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Report from the Task Force on Instruction

[Executive Summary: General Education and retention and persistence to graduation require immediate attention regardless of enrollment growth.  However, raising enrollment caps can be an opportunity for the campus to identify what we do well as an educational institution in order to preserve and develop those areas as we grow.  Several principles should guide growth: 1) Define what we mean by “good” instruction and identify where it is occurring across the campus. 2) Use “smart” assessment to place students in appropriate courses and to identify students’ instructional needs.  3) Redesign instruction to promote effective and efficient learning in terms of time on task. 4) Identify the mix of students we want.  5) Maintain the diversity of faculty expertise.  6) Design instructional facilities for maximum flexibility of use.]
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Present Concerns Regardless of Growth

General Education
The campus underwent GE reform a few years ago, yet problems remain.  The complex organizational structure of the program is daunting to students, access to appropriate courses is uncertain, and key learning outcomes for general education have never been assessed.  It is also imperative that bottlenecks within the General Education Program be identified and effectively managed and that better patterns of linking compatible GE courses to courses required in the major be developed and made transparent to students.  

Retention and Persistence to Graduation

Student retention and time to graduation is a continuing challenge and with enrollment increases, there is no reason to believe retention and persistence rates will not worsen dramatically.  Besides bottlenecks in general education courses, we must also identify curricular and co-curricular factors across the campus that hinder retention and persistence to graduation.  Academic majors and programs that are already impacted, and those that appear to be headed toward impaction in the near future, require immediate attention.  Academic advising is also a key component in helping our students take the appropriate courses at the appropriate times in their education.  Careful advising must therefore be developed along with effective instructional practices.   

Principles Guiding Growth

Identify and Water “Green Spots”
Clearly there are benefits to increased growth because our campus will be able to serve more students, particularly within our immediate service region, and because of getting additional resources to fund new facilities.  We understand that new construction will not obliterate current physical green spaces that enhance the environment and create a valued aesthetic quality on campus.   If we also consider these green spaces as a metaphor for what is worth preserving about the education we offer our students, then we should identify, preserve, and, wherever possible, enhance elements of instruction that are serving students well, elements that include the co-curriculum and that contribute to educating the whole person.  It is in this sense that we might consider enrollment growth as an opportunity to map out what we do well as a teaching institution and “water” those successful instructional areas by encouraging further development. 
Another useful project for the campus to take on is to determine what we mean by “excellent instruction.”   In planning enrollment growth, consequently, we can likewise plan how to build such instructional excellence into key areas that distinguish our campus from others in the region.  For example, it would be a notable accomplishment if CSULB were known for its comprehensive (and comprehensible) General Education Program in which students truly become better communicators, thinkers, and problem solvers.  
Smart Assessment for Placing Students and for Improving Instruction
Once we define what we mean by instructional excellence, the campus must then develop the necessary assessment instruments that will help us achieve and maintain that excellence.  We can make better use of diagnostic and proficiency tests to help us improve instruction at all levels, but particularly at the pre-baccalaureate and upper division levels.  We should investigate developing our own in-house assessment instruments to pinpoint students’ instructional needs and to follow up by developing courses, modules, and activities to address those identified needs.  For example, some students whose test scores indicate they need “remedial” math may not need the entire mathematics curriculum, but only certain components.  We can therefore make better use of “smart” assessment of our students’ learning in order to tailor instruction to respond directly to their needs at the developmentally appropriate moments.    

Redesign Instruction

We might consider moving away from the traditional model of one instructor per class for a certain number of contact hours per semester and begin imagining other units of instruction.  For instance, the campus could transform some of its required courses into  competency- or outcomes-based instruction.  We need to make better use of block scheduling and design these “blocks” of classes so that they are taught in facilities close to one another.  The campus might also begin using instructional teams to identify labor intensive aspects of high demand and multi-section courses and then figure out how to equitably divide this instructional labor among team members.  These teams might consist of graduate students (GAs), lecturers, and tenure track faculty, as well as librarians and instructional technology personnel.  These instructional design teams could also help other faculty learn how to incorporate technology effectively and efficiently into instruction and help develop hybrid and online courses as well.    

Identify the Mix of Students We Want
If enrollment is to grow, CSULB must consider the types of students it wants to attract and the optimum mix of first-year, transfer, and graduate students.  Adding more students at each level presents different challenges.  
Lower division students

More first-year students may mean an increase in the number of under-prepared students in English or math, or both and would require offering additional sections of pre-baccalaureate math and English and increasing time to graduation.  The increase would certainly require additional foundation level courses, yet we must not increase enrollment caps for each section.  We also do not want to neglect students in their second year, where many may find themselves lost in the “sophomore void.”   This is a period in which students are beyond the first year where they may have been fortunate enough to have received smaller classes and effective advising, but they have not yet entered their major.  We would therefore need more advising at the sophomore level to ensure smoother transition from GE courses to courses in the major.
Transfer students

Transfer students can be expected to be better prepared if our campus works hard to identify and articulate pre-requisite and equivalent courses with our primary feeder community colleges.  We may also want to require completion of some major requirements. But how “better” prepared these students will be is uncertain.  The campus already struggles in helping students reach a satisfactory level of achievement in such foundational skills as writing, oral communication, critical thinking, and quantitative reasoning.  Currently, there are no structures in place to ensure that adequate instruction in these crucial skill areas is available, a situation that would be exacerbated in the case of an enrollment increase.  

Graduate students

Increasing the number of graduate students could be a boon for the campus, especially since the University hopes to “grow” its graduate programs.  Graduate student education can also be enriched by having some of them work with undergraduates as part of instructional and research teams or in some other configuration.  Creating these instructional teams can help facilitate one campus goal, which is to develop the skills of our gradate students so that they can compete on the job market.  However, these grad students must not become a source of cheap labor.  Their use in the classroom will only be appropriate with proper training and in fields where such classroom instruction makes sense and will contribute to their overall education.  Moreover, increasing the number of graduate students may adversely affect their ability to set a research agenda if too few faculty are available for mentorship and guidance.

Regardless of what types of students the campus seeks to attract, any increase requires precise and diligent attention to matching appropriate instruction to developmental level.  The Task Force is also concerned about maintaining a high ratio of student to faculty contact and involvement of as many of our students as possible in co- and extra-curricular campus activities.

Maintain the Diversity of Faculty Expertise

We must maintain instructional diversity by hiring new faculty (or re-training those already here).  We need faculty who can teach different kinds of students with various learning styles and developmental differences.  We need faculty who are great lecturers or who are knowledgeable about service learning.  We will need faculty who can effectively and intelligently incorporate scholarship with technology into their course designs and pedagogies.  And we will need more faculty leaders who understand and care about common issues that affect undergraduate and graduate education across departments and disciplines.

In hiring, we must negotiate the mix among tenure track faculty, lecturers, and TAs.   We must also maintain instructional expertise among new hires and make sure they know how to teach.  Because student-faculty contact outside the classroom is essential to student success, we must also seek out new tenure-track candidates who understand the importance of this contact and who are willing to meet with students beyond the time specified for classes and required office hours.  

We must anticipate problems that will arise in hiring and retaining new faculty.  We do not know how attractive CSULB will be to faculty as a place to work and this area as a good place to live and raise a family.  The high cost of living and housing are certainly considerations as well as course workload and RTP expectations.  More faculty also create additional burdens on campus resources.  We will need more offices, laboratories, and computers to accommodate this faculty and staff increase.  Already, the impact of a growing university is diminishing the time faculty spend in instructionally-related activities.  Committee service and administrative tasks along with the demand to produce scholarship take away precious time and energy faculty need to be available for their students.   
Instructional Facilities

Along with making sure new faculty can teach and can teach in a variety of ways, we’ll need to consider how to use existing and new facilities for multiple instructional purposes.  Large lectures may be appropriate for some courses and students, yet cramming more bodies into large lecture courses, which is often done to accommodate growth increases in enrollment at the lower division level is not always the way to proceed.  In addition to large lectures, space is needed for seminars, labs, and activity classes of various kinds (e.g. science, music, physical education, drama).  An effective strategy would be to design facilities that serve multiple instructional functions.    
It is crucial that all of our students feel that they belong on our campus, that they are more than a number on a roster, and that each has opportunities to get to know some of their instructors outside the classroom.  That surely is a green spot we must water.
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