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College of Arts and Sciences

GUIDELINES FOR CAPABILITIES INSTRUCTION

IN CAS DISTRIBUTION COURSES

According to the plan approved by the CAS Senate in November 2000, Distribution Courses should address at least two general education capabilities, aiming at mid-level competence and as appropriate for the discipline.  The following guidelines for proposers and reviewers of Distribution Courses, prepared by the General Education Committee (GEC) of 2000-01,  are drawn from work done by various faculty general education committees over the last few years.  Since the GEC has not proposed explicit criteria  for approval of Distribution Courses at the present time, these guidelines should be viewed as advisory rather than definitive or prescriptive. They are also intended to provide guidance as to strategies which have been found successful by many faculty.  For more thorough discussion of capabilities as formulated for the General Education 100- and 200-level seminars, see the  General Education Capabilities Statements (1997-98; "Blue Document") and the Guidelines for Level of Attention to Capabilities in First-Year and Sophomore/Junior Seminars (June 1999; the  "Green Document"), both available in the CAS Deans' Office. The following list of six capabilities for Distribution Courses, approved 11/15/00 by the CAS Senate, was drawn from the Faculty Council General Education Report of October 1997 (the "Yellow Document").
Distribution Courses must provide in-class instruction and practice in at least two of the following capabilities:

1. Verbal Reasoning. (Critical Thinking):

Recommended criteria for inclusion as Distribution Course:
1. Explicit attention to verbal reasoning or critical thinking as defined for discipline or course. This means spending at least part of one class session discussing what critical thinking means in the context of the course. Critical thinking and verbal reasoning in Distribution courses also involve some awareness that disciplinary frameworks and methodologies structure knowledge in particular ways.

2. Guided activities and assignments that ask students to practice and demonstrate verbal reasoning in ways appropriate to the distribution area and the course. 

Suggestions for pedagogical techniques and strategies:

Activities and assignments might include those which ask students to do the following:

• Assess the reasonableness of ideas; analyze and evaluate arguments;  generate and testing hypotheses;  access, evaluate and use evidence;  taking and defending a position. (These activities reflect and rely on traditional elements of logic:  identifying ambiguous language;  recognizing common faults in thinking; distinguishing between fact and opinion and between factual claims and value claims; drawing, recognizing and evaluating inference.)

• Demonstrate awareness of how historical, cultural and social contexts define issues and affect their representation; develop critical self-consciousness concerning the cultural embeddedness of moral and social problems, the contested nature of culture itself, the need to acknowledge differing points of view,  the role of beliefs and emotions in moral and other choices.

• Demonstrate an understanding of the concepts and terminology used in analysis and interpretation, as appropriate to the discipline, as well as an increasing ability to apply such concepts. To begin to think critically in an arts course, for example,  students would need an understanding of the formal structure of a work of art and the techniques and terms used to analyze it as such, as well as knowledge of the historical, social and formal contexts. They would learn to make meaningful connections between form and content. Similarly, in the social science area, students would learn how to identify and apply relevant categories and structures to social phenomena as a way of organizing knowledge, perceiving patterns, making comparisons and gaining insight. Critical thinking instruction in the natural sciences might expose students to the principles of scientific method through such practices as generating and testing hypotheses, asking questions, designing experiments, making careful observations, drawing and evaluating conclusions. 

2. Quantitative Reasoning:

Recommended criteria for inclusion as Distribution Course:
Any course which qualifies as a Mathematics Distribution Course (i.e. meets the relevant Area Criteria) automatically fulfills the quantitative reasoning capability. Courses in other Distribution areas may meet the quantitative reasoning capability guidelines by including: 

1. Explicit attention to understanding and critical analysis of quantitative information and its modes of presentation. 

2. Practice in understanding the application of quantitative methods appropriate to the Distribution Area and  discipline of the course.

Suggestions for pedagogical techniques and assignments:  

Instruction in the use of computers and or graphing calculators; frequent practice translating graphical or formulaic statements to and from prose statements; library instruction where appropriate.

3. Critical Reading and Analysis:
Recommended criteria for inclusion as Distribution Course:
1. Explicit attention to critical reading  in the context of the area, discipline or course. This means spending at least part of one class session discussing reading strategies helpful in the course.

2. Regular assignments to read, analyze and discuss a variety of texts appropriate to the discipline and Distribution area. 

Suggestions for pedagogical techniques and assignments:
• Explicit attention to various techniques involved in decoding written texts (e.g. making use of all features of the document; applying techniques such as skim, review, etc.; learning to use dictionaries and other appropriate aids.)

• In-class demonstrations of techniques of summarizing, paraphrasing, etc., followed by assignments which encourage practice of these techniques.

• Ample classroom discussion of assigned texts, to include identifying important ideas or themes; differentiating between main ideas and supporting evidence or examples; and calling attention to issues such as variety and purpose of writing , intended audience and point of view.

• Use of small groups to practice the skills of identifying and articulating main ideas, supporting details, kind of writing, intended audience; and to compare different texts.

• Use of reader-response essays.

• Use of reading journals and note-taking exercises.

• Frequent brief quizzes to reinforce careful reading of assigned texts.

4. Effective Communication (Writing and / or Speaking: Demonstrate how your course will address one or both.)

Clear Writing:

Recommended criteria for inclusion as Distribution Course:
1.  In-class instruction and discussion of writing, including correct citation practice for the Distribution area or discipline. 

2.  At least two graded expository written assignments of 3 - 10 pages in length for a total of at least 10 typed pages. 
3.  Detailed commentary and feedback on graded writing.

Suggestions for pedagogical techniques and assignments:
• Informal practice in writing (journals, in-class  response writing)

• Opportunity for guided revision based on  instructor's and/or peer review.

• It is strongly recommended that at least one of the papers should be suitable for submission as a Writing  Proficiency Portfolio Essay:  an expository essay of 5 pages or more, requiring comparative discussion of two or more texts or sources.

Listening and Speaking:

Recommended criteria for inclusion as Distribution Course:
1. Explicit explanation of how listening and speaking will be practiced and evaluated in the course. 

2. At least one formal oral presentation credited toward the grade.

Suggestions for pedagogical techniques and assignments:
• Clear and practical guidelines should be given out for any formal presentation, including expectations for preparation and length and criteria upon which the presentation will be evaluated. 

• Peer and instructor feedback on oral presentations.

• Suggested modes of oral practice include debates, panel discussions, group discussions and presentations,  presentation of research findings, role-playing exercises. Ask students to analyze the strengths and weaknesses of another speaker's formal presentation.

5. Using Technology to Further Learning:

Recommended criteria for inclusion as Distribution Course:
1. Explicit discussion of how technology is used to further learning in the course and, more generally, in the discipline or Distribution Area.

2. Instruction and assignments designed to develop students' familiarity and skill using appropriate technology. 

Suggestions for pedagogical techniques and assignments  (for courses with a focus on developing information literacy using information technology in the Library and on-line):

•  Guided assignments such as information searches ("fact sheet") or research projects which require students to gain practice using Healey Library electronic card catalog and appropriate data bases to locate relevant books and periodicals.   

• Instruction and practice using and evaluating Internet resources in information gathering (including proper citation formats).

6. Collaborative Work: 

Recommended criteria for inclusion as Distribution Course:
1. Explicit in-class explanation of how collaborative work will be practiced and evaluated in the course, and of what the goals and criteria for evaluation of team projects will be.

2. At least one formal assignment credited toward the course grade requiring collaborative work as well as analysis of the process and its results by the participants.

Suggestions for pedagogical techniques and assignments:
• Assignments that place students in goal-oriented small-group settings with distinct individual roles to play (facilitator, note-taker, leader, etc.)

• Role-playing to elicit in-class analysis of some of the kinds of small-group behavior that promote or interfere with group learning.

• Written exercises, journals, or discussions which encourage reflection on team-work experiences and analysis of factors that make for successful cooperation.

• Creative assignments that can only be completed successfully with the participation of every group member (e.g. group research or analysis reports in which each member is responsible for a specific section; panel presentations or debates with distinct parts assigned to each person). 
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