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LETTER FROM THE UNIVERSITY PROVOST 
 
When Middle Tennessee State University first opened its doors on September 11, 1911, it served 100 students 
and employed 19 faculty. Today, MTSU serves nearly 22,000 students and employs almost 1000 faculty, 
offering 26 degrees in nine colleges. Despite the vast changes that the University has experienced to arrive at 
this point, its purpose has always been and will remain student-centered learning.  

The 21st century presents some unique opportunities to MTSU that have far-reaching implications for student-
centered learning. General education serves as the core of any university degree program and prepares students 
to be communicators, problem-solvers, leaders, and explorers in both their personal and professional lives.  

Building a university core at MTSU responds to several significant changes. First, the University’s new status 
as a locally-governed institution affords us the jurisdiction to redesign the current general education program, 
which the Tennessee Board of Regents had formerly regulated. Second, since the beginning of the century, the 
student population has rapidly grown and transformed, reflecting national demographic shifts: Today 35% of 
MTSU students identify as non-white compared to only 15% in 2001. Third, MTSU has embraced strategic 
initiatives and pedagogies, such as high-impact teaching practices, through the implementation of MT Engage 
and the University’s Quest for Student Success, documented in the University’s 10-year strategic plan and the 
Academic Master Plan: The Reach to Distinction. These practices engage our students so that they are 
confident learners who persist to degree completion and excel in a chosen profession. Finally, MTSU resides 
in a region that is experiencing fast economic expansion, becoming job-rich and gaining national stature. This 
plan, the True Blue Core, capitalizes on these changes—for our students’ sake, on behalf of the institution, and 
especially for our role in the rapidly changing region.  

At my urging and under the leadership of Dr. Susan Myers-Shirk, Director of General Education, the MTSU 
campus community—faculty, staff, administrators, and students—participated in producing this plan for 
building the core. Our research and our values give us a clear charge: we must remain committed to student 
success and build on our institutional strengths while we employ 21st century practices in the classroom and 
beyond. General education redesign has been and will continue to be faculty driven. The new university core 
will focus on meeting student needs and preparing them for their future as professionals and engaged citizens 
through an intellectually exciting program characterized by exceptional teaching and use of high-impact 
practices. Students, parents, local employers, and the community-at-large all look to MTSU for a 21st century 
education: an educational experience that is both challenging and offers engaging curriculum.  

Over the course of a 108-year history, MTSU has evolved and adapted to meet the opportunities of each new 
era. We will do so today, knowing that learning lies at the heart of all that we do. I invite you to review the 
plan for redesign and participate as fully as you are able in the upcoming university conversations that will 
determine the final shape of our new university core. 

 
Dr. Mark Byrnes 
University Provost  
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ABOUT THE PLAN 

MTSU prepares undergraduate students for their chosen professions and a changing global society through 
an intellectually compelling academic experience. This plan guides a campus-wide, faculty-driven 
process to redesign the required general education coursework and create a new university core that 
elevates student choice, student-centered learning, and academic quality. This new core will offer high-
impact practices for all students and invest in faculty, providing financial support and professional 
development opportunities to incorporate such practices into their teaching and across the undergraduate 
curriculum. 

Drawing on national best practices, MTSU will create a program that is organic, interdisciplinary, and 
integrative, while offering flexibility and choice for students and opportunity for all faculty to participate. 
This future program will be streamlined, purposeful, and coherent, driven by outcomes at the program, 
course, and class level that are meaningful for students, faculty, and staff. Meaningful and embedded 
assessment will allow for regular review and continuous improvement. 

Our new core will ensure student and faculty success and engagement, offer intellectually challenging 
experiences, foster campus community development, and promote equity and diversity. The university 
core will help students develop skills for their majors and the real world, all while building connections 
on our campus and encouraging collaborations among various disciplines. MTSU’s promise to students: 
the university core develops effective problem-solvers, communicators, 21st century citizens, and lifelong 
learners. 

PURPOSE 

MTSU offers a learning environment founded on innovative teaching that 
supports students in engagement and exploration throughout their 

undergraduate coursework. 

 

 

VISION 

MTSU provides its students with core knowledge, skills, and experiences 
in their area of interest to prepare them to engage in today’s world and to 

launch rewarding futures. 
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VALUES VALUE STATEMENTS 

 

Flexible Options  We value a university core curriculum in which students 
have choices. 

 
Core Knowledge & Skills 

We value an educational environment in which students 
acquire core knowledge and skills throughout their 
undergraduate coursework that prepare them to engage 
in the world and launch rewarding futures.  

 

Student Engagement & 
Exploration 

We value a program structure that supports and rewards 
faculty and student engagement and exploration across 
the curriculum.  

 

Relevant & Innovative 
Content  

We value a university infrastructure that supports and 
incentivizes flexibility and innovation throughout the 
curriculum. 

 

Inclusion & Intercultural 
Competence 

We value an inclusive campus community that strives 
toward equity and intercultural understanding in order 
to prepare students for engagement in the world. 
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BUILDING THE TRUE BLUE CORE 

Redesigning the general education program at MTSU will offer students flexible course options that 
incorporate relevant and innovative content, stressing equity and intercultural competence, while 
preparing students in core knowledge and skills. Students will engage and explore their interests and their 
majors through this new curriculum, which will prepare them for professional success, to engage in 
today’s dynamic world and to become life-long learners. This approach departs from the current program, 
which is a traditional, discipline-based, and menu-driven model that has been in place for decades despite 
significant changes to the university, its student body, and the Middle Tennessee region.  

This plan lays out the campus-wide, faculty-led route that MTSU will take to develop a new program. A 
year-long faculty and student engagement process laid the foundation to this plan. This process began 
with two general education redesign faculty learning communities (FLCs) with members drawn from 
across all the colleges. These FLC members provided leadership in conducting faculty, staff, and 
administration focus groups. Focus groups were supplemented by student surveys and individual 
interviews. All of the data collected guided the strategic planning process. In addition, a design team made 
up of MTSU faculty participated in the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) 
Institute on General Education and Assessment in June 2019, which was held at the University of Vermont, 
where the team identified program components and qualities. These qualities and components align with 
the university values expressed by faculty and students and will form the basis for a new program design 
to be considered by the campus community.  

The strategic planning process was funded by the College of Liberal Arts, the College of Basic and Applied 
Sciences, the College of Behavioral and Health Sciences, the College of Business, University College, and 
the Office of the Provost. Held in April 2019, the strategic planning workshop incorporated a broad range 
of participants who came from 8 out of the 9 colleges and the James E. Walker Library, representing 
faculty, staff, and administrators. All college deans were invited, and three attended, while another three 
sent representatives. The Director of General Education and Vice Provost for Academic Programs 
participated. Faculty members made up the largest group of attendees, 18 of whom were members of the 
general education redesign FLCs. 

To transform the current general education coursework into a new program, MTSU will implement a 
process, coordinated by the Office of General Education, and engage key campus units, including 
administration, colleges, and departments. Implementation will address three strategic focal points: 
creating an organic, flexible curriculum structure for general education; aligning university resources by 
establishing a financial commitment to support faculty pursuing innovative, high-impact pedagogies; 
informing, engaging, and including the campus community in the redesign process.  

In line with the MTSU Academic Master Plan, the MTSU Reach for Distinction, and the MTSU Quest for 
Student Success 2025, the new program will improve academic quality and the quality of the academic 
experience by delivering an intellectually challenging and engaging curriculum. General education 
redesign has been and will continue to be faculty-driven, and will focus on meeting student needs and 
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preparing them for their future as professionals and engaged citizens through an intellectually exciting 
program characterized by exceptional teaching and the use of high-impact practices. 

At Issue 

The current general education program does not align with the university’s values, broader goals, and 
mission. Courses tend to be taught as introductory or survey courses and as a result, the overall program 
lacks coherence or meaning for students, faculty, advisors, and other stakeholders. Moreover, the general 
education curriculum offers little flexibility in terms of choice for students and is restrictive in terms of 
participation for departments and faculty. High-impact practices, while occurring in many courses and 
individual departments, are not systematically implemented.1 Outcomes are category-based, discipline-
specific and seemingly without meaning. Likewise issues of equity, civic engagement, and professional 
development for faculty are not addressed consistently. Finally, a handful of departments carry the burden 
of assessing the current program.  

Why Redesign? 

High-impact teaching engages students. 

Significant evidence indicates that high-impact practices have a positive impact on student experience, 
engagement, and learning.2 MTSU faculty and administrators have expressed a desire to ensure that all 
students experience high-impact practices throughout their time at MTSU as a way to enhance learning 
and ensure equity. And while many faculty members have incorporated high-impact practices into their 
classrooms, a curricular change can promote such practices, implement them systematically, and provide 
adequate support for faculty committed to using them.  

Additionally, a program offering greater flexibility in the curricular structure and more compelling learning 
outcomes will create intellectual excitement for faculty and students and ensure that students are prepared 
for future professional and civic engagement. Such changes will also address concerns voiced by faculty, 
students, and employers. In focus groups, faculty expressed concerns that the current general education 
program did not encourage widespread faculty participation or promote curricular innovation. Students 
expressed a desire for general education courses that connected to or better aligned with their major 
and/or their future careers. In other words, students want more flexibility and meaningful connections 
between courses completed for general education and for major coursework, in part because such 
connections help spark interest and engagement.  

                                                        
1 The AAC&U identifies eleven high-impact practices that are typically implemented at the program level, including first-year 
seminars, common intellectual experiences, learning communities, writing-intensive courses, collaborative assignments and 
projects, undergraduate research, diversity and global learning, e-portfolios, experiential learning, internships, and capstone 
courses or projects. There are also high-impact pedagogies that can be implemented in the classroom. 
2 See, for example, G. D. Kuh, High-impact educational practices: What they are, who has access to them, and why they 
matter, Washington, D.C.: Association of American Colleges and Universities (2008); National Survey of Student 
Engagement, Experiences that matter: Enhancing student learning and success—Annual Report 2007, Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research (2007); Ashley Finley & Tia McNair, Assessing Underserved Students’ 
Engagement in High-Impact Practices, Washington, D. C.: Association of American Colleges and Universities (2013).  
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The current program inadequately addresses student, faculty, and employer needs. 

Although there have been minor alterations made to the general education curriculum in previous years, 
these minor changes do not match the significant changes to the student body and the university as well 
as the implications such changes have for student needs.3 Three areas in particular must be addressed in 
the new core: equity issues, the relationship of general education to career or major pathways, and the 
skills necessary for the workplace.  

The student population is much more diverse and the core of the curriculum needs to reflect this by 
explicitly addressing equity.  

Over the past fifty years, MTSU’s enrollment has more than doubled and like many institutions, now serves 
a diversifying student population, including significant numbers from underserved communities as well 
as non-traditional and first-generation college students.4 For example, today 35% of MTSU students 
identify as non-white compared to only 15% in 2001. Nearly 40% of students are first generation, which 
is almost 20% higher than the national average. Additionally, as the costs of undergraduate education 
rise, and student debt multiplies, ensuring that a college degree—including and especially general 
education—proves worth the investment is a necessary pursuit. Such seismic shifts necessitate substantial 
changes to the general education curriculum in order to ensure equity, quality of learning, and overall 
student success.  

Students and faculty contend that the current program is inadequate for their needs. 

When surveyed, nearly 70% of MTSU student respondents indicated that the current general education 
program could be improved and a startling 85% of respondents expressed a desire to take more classes 
related to their major than the same number of courses in general education.5 In general, students had 
mixed understandings of general education’s role in their college experience, although most agreed that 
if the courses were not required, they would probably not enroll in them.6 Overall, students wanted a 
program that is more streamlined, purposeful, and coherent so that general education coursework seems 
like more than “checking off boxes.” Faculty expressed similar dissatisfaction with the current program. 

                                                        
3 For information about the changes to MTSU’s general education curriculum, see the SACS reports from 1964, 1973-4, 
1982-3, 1994-5, 2003-4, 2013-4, and the current program. The general education curriculum has been completely 
unchanged since 2003, when the Physical Education requirement was eliminated. Prior to that, the only changes were minor 
shifts in the number of hours required for various disciplines and the movement of particular disciplines, such as History, 
from one category to another.  
4 For information about the size of enrollments, see Suma M. Clark’s “A Short History of MTSU,” mtsu.edu/about/history-
more.php. Based on the MTSU Fact Book, produced by the Office of Institutional Effectiveness, Planning, and Research, as 
MTSU’s campus got larger in previous years, it also became more ethnically diverse and began serving more and more non-
traditional students (though the number of students deemed “non-traditional” by their age has decreased over the past 10 
years). For instance, in 2001, 84.3% of MTSU students self-identified as white, while that number was 64.7% in 2018. 
Numbers of African-American, Hispanic, and students self-identifying as “two or more races” increased over those years 
(from 11% to 19.6%, 1.4% to 6.4%, and NA to 3.8%, respectively; two or more races was not even a category until 2012).  
5 Between March and April of 2019, 1,273 MTSU students completed an anonymous survey regarding the university’s 
current general education program as well as changes they would make to improve the program.   
6 See Question 14. 74.88% of respondents chose “Strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” to the statement: “If General 
Education courses were not required for degree completion, I would probably not enroll in these courses.” 
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Some noted that the curriculum does not represent MTSU’s institutional values, that it limits participation, 
that students are not learning and the program is not valuable for them, and that general education 
instruction is not valued by the university. Advisors expressed frustration with trying to ascribe meaning 
to a program that students view as incoherent and a “waste of time.”7  

Employers see opportunity for improvement in student preparation. 

Local employers did not comment specifically on general education, but they did say that they found 
MTSU graduates to be less prepared for the 21st century workforce than their peers from neighboring 
institutions. Local employers echoed broader, national research: They noted that MTSU graduates lack 
some of the most essential skills and abilities for career-readiness and long-term success—all of which 
should be developed, at least in part, in the context of the general education program. While employers 
were “very satisfied” on the whole with MTSU graduates and “mentioned that they would be very likely 
to hire MTSU graduates again,” they noted that “in some areas MTSU graduates perform slightly less well 
compared to graduates from other local universities,” particularly in their immediate readiness to “be 
productive in the work force.” 8 A redesigned curriculum with coherent and relevant connections between 
general education and major coursework will help better prepare students for their futures and ensure 
faculty see cross-disciplinary connections between their own classrooms and those of their peers.  

New curriculum incorporates meaningful learning outcomes and consistent assessment. 

A redesigned, flexible program incorporating meaningful learning outcomes will allow for embedded 
assessment and promote equity as well as faculty and student success. As currently designed, MTSU 
assesses general education in only a handful of departments, leading to differences in data gathered and 
undue burdens on those departments involved in assessment. By embedding the assessment process 
within individual courses and throughout the program, MTSU can gather coherent and meaningful data 
about how the general education curriculum is serving its students and use such data to improve student 
learning and implement course and program improvements. 

General education redesign will position MTSU to capitalize on its considerable strengths and take 
advantage of opportunities for growth. MTSU has demonstrated its commitment to positive change 
through its Quest for Student Success, MT Engage, the MTSU Academic Master Plan: The Reach 
to Distinction, 2015-2025, and the 2015-2025 MTSU Strategic Plan, which highlight the commitment to 
                                                        
7 In February and March of 2019, members of the General Education Faculty Learning Communities conducted thirteen 
faculty, staff, and administrator focus groups with the goal of assessing what the ideal general education program might look 
like and accomplish for students. The information collected in these focus groups uncovered what faculty, staff, and 
administrators felt must be a part of a meaningful general education program and also illuminated MTSU’s institutional 
values. 
8 See Timothy Graeff, “Employer Satisfaction Focus Groups,” Fall 2012/Spring 2013, Office of Consumer Research, Middle 
Tennessee State University. For national discussions, see, for example: insidehighered.com/news/2018/02/23/study-students-
believe-they-are-prepared-workplace-employers-disagree, forbes.com/sites/karstenstrauss/2016/05/17/these-are-the-skills-
bosses-say-new-college-grads-do-not-have/#1699d0d85491, earlystagecareers.com/esc-articles/2018/2/28/the-numbers-dont-
lie-students-are-unprepared-for-the-workplace, cbsnews.com/news/employers-new-college-grads-arent-ready-for-workplace/, 
washingtonpost.com/news/grade-point/wp/2015/01/26/why-are-so-many-college-students-failing-to-gain-job-skills-before-
graduation/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.89d4af6e10e5, C. Edward Watson and Kathryne Drezek McConnell, “What Really 
Matters for Employment?,” Liberal Education, Vol. 104, No. 4, Fall 2018, pg 12-17. 
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academic quality, student-centered learning, equity, and developing a passion in students for lifelong 
learning.9 Survey data indicates that students recognize the importance of general education to their 
anticipated future of professional and civic engagement.10 Moreover, MTSU is located in one of the fastest-
growing regions in the country both in terms of population and the economy, and the university remains 
the number one choice for transfer students in the state.11 Anecdotal evidence suggests that redesigning 
general education curriculum can lead to better retention and increased enrollment—even in the current 
higher-ed climate.12 By joining the countless universities who are engaged in redesign to make their 
programs more effective and meaningful for students, MTSU could potentially exploit its redesigned 
curriculum to retain current students and to market the distinctive value of an MTSU degree to potential 
students in this fast-growing region. 

  

                                                        
9 MT Engage exceeded its benchmarks in Year 1 and surveyed students are “more engaged” in their MT Engage courses that 
others. See MT Engage QEP Impact Report, Years 1 & 2, pg 7, mtsu.edu/mtengage/docs/QEP_Impact_Report_Y1_2.pdf; 
MTSU’s Academic Master Plan for 2015-2025 includes three goals: enhance academic quality, foster student-centered 
learning, and leverage resources through partnerships. All of these goals are relevant to redesign efforts, especially the first 
two. See mtsu.edu/AMP/. 
10 Students responded to the statement, “General Education provides skills that will help get me a job,” using a Likert scale. 
45.88% responded “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree,” while 20.66% responded “neither agree nor disagree” and 33.46% 
responded “somewhat disagree” or “strongly disagree.” See Susan Myers-Shirk and Katherine Brackett, “Report on General 
Education Redesign Data,” pg 21. 
11 See brentwoodhomepage.com/nashville-ranked-8th-fastest-growing-city-in-the-u-s-as-south-sees-influx-of-migration/ and 
wallethub.com/edu/fastest-growing-cities/7010/. 
12 insidehighered.com/news/2018/05/01/university-rhode-island-improves-student-retention-and-overhauls-gen-ed. 
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FOCUS AREA 1: Creating a 21st Century University Core

General education redesign will create a 21st century core by 
providing flexible options, relevant and innovative content, the 
opportunity for students to engage in exploration and to achieve 
core knowledge and skills, as well as inclusion and intercultural 
competency. The redesign effort draws on a larger national 
movement to create curriculum that better prepares students for a 
rapidly changing and global society. The redesigned curriculum is 
intended to align more fully with the university’s values and 
mission by incorporating high-impact practices and pedagogies 
and promoting equity across the curriculum. 

The approach to the redesign process builds on a faculty-driven, 
campus-wide engagement process during AY 2018-2019. Faculty 
learning communities organized by the general education director, 
Dr. Susan Myers-Shirk, did extensive work at MTSU with focus 
groups and student surveys to develop a vision for building a 
university core. Then in late April they conducted a strategic 
planning workshop, organized by the director of general education 
and led by Dia Cirillo of Spring Consulting, LLC, followed by a goal 
setting workshop.  

A number of the faculty who participated in the Faculty Learning 
Communities agreed to continue as a Faculty Advisory Council for 
the redesign process. MTSU sent a design team, composed of FLC 
members, to the AAC&U Institute on General Education and 
Assessment (IGEA) with instructions to develop 2-3 plans that could 
be workshopped in the university community during AY 2019-

                                                        
13 For a list of design team members as well as their bios, please see our website: 
https://mtsu.edu/genedredesign/GenEdAboutus.php 

2020.13 Once the design team arrived at IGEA, the direction shifted. 
The team decided instead to focus on the qualities and components 
they desired for the redesigned program. 

Based upon the data collected in AY 2018-2019, and fully 
incorporating the values expressed by their colleagues at MTSU, 
the team identified four qualities they valued: Communicator, 
Problem-solver, Leader, and Explorer. Integrative learning ties 
these qualities, which aligns with MTSU’s Quality Enhancement 
Plan (QEP), MT Engage. During AY 2019-2020, the design team, 
aided by the Faculty Advisory Council and based on feedback from 
campus-wide town hall sessions, will more carefully define these 
terms and tie them to assessable outcomes modeled on the AAC&U 
Essential Learning Outcomes. 

The team also identified four program components they valued, 
again based on the strategic plan and the data collected: 

• A first-year seminar in which faculty propose timely, 
relevant topics that introduce students to college life and get 
them thinking about important questions in their first 
semester. 

• A university core capstone in which students complete their 
portfolios and a final capstone integrative assignment that 
makes sense holistically of their general education 
experience. 
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• Pathways or university core minors that allow for the 
interdisciplinary and integrative cooperation for which 
faculty have expressed a desire. 

• An e-portfolio in which students collect integrative 
assignments throughout their gen ed career. This can be 
packaged with a capstone. 

As with the qualities, the design team, aided by the Faculty 
Advisory Council, will develop the components in greater detail 
and will prepare presentations for town hall sessions to be held 
during the fall semester of 2019.  

AY2019-20 planning activities will begin with a launch of the 
strategic plan. The design team will take the lead in facilitating 
town halls, meeting with departments, and conducting surveys to 
facilitate conversations and solicit campus community feedback. 

The design team, the Faculty Advisory Council, and Student 
Advisory Council will collaborate with the university General 
Education Committee to design a plan that incorporates feedback 
from the university community regarding the student qualities and 
program components. Early in the spring semester of 2020, the 
General Education Committee, which serves as the curriculum 
committee for general education, will make a preliminary decision 
on a design and issue a call for letters of intention from 
departments. Once the plan has preliminary approval by the 
committee, it will go back to the university community for 
comment. Ultimately, the General Education Committee is charged 
with making a final recommendation that reflects the desires of the 
university community. After the new university core is approved by 
the Office of the Provost, the General Education Committee (soon 
to be University Core Committee) will begin accepting proposals 
for new courses. 
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FOCUS AREA 1: Creating a 21st Century University Core 

Principle(s) Impacted Objectives Highlighted Tactics Measurements/Milestones 

 

 

 

 
 

Student Engagement & 
Exploration 

Core Knowledge & Skills 

Flexible Options 

Relevant & Innovative 
Content 

Inclusion & Intercultural 
Competence 

1-1. Build a new 
curriculum for 
students to develop 
core knowledge, 
skills, and 
experiences to 
engage in the world 
and launch 
rewarding futures 

Incorporate components into a 
structure, including assessments and 
outcomes for each 

Facilitate the campus-wide selection 
process to identify a new design 

2019-20: Select and 
approve a new structure 

Train faculty in new pedagogies 

Serve as a resource to departments as 
course lists are developed 

Develop courses and/or pathways 

Establish baseline for assessment data 

Model number of students per new 
course and number of classes per 
department 

2020-22: Prepare faculty 
and departments for new 
program launch 

Offer first classes in new university 
core to freshman class 

Continue to support the departments 
as they make the transition 

Conduct first year of assessment 

Teach out current Gen Ed program 

2022-23: Launch new core 
while phasing out existing 
program 

Begin assessment process 
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FOCUS AREA 1: Creating a 21st Century University Core 
Roles At-A-Glance 

 

 

Role Position 

Coordination General Education Director  

Design Faculty Advisory Council, Student Advisory Council, Design Team 

Design Decision-
Making 

General Education Committee (Soon to be University Core Committee) 
Provost  
Vice Provost for Academic Programs 

Course Proposals & 
Pathways 

Faculty 
Chairs 
Deans 
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FOCUS AREA 2: Aligning University Resources 

Through direction from the Office of the Provost, general education 
redesign will align university resources to ensure ongoing support 
for innovative pedagogy and more opportunity for meaningful 
faculty-student relationships. In AY 2019-2020, the General 
Education Director, Dr. Susan Myers-Shirk, and Communications 
Director, Dr. Katherine Brackett, will pursue external grant-writing 
opportunities and coordinate with internal administrators to 
guarantee funding for new course design and professional 
development. Myers-Shirk and Brackett will collaborate with the 
Learning, Teaching, & Instructional Technology Center at MTSU 
(LT&ITC) to organize professional development opportunities. 
Following approval of the new university core, the Provost’s office 
will determine which aspects of the new plan will move forward 
and provide financial resources for the successful plan elements. 
Specifically, the Provost will provide summer stipends for course 
redesign so that courses are ready for approval by the General 
Education Committee (now University Core Committee) beginning 
fall of 2020. The new core will also provide the MTSU Foundation 
with an excellent opportunity for identifying community partners 
to provide financial support for incoming students and the 
University Core Committee will coordinate with the Foundation 
during AY2020-2021 to create Core Scholarships for incoming 
students who want to complete their general education 
requirement at MTSU. 

In AY 2020-2021, redesign will open channels of communication 
among faculty, staff, and administration about class size and 
student load, the possibilities for interdisciplinary and integrative 

teaching and learning, and long-term, sustainable budgetary 
support for teaching excellence and innovation. The plan for the 
True Blue Core will vary depending upon which components are 
approved. For instance, freshmen/first-year seminars typically are 
capped at 20 and are one credit courses, theme or topic based, and 
paid as extra compensation. This will allow flexibility for 
departments and faculty, but will also require a long-term 
budgetary commitment. The pathways or general education minors 
will create possibilities for interdisciplinary and integrative 
teaching and learning but will likewise require a long-term 
budgetary commitment for facilitating collaboration, for 
professional development, and for program management. An e-
Portfolio system contributes to integrative learning but will require 
ongoing technical support and access for all students to the 
necessary technology. Capstones will provide integrative learning 
experiences for students, but will require management, training for 
faculty, and careful coordination with the registrar regarding major 
requirements—and hence long-term budgetary support.  

The new core will provide options for faculty to find balance 
between teaching and research responsibilities. Faculty will find 
new opportunities to incorporate their personal research into the 
classroom in purposeful ways, such as through undergraduate 
research or by teaching a first-year seminar. These opportunities 
will make teaching in the university core more appealing and 
worthwhile for faculty members while advancing their research 
agendas and teaching experiences simultaneously. The new 
university core does not require small classes, only alignment with 



 

The True Blue Core 
Building a 21st Century Curriculum 
Short Version – August 2019  

 

 
 14 

learning outcomes, so departments would have the flexibility to 
offer large sections with graduate teaching assistants to protect 
research time for faculty. 

In AY 2020-2021 Enrollment Services will begin making necessary 
changes to Banner to allow registration in the new core. Advisors 
and graduate teaching assistants will receive training no later than 
February 2021. The new core will officially commence with a 

launch event during the spring advising period. No later than Fall 
2022, new approved courses will be taught for the first time. First-
time freshmen enrolling that semester will adhere to the new 
university core, while returning students will have the option to 
complete the old general education requirements or map their 
completed courses onto the new program. Individual courses will 
be taught out as necessary.
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FOCUS AREA 2: Aligning University Resources 

Principle(s) Impacted Objectives Highlighted Tactics Measurements/Milestones 

 

 

Flexible Options  

Relevant & Innovative 
Content 

Inclusion & Intercultural 
Competence 

2-1. Align 
resources 
necessary to 
support the 
new core 

Coordinate efforts among administration, 
colleges and departments  

Develop internal and external grants to 
support redesign process 

2019-21: Establish 
grantmaking opportunities 
for new program 

Support Provost’s effort to lead the 
development of a financial model for the 
new core and implementation of new 
funding  

Engage MTSU Foundation for University 
Core giving 

2020-22: Produce budget 
models 

Establish implementation 
funding and targets 

Bring any new courses to the University 
Core Committee; align online courses 

2020-22: Complete review 
of new courses 

Provide necessary information for the 
training of academic advisors on the new 
design 

Align Records, Catalog and Customs 

2020-22: Prepare academic 
advisors, Records, and 
Customs for new program 

Implement and assess approved 
components 

2022-23: Launch new core 
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FOCUS AREA 2: Aligning University Resources 

Roles At-A-Glance 

 

 

Role Position 

Aligning Records, Catalog & 
Customs 

Enrollment Services 
Vice Provost for Academic Programs 

Financial Management & 
Modeling of New Core 

Provost 
Associate Provost for Academic Administration and Resources 

External Grants for Redesign General Education Director 
Provost  
Deans 

Core Scholarships Provost 
MTSU Foundation 
General Education Director 
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FOCUS AREA 3: Engaging the Campus and Informing the Public 

General education redesign will formulate and implement a com-
prehensive communications plan to ensure transparency and full 
participation of the university community. 

The design team will look to the Faculty Advisory Council and 
Student Advisory Council for help in implementing a conversation 
across the university about the qualities and components in fall 
2019. The design team will offer at least three town hall meetings, 
in which faculty and students can learn about the qualities and 
components and provide feedback through a post-town-hall 
survey. Town hall facilitators will use a script developed by the 
Faculty Advisory Council to ensure parity across sessions. 
Recordings of completed sessions will be posted to the redesign 
website to guarantee access. The design team can potentially meet 
with departments, individual chairs, deans, Faculty Senate, and 
representatives of Student Affairs upon request. They will especially 
focus on informing the General Education Committee of campus 
feedback and soliciting their feedback for program design. 

Following the approval of program components by the end of fall 
semester 2019, the design team, with assistance from the Faculty 
and Student Advisory Councils, will draft a program design to be 
sent to the General Education Committee for approval. The original 
timeline aimed to secure approval for a new program structure from 
the General Education Committee by March of 2020. Depending 
upon which components are approved, the timeline may need to 
be extended. The university community will be fully informed at 
each step of the process. Once a program structure for the new core 
is approved by the General Education Committee, it will be 
published for review by the university community, as detailed 

above. The university community will be provided ample 
opportunity for feedback on this design before it is sent to the 
Provost for final approval. 

Throughout the process of design and approval, campus 
stakeholders will be able to provide various forms of feedback and 
to secure information. To ensure transparency, all information will 
be made available through the website and supplemented with 
monthly communication from the General Education Director 
reporting on progress and critical developments. Through town hall 
meetings, surveys, emails, phone calls, and meetings with general 
education leaders, a continuous feedback loop will be maintained. 
There is provision for ongoing anonymous feedback on the 
website. 

As the redesign process unfolds in AY 2019-2021, Dr. Tricia 
Farwell, Associate Professor in the School of Journalism and 
Strategic Media, and her undergraduate students will coordinate 
with the design team and General Education Director to develop 
and launch new marketing and branding materials for the redesign 
process, as well as the redesigned program. During AY 2021-2022, 
once the plan and courses have been approved, MTSU Marketing 
& Communications will launch a comprehensive marketing plan 
for the new university core. 

Keeping all stakeholders informed and encouraging their partici-
pation is critical to creating a program that is relevant, compelling, 
and valued. Community partnerships are central to the MTSU 
mission and informing the public about redesign will enhance the 
reputation and culture of the university. 
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FOCUS AREA 3: Engaging the Campus and Informing the Public 

Principle(s) Impacted Objectives Highlighted Tactics Measurements/Milestones 

 

 

Relevant & Innovative 
Content  

Inclusion & Intercultural 
Competence    

3-1. Inform and 
engage internal 
audiences in 
design 
selection and 
core launch 

3-2. Promote the 
new program 
to external 
audiences 

Create and implement a campus-wide 
communications plan 

Engage the campus community in the 
design selection process through town 
halls, surveys and key informant 
interviews 

Support administration in communicating 
about redesign 

2019-20: Seek campus-
wide input on design 
concepts 

Select new design 

Notify the campus of the new design and 
update on the status of the roll-out, and 
on teach-out 

2020-22: Develop courses 
and pathways 

Launch new branding of program and 
logo 

2020-22: Establish program 
name and host launch 
activities 

Push out new branding across the campus 
and publicly 

2022-23: Roll out new core 
across campus 
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FOCUS AREA 3: Engaging the Campus and Informing the Public 

Roles At-A-Glance 

 

 

Role Position 

Communications Coordination General Education Director 

Campus-Wide Design 
Engagement 

General Education Director 

Branding New Core Associate Professor of Advertising & Public Relations  
MTSU Marketing & Communications 
Faculty Advisory Council 
Student Advisory Council 

External Marketing MTSU Marketing & Communications 
General Education Director 
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YEARS 1 - 4: ACTION PLAN 

Focus Area 
Year 1: Design 

2019 - 20 
Years 2 & 3: Preparation and Alignment 

2020 - 22 
Year 4: Launch 

2022 - 23 

Creating a 21st 
Century 
University Core 

Formalize the role of the design team in 
relation to existing University governance 
structure 

Design components including 
assessments and outcomes 

Facilitate the campus-wide selection 
process to identify a new Core design 

Train faculty in new pedagogies 

Serve as a resource to departments as course lists are 
developed 

Establish baseline for assessment data 

Bring any new course/pathways to the Core committee, 
including online courses 

Model the number of students per new course and number 
of classes per department 

Offer first classes in new program to first-year 
class 

Continue to support the departments as they 
make the transition 

Conduct first year of assessment 

Teach out current Gen Ed program 

Aligning 
University 
Resources 
 

Lead the redesign team in Year 1 activities 

Coordinate efforts among administration, 
colleges and departments  

Apply for external grants to support 
redesign process 

Create internal grants to support redesign 
process 

Lead the redesign team in Year 2 & 3 activities 

Coordinate efforts among administration, colleges and 
departments, including adoption of new budget model 

Support Provost’s effort to lead the development of new 
budget models 

Engage MTSU Foundation for Core giving 

Bring any new courses to the University Core Committee, 
including online courses 

Provide necessary information for the training of academic 
advisors on the new design 

Continue to work with the MTSU Foundation on Core giving  

Prepare all online offerings and align all records/catalog, 
customs 

Lead the redesign team in Year 4 activities 

Coordinate efforts among administration, 
colleges and departments  

Bring next set of new courses to the University 
Core Committee, including online courses 

Continue to support the Administration in 
making the transition to the new core design 

Ongoing training of academic advisors 

Continue to work with the MTSU Foundation 
on university core giving 

Hire new support staff depending on 
components 

Engaging the 
Campus and 
Informing the 
Public 

Create and implement a campus-wide 
communications plan 

Engage the campus community in the 
design selection process through town 
halls, surveys and departmental meetings 

Support administration in communicating 
about redesign 

Notify the campus of the new design and update on the 
status of the roll-out, and on teach-out  

Launch new branding of program and logo 

Host launch event 

Crosswalk with THEC  

Crosswalk for teachout 

Notify the campus of the new design and 
update on the status of the roll-out, and on 
teach-out 

Push out new branding across the campus and 
publicly 
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YEAR ONE: DETAILED ACTION PLAN 

Focus Area 
JUNE - JULY 

2019 
AUG - OCT 

2019 
NOV - DEC 

2019 
JAN - MAR 

2020 
APR - JUN  

2020 

Creating a 21st 
Century 
University Core 

Articulate relationship between Gen 
Ed committee and design team 

Determine role for and engage student 
advisors 

Develop/write student learning 
outcomes 

Design components including 
assessments and outcomes for each 

Faculty Advisory Council reviews 
designs 

Conversations with individual 
chairs and departments  

Faculty/student Town Halls – 
collect feedback/surveys (9/1-
10/15) 

Pick components – 
revise based on 
feedback (10/15 – 
12/1)  

Action plan/launch 
date review 

Articulation of plan to 
faculty (Dept/College)  

Solicit Letters of Intent 
stating departmental 
course preferences 

Preliminary approval of 
new structure 

Program review by 
campus and final 
program approval by 
University Core 
Committee by mid-April 

Letters of Intent from 
departments to University 
Core Committee 

Aligning 
University 
Resources 

Lead redesign team in Year 1 activities 

Coordinate efforts among 
administration, colleges and 
departments 

Write grant to support redesign efforts 

Complete research on FTE/SCH and 
seek IRB approval 

Submit Strategic Plan to administration 
for review 

Lead redesign team in Year 1 
activities 

Develop concept design of 
fundable initiatives stemming 
from a new core program 

Ongoing coordination of key 
campus decision- makers 

Lead redesign team 
in Year 1 activities 

Ongoing 
coordination of key 
campus decision- 
makers  

Meet with chairs 
council about 
letters of intent 

Lead redesign team in 
Year 1 activities 

Develop line item at June 
budget hearing 

Ongoing coordination of 
key campus decision- 
makers 

Lead redesign team in 
Year 1 activities 

Provost leads new budget 
model development 

Ongoing coordination of 
key campus decision- 
makers 

Engage MTSU 
Foundation for Core 
giving (account) 

Engaging the 
Campus and 
Informing the 
Public 

Implement communications plan 

Communicate about redesign process 
to internal stakeholders  

Develop a script for administration 

Demonstrate administration 
support for redesign process at 
the Fall Faculty Meeting (Provost)  

Communicate summer 
accomplishments and redesign 
components and qualities (early 
fall) 

Host THEC Summit on Gen Ed  

Announce next 
steps to 
stakeholders 

Determine 
communications 
messages and workplan 
for spring semester ’20 
through fall ‘20 

Roll out spring 
communications plan  
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THANK YOU TO OUR COLLEAGUES 

Design Team 
Michelle Boyer-Pennington, Professor, Psychology 
Brian Frank, Associate Professor, Astronomy & 
Physics 
Keith Gamble, Associate Professor & Chair, 
Economics & Finance 
Soraya Nogueira, Associate Professor, World 
Languages, Literatures, & Cultures 

 
General Education Redesign Faculty Learning 

Community 
Emily Baran, Associate Professor, History 
Kathryn Fenton, Assistant Professor, School of Music  
Margaret Brooker, Assistant Professor, Dance 
Laurie Witherow, Associate Vice Provost for 
Admissions & Enrollment Services 
Kim Page, Instructor, University Studies 
Keith Gamble, Associate Professor & Chair, 
Economics & Finance 
Virginia Hemby-Grubb, Professor, Marketing 
Tricia Farwell, Associate Professor, School of 
Journalism and Strategic Media  
Patrick Richey, Associate Professor, Communication 
Studies 
Zafrullah Khan, Associate Professor, Elementary & 
Special Education 
Tony Johnston, Professor, Agriculture 
Tammy Melton, Professor, Chemistry 
Shaun Cullen, Assistant Professor, English 
Mary Evins, Associate Professor, History, & 
Coordinator, American Democracy Project 
Kristen West, Instruction Librarian, Walker Library 
Michelle Boyer-Pennington, Professor, Psychology 
Trevor de Clercq, Assistant Professor, Recording 
Industry 
Jeremy Aber, Assistant Professor, Geosciences 
Kari Neely, Associate Professor, World Languages, 
Literatures, & Cultures 
Soraya Nogueira, Associate Professor, World 
Languages, Literatures, & Cultures 
 

Future of General Education Workgroup, 2018-19 
Laura Cochrane, Associate Professor, Art & Design 
Kate Pantelides, Assistant Professor, English 
Ryan Korstange, Assistant Professor, University 
Studies 
Julie Myatt, Associate Professor, English (now, 
Director of MT Engage) 
Joey Gray, Associate Professor, Health and Human 
Performance 
Dawn McCormack, Associate Dean, College of 
Liberal Arts (now, Interim Associate Dean, College of 
Graduate Studies) 
 

Strategic Planning Workshop 
Emily Baran, Associate Professor, History 
Michelle Boyer-Pennington, Professor, Psychology 
Katherine Brackett, Director of Communications, 
Office of General Education 
Janis Brickey, Associate Professor, Human Sciences 
Mark Byrnes, Provost 
Laura Cochrane, Associate Professor, Art & Design 
Peter Cunningham, Vice Provost for Academic 
Programs 
Andrew Dix, Assistant Professor, Communication 
Studies 
Mary Evins, History, & Coordinator, American 
Democracy Project 
Tricia Farwell, Associate Professor, School of 
Journalism and Strategic Media 
Bud Fischer, Dean, College of Basic and Applied 
Sciences 
Brian Frank, Associate Professor, Physics & 
Astronomy 
Keith Gamble, Associate Professor & Chair, 
Economics & Finance 
Justin Gardner, Associate Professor, Agriculture 
Joey Gray, Associate Professor, Health and Human 
Performance 
Lisa Green, Interim Chair, Mathematics 
Scott Haupt, Instructional Designer, Information 
Technology Division 
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Virginia Hemby-Grubb, Professor, Marketing 
Mary Hoffschwelle, Professor, Department of History 
& Director of MT Engage (now, Associate Provost for 
Strategic Planning & Partnerships) 
Heather Hundley, Chair, Communication Studies 
Zaf Khan, Associate Professor, Elementary & Special 
Education 
Dovie Kimmins, Professor, Mathematical Sciences 
Ryan Korstange, Assistant Professor, University 
Studies 
Kevin Leonard, Chair, History 
Suzanne Mangrum, Acquisitions Librarian, Walker 
Library 
Tammy Melton, Professor, Chemistry 
Julie Myatt, Associate Professor, English (now, 
Director of MT Engage) 
Susan Myers-Shirk, Director of General Education 
and Professor, History 
Kari Neely, Associate Professor, World Languages, 
Literatures, & Cultures 
 

 
Soraya Nogueira, Associate Professor, World 
Languages, Literatures, & Cultures 
Kimberly Page, Instructor/Staff, University Studies 
Kate Pantelides, Assistant Professor, English 
Karen Peterson, Dean, College of Liberal Arts 
Andrew Polk, Assistant Professor, History 
Karen Reed, Education Librarian, Walker Library 
Sean Salter, Associate Professor & Assistant Dean for 
Assessment, Economics & Finance 
Stephen Severn, Chair, English 
Richard Sluder, Vice Provost for Student Success & 
Dean of University College 
Barbara Turnage, Interim Associate Dean, College of 
Behavioral & Health Sciences (now, Associate Dean) 
Rick Vanosdall, Associate Dean, College of 
Education 
Kristen West, Instruction Librarian, Walker Library 
Laurie Witherow, Associate Vice Provost for 
Admissions & Enrollment, Student Affairs 
Ping Zhang, Assistant Professor, Mathematical 
Sciences 

 
 




