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Bakersfield College and Taft College provide more than half of CSU 
Bakersfield’s transfer students and represent a distinct region with 
tremendous educational needs. The region is characterized by a 
large Hispanic population, low income, very-low college-going and 
transfer rates, extensive needs for remediation, and a high 
proportion of first-generation college students. Together we hope 
to ensure that inquiry, analysis, and critical thinking skills are 
“practiced extensively, across the curriculum, in the context of 
progressively more challenging problems, projects, and standards 
for performance.” Professors from all three institutions and 
representing a wide variety of disciplines have joined together in a 
faculty learning community to (1) select an aspect of critical 
thinking for our pilot project, (2) develop a rubric to assess the 
appropriate critical thinking skills, and (3) calibrate our use of the 
rubric. Future work intends to determine if an increase in 
engagement and intentionality yields improved student outcomes 
and extend the range of critical thinking assessments. 

The CSU Bakersfield service region is much more geographically 
isolated than others in southern California. CSUB is the only four-year 
comprehensive university within a 100-mile radius and transfers from its 
partner community colleges represent over half of our transfer 
students. As such, this cooperative is uniquely qualified and expressly 
dedicated to address the region’s educational aspirations. The region is 
characterized by a large Hispanic population, very-low college-going and 
transfer rates, extensive needs for remediation, and a high proportion of 
first-generation college students. In addition, CSU Bakersfield has the 
highest Pell-eligibility of any four-year public university in California. 
These are factors that are becoming increasingly important to address for 
the state and nation. 

Critical thinking is one of the most broadly-valued student learning 
outcomes across a variety of disciplines within and outside of academia. 
As reported in “Raising the Bar: Employers’ Views on College Learning in 
the Wake of the Economic Downturn” (AAC&U and Hart Research Assoc. 
2010), 81% of the employers surveyed believed that colleges should place 
more emphasis on helping students develop critical thinking and 
analytical reasoning skills. Considerable attention has been drawn to this 
issue since the publication of “Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on 
College Campuses” (Arum and Roksa, University of Chicago Press, 2011), 
an indictment of the ability of colleges to improve students’ ability to 
think critically. Their analysis of results from the Collegiate Learning 
Assessment (CLA) indicates that 45% of students "did not demonstrate 
any significant improvement in learning" within the first two years of 
college and 36% did not improve over four years of college.

In general, student learning can be enhanced by engaging practices 
that are intentional and reinforced over time—much as has been 
demonstrated in the writing across the curriculum movement. Just as 
writing skills often benefit from instruction that is tied directly to subject 
matter instruction, so too might critical thinking skills. While writing is 
often an explicit expectation for students within a disciplinary course, 
critical thinking is more often implicit. One of the anticipated outcomes of 
this project is that the critical thinking components of disciplinary 
coursework will be delineated for faculty and students. Student outcomes 
are likely to benefit from an increase in intentionality and from curricular 
improvements based on analysis of student learning assessment.

Background

Part of a Broader General Education Re-Visioning
Faculty Institute on General Education

September 5 (Wednesday) – Multi-Purpose Room
8:00 am: Breakfast
8:30 am: The National Dialogue on General Education
Horace Mitchell and Soraya Coley, Welcome 
Paul Gaston, “Intentionality in General Education,” followed by Q and A 
11:30 am: Extended Working Lunch – Current and Future Gen Ed table discussions 

What was your Gen Ed experience as a student?
What core competencies should Gen Ed instill for our students in the 21st century?
What might such a Gen Ed program look like?
Given that our current Gen Ed program lacks cohesion, how can we make it more integrative?
Are ULOs addressed primarily by Gen Ed, the major, or both?

2:00 pm: Verbal Reports and Notes from tables

September 6 (Thursday) – Multi-Purpose Room
8:00 am: Breakfast: The National Dialogue on General Education 
Jacquelyn Kegley, The Importance of Gen Ed in the 21st Century 
Richard Collins: A Short History of General Education and the LEAP Initiative 
Carl Kemnitz: ULOs, LEAP at CSUB, and CSU mandates 
Panel Discussion (those who went to AAC&U): Where we stand in the national dialogue 
9:45-10:45 am. Breakout session #1: What can we do to improve Gen Ed?  

What are the core values of your discipline that are essential to any Gen Ed program?
What would you like Gen Ed to do for your major? 
Can we integrate core competencies (ULOs) into the curriculum?
Can we integrate skills courses with general knowledge courses across the curriculum?
How do we connect the major to general education goals?
Relating GE curriculum to problem-solving in the community.
What sorts of common learning experiences belong in GE?

10:45 am: Breakout session #2: What are our roles in Gen Ed reform?
Senate and faculty governance?
Departments? Department Chairs? DCLC? Schools?
General Education program oversight (CARS)? Administration?

11:45 am: Wrap Up: Where do we go from here?
Reports on where we go from here
Concluding remarks from the Provost

“The path to greater Intentionality
begins for students in a General Education 
Program that expresses:
• Coherence
• Contributes to continuity
• Builds competences.”  -Paul Gaston

GENERAL EDUCATION DISCUSSION

Basic Skills, Core Courses, and Essential Learning Outcomes
January 31 – February 1

TEXTS: (available in “GE Discussions” folder in FirstClass)
•Berrett, D. “Which Core Matters More?” Chronicle of Higher Education 58:6, A11-13. (6 pages) 
•“Suggested Guiding Principles for General Education Reform at CSUB.” (1 page)
Additional background:
•“The Essential Learning Outcomes” (LEAP; AAU&P) (1 page)
•The Degree Qualifications Profile (Lumina Foundation). (29 pages)
•Carol Geary Schneider, Liberal Education for Everyone – Transforming Professional and Liberal Arts 
Programs. PowerPoint, 2008.

January 31 (Thursday) – 12:00 – 4:00 PM
12:00-12:30 pm Registration and Lunch 
12:30-12:45 pm Welcome and Brief review of Fall Gen Ed meeting (Vandana Kohli)
12:45-2:15 pm Discussion: “Which Core Matters More?” (John Stark and Liora Gubkin)
2:15-2:30 pm Break
2:30-3:45 pm Guiding Principles for the process of our Gen Ed revision (Carl Kemnitz and Jeanne Harrie)
3:45-4:00 pm Reports, wrap-up, preview of Friday’s program

February 1 (Friday) – 8:00 am – noon
8:00 – 8:15 am Breakfast
8:15-8:30 pm Brief review of Thursday’s work (Liora Gubkin)
8:30-10:00 pm Writing and Critical Thinking Across the Curriculum: Defining the Core (Debra Jackson)
10:00-10:15 pm Break 
10:15-11:45 pm  Integrating Writing and Critical Thinking into GE: Mapping the Core (Jonathan 
Alexander)
11:45-12:00 pm Evaluation of two-day event (John Stark)

Guiding Principles for General Education Reform at CSUB 

The General Education program at CSUB shall reflect the central role of the liberal arts as 
essential for the 21st –century global citizen as defined in the Liberal Education and America’s 
Promise (LEAP) Essential Learning Outcomes and Principles of Excellence. 

The General Education program at CSUB shall concentrate on assessable
competencies (rather than courses) as defined in the University’s Learning 
Outcomes (ULOs), including critical reasoning and problem-solving skills, oral and written 
communication, numerical literacy, information literacy, civic engagement, intercultural 
knowledge and competence, ethical reasoning, and action, and synthesis of knowledge across 
disciplines. 

The General Education program at CSUB shall be coherent, integrative, and learning 
focused across the curriculum and throughout the student’s education, including its 
relationship to the major. 

The General Education program at CSUB must not exceed the minimum number of credit 
hours required by the CSU system (Title 5). 

The General Education program at CSUB must address structural issues related to leadership, 
management, accountability, and resources. 

The development of the General Education program at CSUB shall proceed in an inclusive way, 
with input from all stakeholders: staff, students, faculty, administration, and community. 

Jonathan Alexander, 
image from 

www.faculty.uci.edu

Paul Gaston
Image from www.kent.edu

Abstract

Grant-Supported Critical Thinking Development
Lessons Learned

Direct 
Involvement

Indirect 
Involvement Total

CSU Faculty 19 80 99

CC Faculty 5 3 8

CSU Admin 1 6 7

CC Admin 5 1 6

CSU 
Students 0 420 420

CC Students 0 180 180

Total 30 690 720

Individuals Involved

1

2

3

4
Next Steps

Interdisciplinary Conversations, Including:  Business Administration, Chemistry/Biochemistry, Economics, English, Geology, 
History, Library, Management, Mathematics, Music, Philosophy, Psychology, Public Policy and Administration, Religious 
Studies, Social Science, Sociology, Spanish 

Choosing a Critical Thinking Assessment 
Analysis (Group Selection)

Evaluation
Problem Solving/Reaching Conclusions

Developing an Analysis Rubric
Learning Outcome:  Students should be able to analyze 
arguments, breaking them down into their constituent parts.

Norming Session: using student samples 
from the following assignment5

Skill Level: 1 2 3 4
Identification of 
the main 
conclusion

Cannot identify 
the main 

conclusion.

Identifies the 
conclusion 

incompletely or with 
notable inaccuracy.

Identifies the conclusion 
with very minor 
inaccuracies (or 

incompleteness).

Completely and 
accurately identifies 
the main conclusion.

Identification of 
premises* 
supporting the 
main conclusion

Many premises 
are improperly 

identified.

Identifies many 
premises with notable 
exceptions or frequent 

misidentifications.

Successfully identifies a 
vast majority of all 
premises with only 

minor misidentifications.

Completely and 
correctly identifies all 
premises without any 

misidentifications.

*Premises. Any or all of the words “evidence,” “premise,” and “reason” may be used if they are functionally equivalent 
within the discipline.

Note: Assignments will vary greatly in their difficulty. The group will develop a rubric to evaluate the difficulty of 
assignments. Student development is measured by improved skill level and/or by continued success with more difficult 
assignments. (See factors impacting assignment difficulty. TBD) Optional “Beta Testing”  Extended Rubric developed to 
evaluate subarguments and remaining claims.

Read the following article taken from The Observer, a professional journal from the 
Association for Psychological Science. Then answer the questions below it.

Stress Hurts Our Minds and Our Bodies
Stress isn’t just “in our heads”. It can impact our physical well-being too. 
According to psychological scientist Elissa Epel of the University of California, 
San Francisco, chronic stress can affect what we eat, how our bodies process 
insulin, and even the health of individual cells in our bodies.
Epel’s research has shown that a serious consequence of chronic stress is 
premature aging. Previous research determined that the telomeres, which are 
protective DNA sequences found at the ends of chromosomes, deteriorate as 
people age. In her study, Epel found that if female caregivers suffer chronic 
stress, they could experience telomere deterioration and premature aging even 
if they report that they cope well with stress. 
Long –term stress can also have real, detrimental effects on diet. Epel says that 
stress causes our bodies to release cortisol, a hormone that stimulates the 
appetite and makes us crave high-fat foods that have a calming effect on our 
brains. “Stress is a kind of double-edged sword,” Epel said in an interview with 
Beet TV. “In the short run, it can make you feel better. In the long run, it can 
cause problems: abdominal fat, diabetes, [and] heart disease.”

Assignment
1. What is the conclusion of this argument? 
2. What is/are the premises leading to this conclusion?
3. Identify each premise as opinion or evidence.

• Expecting four campuses across 100 miles to 
come together in physical space is a challenge. 
(Antelope Valley College chose not to 
participate in the Critical Thinking meetings, 
due in part to this problem.)

• Finding one meeting time for 19 people from 
three campuses is impossible.

• Scheduling student learning communities by 
linking courses requires both advanced 
planning and luck. 

• There is great variability in how different 
disciplines use such terms as critical thinking, 
premises, evidence, reasons, claims, etc.

• All of these problems can be solved with a lot 
of persistence and creativity … and a little bit of 
money.

• Get permission to use student samples for 
Human Subject Research.

• Evaluate the difficulty of assignments used in 
the study.

• Gather and anonymize student artifacts.
• Correlate pre-test data with relevant predictive 

factors that might be associated with success 
(e.g., CT course grade, GPA, and time since CT 
course).

• Assess level of student development in 
individual courses.

• Identify “best practices” and/or implement 
curriculum improvements.

Two Faculty Institutes
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