September 17, 2007

Dear Colleague,

As we approach the beginning of a new academic year, I am writing to report on the progress we made last year in defining our academic priorities and identifying specific activities to support these priorities, and the plans we are developing to advance this work in the coming year. 

Context for Setting Academic Priorities

As you know, the new higher education budget is much improved over past biennia, creating optimism and hope for investment in the future.  OUS has now allocated the resources by category to the campuses and Portland State has fared well in that allocation, receiving funding for a substantial portion of both past enrollment growth and projected future growth.  In addition, OUS has committed to providing the remaining funding for both in the next biennium.  

As we engaged in setting academic priorities this past year, it became clear that we also needed to reinforce our commitment to a set of growing organizational concerns that are equally important to our progress as an institution—issues of past and future growth, workload, and compensation.  

There has been much concern expressed about how the significant increase in enrollment over the past decade, along with increasing scholarly expectations, has in many cases resulted in increased workload for both faculty and staff.  The past approach to accommodating this increased demand has resulted in a changing mix of faculty and insufficient staffing to support our growing numbers of students and faculty.  We began to address these issues over the past two years with the limited resources available to us, and we intend to focus on them with the additional resources available to us this year.  It would be enough to justify addressing these issues simply on the grounds of fairness, but we also need to address them to advance our academic priorities since that work is dependent on a committed group of faculty and staff.  With this in mind, we want to reiterate the following two administrative principles that have guided our activities in the past two annual budget cycles and will continue to do so:

1. We are committed to building additional capacity, in terms of faculty, staff and related infrastructure, to address the growth of the past decade.

2. Any future growth, whether in student numbers or research activity, will be supported by the investment in faculty, staff, and related infrastructure.

Focusing on these principles and using the increased resources provided during this biennium we will address three fundamental issues that have been organizational priorities for the last two years and that are essential to addressing our academic priorities:  faculty and staff compensation; increasing the numbers of full-time, predominantly tenure-line faculty; and increasing support personnel.  Unfortunately, each competes for our increased but still limited resources.  As an example of this commitment, in the last biennium despite budget increases that did not even cover inflationary costs, we invested in both faculty and support positions and allocated more dollars for salary increases than was supported by state funding and tuition increases.  While this resulted in spending down our projected fund balance, it acknowledged our commitment to dealing with these issues even under difficult budget circumstances.  We have also redesigned the budget process to be consistent with these principles.  Rather than budgeting for increased enrollment targets each year we now request SCH projections by the academic units based on their proposed budgets and the capacity that funding provides provide.  We will continue to develop our processes so that future growth is supported by adequate investments.  

Our implementation of initiatives that address the academic priorities will be guided by the two administrative principles listed above.  Concurrently, these initiatives will help to focus our resource allocation (both human and fiscal) on those things that make Portland State an international leader in engagement and a critical component in Oregon’s state system of higher education.  
Academic Priority Activities to Date
Priority-setting Activities through May 2007:  The process for identifying our leadership position and academic priorities began last fall with a series of three retreats attended by the Council of Deans and the Executive Committee.  Previous documents formed the basis for this work most importantly Portland State’s mission, vision, and values.  We identified our leadership position as “engagement,” a defining characteristic of Portland State and one that has brought us national recognition.  Many other institutions are now recognizing the value of engagement, broadly defined, in preparing students for future roles in solving problems of practice in their chosen professions and/or vocations.
The fall discussions resulted in the identification of priorities that support our leadership position of engagement.  These included commitments to improve student success, expand innovative scholarship, and enhance opportunities for higher education in the Portland region.  A process for selecting and advancing leadership programs was also proposed.  

In January a campus-wide symposium was held to gather feedback and propose next steps, which included the development of working groups to further refine the priorities.  The groups consisted of deans, faculty members, and support staff who were recommended by the Faculty Senate Steering Committee from among a list of volunteers.  These groups developed more detailed descriptions of the priorities and proposed specific goals to address them. 
In May, a poster session and a presentation to the Faculty Senate were held to communicate the results of the working groups to the campus community.  (Reports from each of the groups are posted on the OAA website at http://oaa.pdx.edu/Priorities)
June 2007 Symposium:  In June a second campus-wide symposium was held to discuss initiatives selected to advance the more specific goals developed for each of the priorities and to introduce the concept of academic themes that reflect Portland State’s academic strengths and leadership in addressing significant global and regional issues.  Table groups each selected one of the Student Success goals or the Opportunity goal and discussed possible initiatives that would move the work forward.  The following summarizes their recommendations.  
· Improving student success by increasing the rate of completion for undergraduate students.  Several initiatives were recommended across the table groups that cluster around five major categories including a) advising, b) research, c) faculty, d) student support, and e) communication.
· Improving student success by identifying specific and measurable undergraduate learning objectives integrated across majors and general education that demonstrate the value of students’ learning experiences, especially including the impact of engagement.  Efforts are currently underway in the Institutional Assessment Committee to establish learning objectives.  Suggestions for further development include reviewing department requirements, modes of delivery, and existing learning outcomes in relation to the LEAP report; the Assessment Resource Networks recommendations; Senate Bill 342; and other professional organizations’ recommendations.  Admissions requirements should be aligned to established entry level learning expectations and a general accountability process should be established across campus.
· Enhancing opportunities for higher education that serve Portland metropolitan citizens, agencies, and industries by developing and supporting pathway programs to increase participation in higher education for Portland’s diverse population.  Recommendations included the development of an inventory of existing pathway programs such as the Portland Teachers Program, MESA, the Oregon Leadership Institute, Gear Up, and the Native American Youth Association.  Other tasks might include identifying capstone experiences as links or pathways to academic careers, and examining community-based pathways and links to community colleges that provide relevant academics and acculturation efforts for being successful in higher education.

The final group activity of the symposium included a discussion of the use of academic themes as a way of organizing our strengths and capabilities for addressing regional and global issues of significance.  While the original intent was to use these themes as a criterion for program selection, the idea has expanded to include more overarching purposes.  Themes represent the intellectual dimension of our academic priorities; they are broad but generally understood statements describing areas of Portland State’s intellectual strengths and depth.  They represent topics of particular relevance to the region but are also nationally and globally significant, demonstrating Portland State’s areas of academic focus.  In addition, the themes can guide the development of programs that prepare students for their role in addressing significant global and regional issues and provide the basis for identifying undergraduate learning outcomes and a focus for our general education curriculum.  Finally, they can help build stronger and more focused connections with our communities and themes help align our investments and resource allocations.  For a listing of the themes, refer to the June Campus Symposium Report at http://oaa.pdx.edu/Priorities.)
(For a quick overview of the priorities and supporting goals and a timeline, please refer to “Frequently Askd Questions”s and the “Schematic” at http://oaa.pdx.edu/Priorities.  Full reports from the January and June symposium are also linked there.) 
Next Steps
We will be forming a new set of working groups, in consultation with faculty governance, for each of the three goals, beginning with those related to student success.  Where possible, some preliminary work began this summer based on comments received in the June Symposium.

We are also working with deans and vice provosts on unit planning in order to explicitly align existing unit plans with our leadership position and academic priorities.  Ultimately we will use an online portfolio format to document progress on our academic priorities while simultaneously evolving toward a new budget model that more strategically links resource allocation with these priorities.  We will establish an ongoing annual process that integrates existing requests into a single online format.  Student credit hour projection data, annual budget requests, unit planning templates, and unit progress on university- and unit-wide priorities will all be part of the university’s portfolio. 

In order to institutionalize the planning process, we propose to establish an oversight and consultative group for the following purposes:  1) to continue to engage faculty members in the process, 2) to provide input to and feedback on the developing plans, 3) to communicate the planning process and progress to the campus community and 4) to keep the planning process dynamic and meaningful.  We will solicit membership for this group to include a dean or vice provost, a member of the associate/assistant deans’ group, two department chairs; the Faculty Senate President or Steering Committee member, the chair of the Educational Policy Committee, the Director of Institutional Research, and a representative from ASPSU.  

This fall we will make progress on our goal for “advancing/nurturing high quality academic and scholarship programs that demonstrate Portland State’s leadership in engagement” by establishing a process and timeline for the submission of programs for consideration.  An outline of the selection process, as developed by the “advance selected programs” working group,” may be reviewed in their report at http://oaa.pdx.edu/Priorities.  

I want to encourage you to continue to participate in the process of advancing our priorities.  The next opportunity is this year’s Fall Campus Symposium on September 20, where we’ll focus on one of our student success goals: identifying learning outcomes.  Our keynote address will be presented by Dr. Carol Geary Schneider, President of the American Association of Colleges and Universities.  Dr. Schneider launched the influential report, Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) and led the initiative on America’s Commitments:  Diversity, Democracy, and Liberal Learning.  I hope you have RSVP’d for the symposium.  We have over 130 registered participants.  (Details for the fall events are listed at http://oaa.pdx.edu/CalendarHolds07, including the agendas for Convocation and Focus on Faculty.

In closing I would like to thank you for your participation and role in this year’s strategic priority-setting activities.  I hope you see this as an important way to contribute to Portland State’s future.

Sincerely, 

Roy W. Koch

Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs
