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2019 Year End Report on General Education Redesign 
TO: Mark Byrnes, Provost; Peter Cunningham, Vice Provost for Academic Programs; College 
Deans & Directors, Department Chairs, Faculty Senate, Members of the General Education 
Redesign Faculty Learning Community 
FROM: Dr. Susan Myers-Shirk, University General Education Director 
Dr. Katherine Brackett, Director of Communications and Research Associate for General 
Education Redesign 
 
May 9, 2019 
 
Executive summary of goals and accomplishments for AY 2018-19: 

• Dr. Myers-Shirk facilitated two Faculty Learning Communities (FLCs) devoted to 
questions of general education redesign. FLC members met for reading and discussion 
during the fall semester and together with Dr. Timothy Graeff, Director of the MTSU 
Office of Consumer Research, they drafted a process for conducting faculty, staff, and 
administrator focus groups. For more details, see below.  

• In January, Dr. Katherine Brackett joined the general education redesign staff as Director 
of Communications and Research Associate. Dr. Brackett has been instrumental in 
advancing our main goal this semester which has been to gather information from various 
stakeholders across campus with the intention of using that data to help inform any 
potential curricular changes.   

• In January, Dr. Brackett and Dr. Myers-Shirk launched the general education redesign 
website, available here: https://mtsu.edu/genedredesign/index.php. The website became 
a clearinghouse for information about redesign principles and about redesign at MTSU.  

• Throughout the spring semester, we conducted one-on-one interviews with faculty and 
administrators with significant institutional memories related to redesign and about 
general education curriculum. Some of these meetings were scheduled by us or at other 
times, were initiated by interviewees to express ideas, concerns, or experiences related to 
general education. We will continue to conduct interviews throughout the next year as 
needed.  

• In February, a team of faculty, selected from the General Education FLC, attended the 
AAC&U General Education and Assessment in San Francisco.  

• Throughout February and March we conducted 13 focus groups with 8-10 participants in 
each group. Faculty, staff, and administrators were invited to participate in considering 
the question: What should university students know, be able to do, and have experienced 
upon completion of the general education core?  

• In March, a design team from MTSU was accepted to attend the AAC&U Institute on 
General Education & Assessment (IGEA) in June 2019.  
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• Also in March, we launched a student survey designed to gather feedback from students 
on the current general education program and their thoughts on how the program could 
change to better serve their needs. Dr. Brackett designed the survey with feedback from 
FLC participants. We had nearly 1,300 respondents and collected significant data for the 
redesign process moving forward.  

• Dr. Brackett compiled preliminary results from the focus groups and the student surveys 
in a report that was made available to participants in a strategic planning workshop. 
Available on the general education redesign website: 
https://mtsu.edu/genedredesign/ReportsandData.php  

• A strategic planning workshop was held on April 26, 2019 to provide the design team 
with a strategic plan for the redesign process. Participants came from nine of the ten 
colleges on campus and included faculty, staff, and administrators. As part of the strategic 
planning process, a follow-up goal setting workshop took place on May 7, 2019 to further 
refine the strategic plan developed at the previous workshop.  

• We plan to co-host with THEC a general education summit for Tennessee institutions in 
August 2019. This summit will include the 13 TBR schools, the 6 LGIs, and the UT 
schools.   

• We initiated three projects that will be implemented in the coming months: 
o We have launched a research project examining how general education functions 

currently at MTSU, at the macro and micro levels.  
o We are also conducting research on the history of the current program to 

understand how and whether the program has changed over time, specifically we 
are examining how long the current program has existed, what changes have 
been made and how substantive those changes were, and how those programs 
differ from the values identified in the focus group, survey, and strategic planning 
data.  

o We plan to implement a faculty survey regarding general education redesign in 
the coming months to gather more information about faculty views of the current 
program and the promises/pitfalls of redesign.  

• Please see below for a more detailed explanation of this year’s accomplishments and goals 
as well as some points of action for the future.  

 
Background: 
MTSU has made significant progress in the redesign process during AY 2018-2019. The decision 
to launch a general education redesign emerged in part as a response to the change in MTSU’s 
status from a member of the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) to a locally governed institution 
(LGI).  The 2004 redesign of general education was imposed on all TBR institutions and allowed 
little flexibility in creating a curriculum that was distinctive to MTSU. The impetus for the 
current redesign came from the Provost Mark Byrnes and is based on the premise that MTSU’s 
transition to a locally governed institution gave us the freedom and the opportunity to imagine a 
redesigned, 21st century curriculum that is faculty-driven and potentially more congruent with 
MTSU’s identity. Dr. Byrnes has been instrumental in supporting the redesign process while also 
allowing the potential curricular changes to remain the purview of faculty.  
 
With funding from Provost Byrnes and the Learning, Teaching, & Instructional Technology 
Center (LT&ITC), this project was launched as two faculty learning communities with 10 
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members each in Fall of 2018. For a list of members, please see our website: 
https://mtsu.edu/genedredesign/GenEdAboutus.php These FLCs, along with five invited 
members, serve as an advisory board in the redesign process. The FLCs met during the fall 
semester to learn the landscape of general education redesign and to begin planning for 
conducting focus groups in spring. Also, during the fall semester, the Provost approved additional 
ongoing funding for conference travel, attendance at the AAC&U Summer Institute (see below), 
professional development, and hiring a communications director and research associate. 
 
Efforts in the spring semester focused on information gathering from various stakeholders on 
campus through surveying and focus groups. This data was then used to inform participants in a 
strategic planning workshop as well as the design team chosen to represent MTSU at the 
AAC&U’s 2019 Institute on General Education & Assessment (IGEA). The guiding principles in 
the redesign process have been that curriculum is the purview of faculty, that change should not 
happen just for the sake of change, and that whatever change does happen should be an 
expression of the identity and values of the larger university community. 
 
Faculty Learning Communities: 
To initiate a university-wide conversation about general education redesign, Dr. Myers-Shirk 
established two Faculty Learning Communities (FLCs). The two FLCs were co-sponsored by the 
LT&ITC and the Provost’s Office. The General Education Redesign FLCs were constituted in 
the same manner as all FLCs administered through the LT&ITC. They were advertised at the 
beginning of AY 2018-2019 through the LT&ITC. (For the advertisement see: 
https://www.mtsu.edu/ltanditc/FLC/MTSU_General_Education_Redesign.php 
Participation was voluntary. Dr. Myers-Shirk did, however, seek to provide representation across 
all university colleges. (See attached list of participants and their college affiliation.) The FLCS 
had 8-10 members each. In addition, members of the previous year’s Future of General 
Education Workgroup also participated through the support of the MTEngage Office.  
 
Dr. Katherine Brackett, Communications Director and Research Associate 
Dr. Katie Brackett joined the general education redesign effort in January 2019. Dr. Brackett 
earned undergraduate degrees in English and History at the University of Georgia, her Master’s 
Degree in History at West Virginia University, and her PhD in History at the University of 
Georgia. Brackett joined the History Department at MTSU in Fall 2018, teaching general 
education history classes, before becoming Communications Director for the MTSU General 
Education Redesign in Spring 2019. During the spring semester, Dr. Brackett coordinated the 
faculty-led focus groups, oversaw the creation of our student survey, designed and launched our 
new redesign website, attended the AAC&U conference in February, organized the strategic 
planning workshop, and initiated multiple research projects. A note of thanks to the MTSU 
Department of History: they provided office space, a laptop computer, and monitor for Dr. 
Brackett.   
 
General Education Redesign Website 
Keeping general education redesign transparent and offering opportunity for feedback has been 
of the utmost importance for us, so making information available for the entire MTSU 
community through a website was a priority. The website includes FAQs, a timeline, a space for 
anonymous feedback and contact information, as well as information about FLC members and 
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general education redesign staff. Over the course of the semester, the website housed links for 
faculty to sign up for focus groups as well as for students to access the Qualtrics survey released in 
March. General education redesign reports are posted on our website as well as redacted data 
from the focus groups and student survey. Visit: https://mtsu.edu/genedredesign/index.php.  
 
Focus Groups, Surveys, & Interviews, February through April 
The focus group project was designed and implemented by members of the General Education 
Redesign FLC. With the help of Dr. Tim Graeff, Director, MTSU Office of Consumer 
Research, the FLC members designed a series of questions meant to encourage participants to 
think broadly about opportunities for change.  One of our main tasks has been conducting focus 
groups for faculty, administrators, and staff concerning general education at MTSU and the 
potential for redesign. We offered 13 focus group sessions at a wide variety of times with 8 to 10 
participants per session. The sessions ran from late February to the last week in March and were 
well attended. Post-focus-group satisfaction surveys indicated that participants had a positive 
experience. We have also offered the opportunity for anonymous feedback on our website, and 
we conducted one-on-one interviews with various campus stakeholders. Additionally, we 
conducted a survey designed for students to gauge their perceptions of and experiences in general 
education classes at MTSU and elsewhere. We have gotten good, statistically significant response 
to the survey. The results of these endeavors were analyzed using AntConc, an open-source 
textual analysis tool, and the results were available to participants in the strategic planning 
workshop and will be available by August 01, 2019 to the university community in a redacted 
and/or summarized form. 
 
AAC&U Conference on General Education and Assessment, February 14-16, 2019 
In February, a team of six faculty attended the AAC&U Conference on General Education in 
San Francisco. In addition to Susan Myers-Shirk and Katie Brackett, four faculty selected from 
the General Education Redesign FLC attended, including Kate Pantelides, English; Meg 
Brooker, Theater & Dance; Keith Gamble, Economics & Finance; and Soraya Nogueira, World 
Languages, Literatures, & Cultures. AAC&U is a national organization that has led the way in 
general education redesign, meaningful assessment, and the implementation of high impact 
practices in the classroom. MTSU is a long-time member of the AAC&U and makes use of the 
resources provided by the organization in a number of our programs. In particular, the 
conference provides a good sense of the larger landscape of redesign. In choosing to consider 
redesign, MTSU is part of a national movement. Attending AAC&U events helps us to learn 
about other redesign efforts, both good and bad, and can guide us in making wise decisions. (For 
more on the AAC&U, visit https://www.aacu.org/) 
 
Strategic Planning Workshop, April 26, 2019 
We hosted forty-six participants at a strategic planning workshop on Friday, April 26, 2019 from 
9:00 am to 3:00 pm in the MT Center in the Ingram Building. The workshop was provided by 
Dia Cirillo of Spring Consulting (https://www.spring.team/). The workshop was funded by the 
deans from the College of Liberal Arts, the College of Basic and Applied Sciences, the College of 
Behavioral and Health Sciences, the College of Business, and University College with matching 
funding from the Provost. All college deans were invited, and three attended, while another three 
sent representatives. Faculty members made up the largest group of attendees (20) and 18 were 
members of the Faculty Learning Communities organized by Dr. Myers-Shirk dedicated to 
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questions of general education redesign. Five department chairs attended, and General Education 
Directors from all departments with significant general education SCHs attended. The attendees 
were chosen primarily because of their knowledge of general education teaching and redesign 
principles (Faculty Learning Community members, in particular), their administrative roles 
overseeing general education or broader student experience, their roles as General Education 
Directors for their departments, and their positions as general education stakeholders. This was 
not a truly representative sample, but it was not intended to be. For the purposes of strategic 
planning, it was essential to have people in the room who had the most extensive working 
knowledge of general education and how it functions at MTSU and who also had knowledge of 
pedagogical strategies.  
 
Goal-Setting Session, May 07, 2019 
On May 7, 2019, twelve of the group leads from the strategic planning workshop reconvened in 
the Faculty Senate from 9:00 am to 12:00 pm to review the draft of the strategic plan, including 
the strategic directions and value statements. The purpose of this session was to map out a 
timeline to accomplish the strategic directions, particularly for AY 2019-2020 and AY 2020-
2021. Participants had excellent suggestions and insight into how to maintain communication 
and transparency for all stakeholders as the process moves forward while also maintaining the 
momentum necessary to complete the redesign on schedule. The finalized strategic plan will be 
delivered to the greater university community at the start of fall semester 2019. 
 
AAC&U Institute on General Education & Assessment (IGEA), June 04-08, 2019 
AAC&U also offers a summer institute on general education and assessment in which they host 
45 to 50, five-person teams from universities across the country. At the Institute, teams 
collaborate and work with experts in the field to redesign or revise their general education 
programs and assessment plans. The MTSU design team has been accepted to attend the 2019 
IGEA. Teams from TBR and UT-Chattanooga will also be in attendance, making this an ideal 
opportunity to discuss curriculum redesign that protects the autonomy of individual institutions 
while keeping the transfer pathway in mind. MTSU’s design team consists of Dr. Michelle 
Boyer-Pennington (Psychology, CBHS), Dr. Brian Frank (Physics & Astronomy, CBAS), Dr. 
Keith Gamble (Chair, Finance & Economics, COB), and Dr. Soraya Nogueira (World 
Languages, Literatures, and Cultures, CLA), and Dr. Susan Myers-Shirk (History, MTSU 
Director of General Education). To learn more about our design team, visit our webpage: 
https://mtsu.edu/genedredesign/GenEdAboutus.php. Susan Myers-Shirk, in her capacity as 
director of the general education program at MTSU, selected the design team from among the 
participants in the FLC with one exception. The team was selected to reflect the current 
emphasis on sciences, arts/humanities, and behavioral and health sciences in the SACSCOC 
requirements and therefore includes representatives from the colleges of Basic and Applied 
Sciences, the College of Liberal Arts, and the College of Behavioral and Health Sciences. When 
none of the members of the FLC who were also CBAS faculty could attend the Institute, Myers-
Shirk selected Brian Frank, Department Physics & Astronomy, winner of the 2017-2018 
Outstanding Teaching in General Education Award to serve on the design team.  
 
General Education Summit hosted by MTSU and THEC, Summer 2019 
We have been in conversation with various higher-education stakeholders in Tennessee, 
including representatives from THEC, TBR, and several other colleges and universities. The 
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shared interest in general education redesign and the desire to protect the universal transfer path 
encouraged MTSU to co-host a General Education Summit with THEC on our campus. The 
goal of this summit would be to maintain institutional autonomy in redesign while protecting the 
transfer path. This summit will be held in early August 2019 and will include invited teams from 
23 public, higher-education institutions across Tennessee.  
 
New Projects & Presentations: 
We are in the beginning stages of a new research project. Understanding how general education 
currently functions at the macro and micro level at the university will guide us in making more 
informed decisions moving forward. Among other issues, we’ll explore current general education 
full-time equivalencies (FTE), student credit hours (SCH) for each department, as well as 
workload, and class size. We’ll also investigate the implications of dual enrollment, dual credit, 
AP, and IB credit for our general education major. Additionally, we will be preparing proposals 
for both the Tennessee Association for Student Success and Retention (TASSR) Conference 
scheduled for October 2019 in Murfreesboro, TN and the Association for General & Liberal 
Studies (AGLS) scheduled for September 2019 in Orlando, FL. Given our interest in protecting 
the universal transfer path, TASSR will give us the opportunity to network with colleagues from 
Tennessee schools. For more on TASSR, visit http://tassr.org/index.html AGLS is a smaller, 
more faculty-administered organization that takes on some of the same questions about 
assessment and redesign as does AAC&U. The AGLS conference offers a smaller, more intimate 
setting for collaborating and networking with colleagues from schools engaged in similar redesign 
projects. For more on AGLS, visit https://www.agls.org/. 
Finally, in the course of our information gathering, many campus stakeholders have posed 
questions about how (and if) MTSU’s current general education curriculum has changed over 
time. Using university archival materials, we will conduct historical research on how (and if) the 
program has substantively changed and how such changes were implemented. Such research will 
allow us a broader view of general education curriculum at the institution.  
 
Strategic Plan and Program Designs Released to University Community 
We are currently refining the strategic plan and will draft program design(s) at the AAC&U 
Institute in June. Both will be released to the university community early in the fall 2019 
semester. University stakeholders will have the opportunity to provide feedback during the fall 
semester on the proposed designs through town halls, meetings with departments who are 
interested in giving feedback, anonymous feedback on the website, and surveying.  
 
CONTACT INFO 
Dr. Susan Myers-Shirk, University General Education Director 
Dr. Katherine Brackett, Director of Communications and Research Associate for General 
Education Redesign 
 


