o ~ ;  artornology, fcd scietrce, forestry. geology, 
getretics, microhiolo~)., trtrtritiot~, phy.sics, physiolo~, pln,rr scietrce, atrd soil scietrce. 

Social Science: Com/)ele)rcv mu}' be nret by sali.,-facto~ conr~letrotr of two corrrses it1 .srrc/r .srrbjects as: atlthropol- 
om: cotnnrruu!s developnretrt, ecwronrics, geop& history, politrcal scretrce, public policy, ps)rhologv, a~rd 
sociolo~): 

B. Humanities & Fine Arts Students develop an understanding and appreciation for the creative process and human 
thought. Cotnpetency may he tnet by satisfactor).' completiot~ of two corrrses it1 arch srrbject.~ as: art, classics. history, 
literature, ttrusic, philosophy, religion, la?rpragr, theater 

Students develop abilities and use tools to effectively communicate. analyze, probleni solve, 
think critically and work with others. 

A. Commllriication Skills: Students express themselves in a way that is easily understood at a level that is appropriate for the 
audience. 

1. Oral: Students show confidence and efficacy in speaking before a group. Competetlcy njay he rnrl b~r sati.sjiactory 
cotirpletiotr of A GRI 183 (or e yrri\nletrf) where the primary focrr.r is prrblic speakitrg, ctrtrd atr udditiotral cotrrse or 
series qf corrrse.~ it1 rc~hich sttrdetlts presetrt a nthrimirm of three graded speeches, itr totcrl, to a grorrp. 
2. Written: Students effectively communicate in writing. Conrpetetrcy m w  be me/ by scrtisfcrctory contpletiot~ of any 
Et~gIi.slr \c)rititrg corrrse atrd cut additiotral corrrse or series of corrrses thaf rises the wri~itrg process (redrafthrg) for 
a nrirrimrrm of three grmledpapers it1 total. 

B. Lnformation Technology: Students demonstrate mastery of technology for communication, data gathering and manipula- 
tion, and information analysis. Competet~cy mnq be met by satisfactory con~pletiot~ of AGM 85 (or equhnle,rt) atrd an 
additiot~al corrrse or series of courses that rises comprrters for a rtritrin~rrm of ruto app1icaliotr.s it1 total. 

C. Quantitative Skills: Students demonstrate the ability to understand and use numbers. 

1. Mathematics: Students demonstrate the use of numbers for problem solving. Cbnpetetrc)) r n q  be met by 
sotisfactc~y completiotr of Math 9 or higher 
2. Statistics: Students demonstrate the use of numbers for data analysis and inference. (bnrperetrcy mw be tnet by 
satisfactory completiotr qf Statistrcs I11 or higher or NR 140. 
3. Quantitative Skills Application: Students apply mathematics or statistics skills in a course relevant to their major. 
('ottrperetrcy rnuv he nret by .satisj27ctor?, completiotj of otle cozrrse that rtti1ize.s j~rittcij~lcs~om mail1 or statistics. 
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D. Critical Thinking Skills: Students demonstrate ability to comprehend, judge, and present writtentoral arguments and lo 
solve problems. Students learn how to distinguish between fact, conjecture, and intuition. Competetrc-y m q r  be met by 
satisfacto~ completiotr of any corrrse or series of corirses in which srudetits solve problems atrd atra&:e, jtrdge, and con- 
struct arglmetits. 

E. Interpersorlal Skills: Students demonstrate the ability to work well with other people by understanding and using skills of 
leadership, conflict resolution and group process. Competetrcy may he met by satisfactory completiotr of at93 corrrse or series 
of courses rhat inc1iide.s leadership, workitig itr diverse groups, cotlflrct resolrrtiot~, a t~d  grorrp process. 

Values 

Students are exposed to values that are expressed through relationships with community, the environment, and themselve 
that are consistent with the mission of the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences and the University of Vermont campus 

compact known ~ s ' ' 0 u r  Comnlon Ground." 

A. Citizenship & Social Responsibility: Students develop an understanding, appreciation, and empathy for the diversity of 
human experience and perspectives. Students are exposed to solving problems for a community and contributing to the 
common good. Competetrcy tnay he met by sutisfactoty cotnpleliotr ofAGR/ 95 (or eqirivalet~t) ~ t r d  otie otfrrr colrrse or 
series of corrrses that exposes s-frrdetits to tftese valries. 

B. Environmental Stewardship: Students develop a sensitivity for the interconnected relationship between human beings and 
the natural world and the responsibility for stewardship of the environment. Cottiperetrcy may he met by satisfactoty comple- 
liot? of NO corirses or CI series of corirses that expose strrLJeirts to tfrese valries. 

C. Personal Growth: Students develop an understanding and appreciation of a healthy lifestyle and a love for learning that 
will lead to continuous growth and development throughout their life-span. Students continue to improve self by developing 
and affirming the values of respect, integrity, innovation, openness, justice, and responsibility. Cotrrperency mqv be met by 
sati@actoty completiotr of AGHl99, two credits of phy.sical edlrca~iotr, ard otlc other course or series qf corrrses that rxpose~ 
stzrde,rts to these valries. 
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