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Panel topics provided by Barbara: sustainability certificates; general education requirements; capstone 
projects in the certificate 
 
Relevant Project Documents 
 

● Ecoliteracy Product Assessment Rubric (developed in 2013) 
● Application Submitted to NEH (2016)  
● Track Objectives and Outcomes (Draft; November 2017) 
● Course Rotation (November 2017)  
● Track Capstone Course Description (Note: this is for a pilot version to be offered in AY 18-19; it will be 

further developed before being integrated into the track) 
 

 
 
Background Information 
 

● In 2013, we developed an artifact assessment rubric for use in courses that sought to develop ecoliteracy.  
 

○ The purpose was twofold: (1) to introduce capstone goals and articulate milestones, which could 
guide curriculum decisions, and (2) to assess the effectiveness of the courses we offer on campus 
in fostering ecoliteracy. 
 

○ The capstone targets and developmental milestones, which we identified, guided our 
understanding of how to structure the general education track.  
 

● Our track development project was designed to coincide with institutional GE curriculum revision, 
which the faculty began discussing two years ago and intended to implement in AY 18-19.  
 

Status of General Education at Loras College 
 

● Existing model: developmental (foundational courses; mission-focused courses; advanced GE taken 
during years 3-4, with two “clustered” courses in year 4).  
 

● New model: also developmental, but less rigid to make the GE more deliverable, especially in light of a 
mandate to shrink the faculty through attrition.  
 

○ The new GE will include a foundations category, three explorations categories (Humanities, 
STEM, and Social Sciences), middle-year mission-category courses, and a “Values in Action” 
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advanced GE.  
 

Description of the Proposed Track 
 

● Option to offer themed first-year experience courses, which will serve as entry-points to the track.  
 

○ We are presently exploring the possibility of offering a version of the FY experience course, 
which will explore the history of the national parks, which would be taught by a member of the 
History program. 
 

○ Chris is collaborating with a colleague in Sociology to teach a team-taught interdisciplinary 
course (required in FY second semester), which would be about environmental racism.  
 

● Four courses will be required for the track, which are roughly, but not tightly, sequenced: Humanities 
(“Writing the Mississippi”), STEM (“Chemistry of Sustainability”), Social Sciences (“Environmental 
Politics”), Values in Action (“Sustainability Ethics”). Each contains some interdisciplinary connections. 
 

○ The VIA course must be taken last; it serves as the course in which we gather artifacts for 
assessing the track and students complete a capstone civic engagement project (still in 
development).  
 

● We proposed to offer a certificate to students who successfully completed the track. (This is presently 
under review; see “Challenges,” below.) 
 

● Students will progress through the track in cohorts. 
 

Rationale for Embedding within the GE 
 

● Limited resources for the foreseeable future. The college has a self-imposed mandate to shrink the 
faculty by about 10% through attrition.  
 

● All faculty already serve two masters: their disciplinary majors/minors and the GE. At present, it is 
unlikely that Loras can sustain a stand-alone major in Sustainability, nor can qualified faculty likely 
carve out time to sustain a minor. 
 

● Students are generally over-extended, having double and sometimes triple majors.  
 

● Embedding ensures that the program is budget-neutral and it doesn’t remove faculty from the GE faculty 
pool.  

 
Capstone Projects 
 



● The capstone course is a Values in Action category course. The revised GE model describes such 
courses as follows: “Values in Action courses will involve values discernment for ethical decision 
making, and where relevant will include Catholic moral teaching. Values in Action courses will be 
interdisciplinary in the application of ethical principles within the disciplines, and so a course from a 
student’s major may fulfill the Values in Action Requirement.” 
 

○ A pilot version of this course will be offered as a legacy course within our existing GE during 
AY 18-19. This will provide the faculty member with a basis for further development.  
 

● The faculty member responsible for this course (Jacob Kohlhaas) is committed to incorporating 
high-impact practices as a means of fulfilling the promise implied in the category title; namely, that 
students will put ethical values into practice. However, given institutional norms, GE assessment 
requirements, and practical constraints, it is not yet clear whether students will develop and executive a 
capstone project entirely of their own choosing. There is some likelihood that they will be guided into a 
project initiated by the the faculty member.  
 

● In general, we would benefit from hearing about how capstone projects have been employed elsewhere, 
the rationale for including them, and the challenges that they give rise to (esp., relating to institutional 
resources, faculty time, etc.).  

 
Facilitating Conditions 
 

● Institutional commitment to integrating ecoliteracy somehow (esp., following publication of Pope 
Francis’s encyclical on the environment). “Mission consonance” provides justification in the absence of 
clear evidence concerning impact on enrollment, retention, etc. 
 

● Institutional commitment to using high-impact practices and fostering civic engagement (affiliation with 
Campus Compact) 
 

● Institutional commitment to fostering interdisciplinary connections, team-teaching, and “clustering”. 
 

● Institutional commitment to a robust and developmental GE 
 

Limitations and Unforeseen Factors  
 

● Since initiating our track development project, administrators have become more cautious about 
proceeding with certificate credentialing. It is unclear at this point whether they will approve the 
certificate as we intended. They’ve agreed to some form of acknowledgement of completion, but 
whether the track will have the status of a certificate is a matter of ongoing discussion. 
 

○ There are questions of how to conceive of a certificate. Is it a bit less than a minor? More 
rigorous, in some senses, than a minor? Does it have the satisfaction of professional expectations 



as an aim?  
 

● As an embedded GE track, we are limited in terms of the courses we can offer, especially since we are 
committed to ensuring that we not negatively impact the deliverability of existing majors/minors. We 
can’t offer a wide range of courses from which students can select.  
 

● Ultimately, developing and implementing the GE-embedded track to coincide with institutional GE 
curriculum revision was probably a good choice; however, it has complicated matters. 
 

○ Roll-out of the new GE has been delayed by a year. We’ve thus been asked to begin track 
offerings under the old GE, but it is being designed for embedding within the new GE. 
Retrofitting is difficult, and this complicates sequencing. 
 

○ The transition period from the old to the new GE increases demands on faculty resources. In the 
absence of grant funds and associated obligations it may have been difficult to justify to the 
administration.  

 
 
 
 


