THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA AT CHAPEL HILL


[image: image1.png]



Information and Technology Committee
EXECUTIVE BRANCH OF STUDENT GOVERNMENT


Technology in the New Undergraduate Curriculum

Prepared by the Information and Technology Committee

The Executive Branch of Student Government

Chair: Tommy Mann - tmann@unc.edu

Vice-Chair: Matthew Carroll - mcarroll@email.unc.edu

November 6, 2002

CB# 5210, Box 47, Carolina Student Union

Chapel Hill, N.C.  27599

Technology in the New Undergraduate Curriculum

Introduction

Our world has changed significantly since the last revision of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s curriculum in 1980.  Over the past twenty years, the most notable change has been in technology, and how it has come to influence how we live.  Technology, once largely restricted to science and work, now intertwines with every aspect of our lives, both professional and social.  In the more than two decades since the curriculum was last revised, we have witnessed the birth of the modern Internet, the personal computer, and mobile technology such as laptops and cellular phones.

All this that was once considered fiction is now very real, and as the state’s premier educational center, UNC-Chapel Hill should take steps to ensure that its graduates know how to wield these skills and technologies to their utmost potential.  It is because of this that the Information and Technology Committee of the Executive Branch of Student Government proposes that a technology foundation be a fundamental part of UNC-Chapel Hill’s future curriculum.

Mission of Undergraduate Education

The Curriculum Review Steering Committee has proposed the following mission regarding undergraduate education at UNC-CH:
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill strives to cultivate the skills, knowledge, values, and habits that will allow graduates to lead personally enriching and socially responsible lives as effective citizens of rapidly changing, richly diverse, and increasingly interconnected local, national, and worldwide communities. The undergraduate experience aims to foster in Carolina graduates the curiosity, initiative, integrity, and adaptability requisite for success in the complex, demanding environment of the twenty-first century world.

To this end our curriculum seeks to provide for all students: (1) the fundamental skills that will facilitate future learning; [1] (2) broad experience with the methods and results of the most widely employed approaches to knowledge; (3) a sense of how one might integrate these approaches to knowledge in a way that can cross traditional disciplinary boundaries; and (4) a thorough grounding in one particular subject. The General Education Curriculum focuses on the first three of these curricular goals; the undergraduate major is dedicated to the fourth.
  

[1] These include the ability to write lucidly, read perceptively, and speak effectively in English, reasonable facility in one foreign language, and a confident competence in the use of quantitative reasoning
The Steering Committee recognizes the need to educate the University ’s students in the ways of learning both today and for the future.  It recognizes the need for a broad-based experience regimen concerning educating university students and “widely employed approaches to knowledge.”  Yet the Steering Committee has failed to incorporate this aspect of a student’s curriculum into its proposed redesign.  Committee members that contributed to the new curriculum that will be proposed by the Steering Committee largely agree that technology knowledge and information skills need to be addressed, and it seems that while this is a desired thing, no committee included it as part of its curriculum.

There exists a desire to include technology learning in the curriculum, yet no committee has been established to properly address the role technology plays in people’s lives today.  Technology was not present in 1980 like it is today, and the need for people to know how to use technology for their benefit is necessary for both information age skills and for increasing knowledge.
If the curriculum is to succeed in its mission to “provide for all students the fundamental skills that will facilitate future learning,” there must be a solid foundation for technology.  The traditions of formal education emphasize reading, writing, speaking, and competence in quantitative reasoning.  These skills are singled out as foundations because they affect virtually every subsequent course taught at the University.  While these foundations remain vital, there is today another a new element that touches most courses at the University.  This element is technology, and it has already infected the University to a certain degree.  

Foundations

The Carolina Computing Initiative (CCI) is in it third year now, and next year the University will see its first year where every class, freshmen to seniors, will have some version of a laptop computer.  CCI laptop use is expected to grow and diffuse throughout university classes, but there currently exists no standard by which UNC-Chapel Hill’s students should be measured.  Without any known base upon which to expect student technology literacy, it is impossible to structure classes to include technology with any efficiency.  What will develop is a system whereby faculty will have to spend time instructing their classes not only about technology, but of technological resources as well.  This lack of a common standard, and the disorder and wasted time that will ensue are not what this university or its students need in the coming years. 

All incoming students must have a basic competency in English and a foreign language.  What about the language of technology?  Rather than try to incorporate the aspect of technological literacy into a standard class like English, and diminish the depth of such a large and important subject, a technology standard should be implemented in parallel so that students at this university can receive an in-depth, quality foundation that will serve them while in college and for the rest of their lives.

Such a class would have depth as well, as there is much to know about technology, electronic information, and human interaction among these elements.  Items that people should know in today’s world include, but are certainly not limited to, basic application skills like word processing and spreadsheets, and more important thinking skills like Internet searching, electronic ethics and information retrieval skills.  Additionally, students can benefit by gaining a special knowledge of what exists in the electronic world, such as electronic databases, journals and other scholarly information sources that can enrich their lives and expand their general knowledge horizons.

Looking Ahead

Why does the University justify an English composition course when other courses involve composition and rhetoric?  We believe that the University requires such a foundation because it is a rich and wide ranging area of study that deserves focused learning.  This is done to ensure that the skills of composition, which infuse every aspect of our lives, do not need to be re-taught on a semester basis.  Similar rational is true for basic quantitative courses, and holds true for technology literacy as well.  

If technology is introduced and taught with the same dedication and breadth as English, the material will not need to be covered in every course that integrates some aspect of technology. Look to the future of UNC-Chapel Hill and the CCI, and it becomes evident that technology is already becoming just as essential as English courses.  

Already, undergraduate students are subjected to cyclic class lectures that inform them of the electronic resources that are available through the university libraries.  Because there exists a need to educate the student, this topic has been incorporated into most foundation English classes at UNC-Chapel Hill.  As well, many other classes at the University have their students tour the libraries or have a guest lecture given by a librarian for the purpose of educating the student regarding electronic resources.  Because there currently exists no standard level of education that students can be expected to have, resources and time are wasted as students, faculty and librarians endlessly cycle through this jury-rigged system.

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has an esteemed history of being a leader in higher education.  Recent examples include the CCI, the debate concerning a satellite school in Qatar, and recent summer reading selections.  We now have the opportunity to continue UNC-Chapel Hill’s historic trend in leadership by establishing a required foundation in technology that would help bring the CCI to fruition by matching technology with knowledge like no university has done before.  As the University attempts to integrate technology into the curriculum across the board, it will be foolish for the new general education curriculum to not include technology.

Across campus, piecemeal technology courses have already sprouted.  Additionally, campus organizations like ATN, ResNet, ITS and AIS have grown exponentially to deal with the encroachment of technology in our lives.  There now exists a dire need for technological literacy for every student who passes through this university and out into the world, so that they may better understand the world, and better interact and contribute to it.  Currently, the General College provides no such venue for this essential skill, and every student is not guaranteed an education in this growing aspect of his or her life.
Flawed Steering Committee Structure

Technology has simply not been properly addressed in the Steering Committee and its sub-committees.  Technology is almost completely absent from perspectives, is not required, and has no committee of its own.  Chief knowledge sources of technology on campus, such as the Computer Science Department and the School of Information and Library Science, had no representation in the steering committee.  Nor was there representation from the University’s Information Technology Services or any other IT organization directly related to the CCI or students’ welfare.

Of the 16 satellite committees of the Steering Committee, none specifically dealt with how technology would be integrated in the curriculum.  The satellite committees in fact only concerned themselves with the individual requirements that were made a part of the curriculum and dealt with only pieces of the whole – technology was an afterthought that did not even receive a committee of its own.

In addition, the fact exists that no study has been implemented in recent history that attempts to assess the state of technological competency and knowledge among university students.  The Steerage Committee bases its proposal on a weak, low population, subjective survey (appendix A) that had only one question that even concerned technology aptitude, much less the objective aspects that are required for a comprehensive and sensible study.

The Steering committee and its work are fatally flawed because of this, and future building upon the plans of this committee will result in a house of cards that may be expensive or impossible to repair when it fails.  Not every possible problem can be foreseen, but to exclude such a blatant, current and important element as technology in the future curriculum is akin to building a house on sand.  As the winds of technology move, we will find our very foundation exposed and crumbling, and all that is built upon it shall fall to the detriment of all.

Our Proposal

We propose that students be required to have a foundation in technology as part of their general education at UNC-Chapel Hill.  Such a course would include the following components:

· Building Blocks
A basic approach to computing concepts provides a necessary introduction to technology in our society—both inside and outside of the University.  Electronic organization, for example ‘file systems,’ would be one important element to this section of the course.  Additionally, an introduction to productivity applications like spreadsheets and presentation tools would fit into Building Blocks.  Finally, a section on network skills would help students to understand how data is moved, stored, and retrieved through AFS, FTP, and the Web. 

· Information Retrieval and Resources

There’s an abundance of information available on the Web, and via the library’s e-journals and e-databases.  Many students aren’t fully aware of the resources available to them—many subscriptions that cost the University tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars to maintain.  Most students aren’t aware of the different strategies for retrieving and evaluating this information.  In the information age it is more important than ever to teach students how to evaluate the integrity and credibility of data.  Students will gleam valuable research skills from this segment of the course that will complement the University’s emphasis on undergraduate research.

· Ethics

This final segment of the course will focus on ideas related to the fair and appropriate use of technology.  This portion would include issues related to privacy and information security.  Additionally, the effects of the global spread of technology can be discussed.

As is the case with many general education requirements, some students may enter the University with a high proficiency in technological knowledge.  These students, after demonstrating their abilities, will have the option of placing out of the course. 

Costs and Benefits

The costs involved in implementing such a course have been considered, including instructors, space requirements, resources, and feasibility. All course assignments can be presented, submitted, and assessed electronically—there’s no need for paper.  Furthermore, since all students will own a laptop, the classes can be taught in virtually any classroom on campus.  The course, similar to introductory foreign language classes, will use a standard syllabus—a measure necessary to ensure that all students achieve the same minimum proficiency.

The return on investment for the University is sizeable.  We’re beginning to see that graduates are valued for their technological abilities.  UNC-Chapel Hill wants to position our students as best we can against the competition, and competency in technology is a clear approach.  The University allocates extensive resources to support the computers on campus, including student laptops.  Once the student body as a whole has a better understanding of how its computers function and how to care for them, a drop in the level of technical support will follow, at significant savings to the University.  Finally, a technology course would nicely complement the CCI.  The CCI made a statement to the higher education community that UNC-Chapel Hill is committed to embracing technology on its campus.  To uphold that statement, it’s essential that technology be an integral part of our curriculum.

The faculty will also benefit from our proposal.  Because the course calls for a standard syllabus, professors will be certain that their students possess certain technological competencies at the outset of the semester.  Because of this, class time that was once devoted to teaching an application, hearing from the library research specialists, or learning how to use online resources can now be used to teach the subject of interest or develop more advanced skills.  In many classes this can amount to an extra two weeks in the semester devoted to the topic at hand rather than technology.

The students benefit significantly from our proposal.  Primarily, students will learn new skills that they will be able to carry with them throughout their university years and beyond.  This campus is richer in technology resources than the average student realizes, and a foundation in technology will help students learn to take advantage of the abundance of information available to them.  Additionally, in learning these skills in a core class, students won’t have to endure the redundancies that often plague the curriculum today.  This will also help close the digital divide when all students feel that they have an equalized proficiency in the types of technology that will spread through their entire college education. 

It’s clear that the benefits to our proposal not only outweigh the costs, but also make sense in light of the educational climate we’re interested in maintaining at UNC-Chapel Hill.  We’ve also found that many students we have asked are in favor of seeing a technology foundation built into the new curriculum.  As you continue to evaluate and define a general education at the University, we hope you will take into consideration our proposal. We invite to contact the Information and Technology Committee of the Executive Branch of Student Government with any questions you may have.   






� Making Connections: An initial proposal to revise the general education curriculum: The Curriculum Review Steering Committee.  Oct. 2002.  UNC-Chapel Hill.  6 Nov. 2002. �< http://www.unc.edu/curriculumrevision/documents/draftproposal1_3.htm>.
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