(This 2/15/07 letter does not reflect subsequent changes made in the spring of 2007.  The 4 priorities referred to in this letter were reduced to three.  The fourth original one--"advance programs" was later added as a "goal" with potential to advance the three remaining priorities--7/07.)
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OFFICE OF ACADEMIC AFFAIRS

February 13, 2007

To:
Member of Academic Priority Working Groups

From:
Roy W. Koch. Provost

Re:
My thoughts on the academic priorities and their relationship to each other

I first want to express my thanks to each of you for agreeing to participate in what I view as a very important process.  Through this process, it is my hope that we will develop a clearer and more focused understanding of what we are trying to accomplish as an institution and use this understanding as the basis for making decisions about our future activities.  The time frame is short but I believe that, because of our various experiences and the time we have spent here at PSU, we possess the understanding we need to accomplish this task.  We simply need to make time to do it.  

To date, we have proposed a leadership position (engagement) and four priorities for the institution (improving student success, expanding scholarship, enhancing educational opportunity in the metropolitan region, and advancing leadership programs) based on who we are and what we think we should be in the future.  I appreciate that you have agreed to help give shape to these priorities.  Most of you have lived through a very long period of scarce resources and during that time there has been a tendency for internal tensions to develop between units.  You have been selected in part because of the specific understanding about the institution that you bring but also because we believe you will advocate for students, faculty and community as a whole, not simply on behalf of your unit or interests. Without that institution-wide perspective, we cannot achieve the intended results.  In particular, we are asking you to recommend a set of criteria and metrics that can be used to guide our activities in the priority areas and measure their success over the next three to five years.  As a result of this activity, we will be better able to analyze our current practices and, where necessary, address issues that would improve our ability to succeed in these priorities.  

It is my intention to use the results of this process in managing all academic aspects of the institution and as the basis for communicating our academic commitment to the external community.  As you can see, I have high expectations for what we are doing, and so I have made a very large personal investment in it.  As such, I wanted to take this opportunity to more fully communicate my views on each of the priorities.  While those views have been implicit in the work that has led up to the development of the priorities, it is important for me to summarize my views now before we proceed to the extremely critical phase in which we address what these priorities mean to us and how we will interpret and use them.  

Before discussing the individual priorities, I want to note that the four priorities are separate but related in that each deals with students, faculty and the community.  I believe, taken together, they encompass what we must do as an institution.  In carrying out your work, I ask that you keep mind that there are three others groups at work and that you try hard to minimize the overlap, in the interpretation of your particular priority.  I plan to keep in close contact with the leaders of each of the groups in an effort to promote complementarity and limit overlap and we will have the opportunity to come together when we have completed drafts of our work so that we can be sure that nothing important has been omitted.  In the meantime, I hope that this document, together with the short paragraphs describing each priority, will provide the members of each group with an idea of the work of the others and, of course, convey my thoughts regarding each priority. 

Improve student success through engaged learning experiences
In my view, a successful student is one who has completed his or her selected academic program, thus receiving the appropriate credential, and who is well prepared for both personal and professional life beyond the University.  Acknowledging that there are some students whose objectives are different and do not intend to complete either degree or certificate programs, we should nonetheless focus on the great majority who do seek to complete their program and in doing so we can provide a quality educational experience for all students.  I see two closely related aspects of what we do that lead to student success:

· providing high quality academic experiences that prepare students to contribute personally and professionally in a global setting and that explicitly include significant engagement—internal to the institution, with the local community, and potentially beyond

· providing the support our students require to successfully complete their chosen programs of study

It is in response to this priority that we continually evaluate and improve our educational programs in response to the changing nature of the world in which our graduates will operate.  It is also in response to this priority that we continue to develop activities that promote the success of the diverse student body we serve.  I can imagine our initial activities in this regard being focused on the undergraduate population since this is the majority of our students and is the group that exhibits the lowest persistence.  

Expand innovative scholarship and creative activities that address regional issues and have global significance

Expanding the scholarly and creative activities of the institution has been ongoing for the last two decades.  One measure of this, and the major one we have at the moment, is the growth in external funding which has increased over eight fold in that period.  With this priority, we seek to take another significant step forward.  My interpretation of this priority is focused on three related concepts coming from the priority statement and our leadership position: 

· innovative approaches to scholarship and creative activities,

· attention to regionally relevant and globally significant issues, and 

· internal and external engagement.  

Although all research is innovative, I believe this priority suggests an integrated approach to developing research that focuses on important regional issues (usually with significance well beyond the region) and thereby naturally leads to engagement with external constituencies.  In addition, since major regional (and national) issues are by their very nature interdisciplinary, this further suggests that we would be well served to develop our capability in ways that promote inter- and multi- disciplinary approaches to organizing and developing our scholarship and creative activities.  In these ways, we will benefit from the synergies that exist both among the faculty and students in related disciplines and with the community.  It will also prepare the students who work with us for the increasingly multi-disciplinary and collaborative work environment that they will be entering.

Enhance opportunity in the Portland Metropolitan region for higher education

Against some objection, I argued for the inclusion of this priority in an effort to clearly reflect our past, and I hope, demonstrate a clear commitment to our future mission.  It acknowledges the value of the close connection we have with our local region and pledges to build those connections in the future.  Portland State University has been and, I hope, will continue to be closely linked to the metropolitan region.  There are many mutual benefits that result from this relationship.  Our historic mission of educational access for citizens of the region has grown to one of also serving citizens of the entire state, the nation and the world.  But this has happened to some extent because of our connection to the local community.  Through our work to serve the local citizens, agencies and industries, we also serve this much broader audience.  But our biggest impact is still in the metropolitan region, and this priority is an acknowledgement that the institution is a part of, and a partner with, the metropolitan community and that we want to enhance that role moving forward.  

When I think about this priority, there are two important aspects that emerge:

· working, together with our various partners, in innovative ways to provide opportunity got higher education to the citizens of the metropolitan region, and

· providing a mix of programs that simultaneously meets the needs of the regional citizens and the region itself

Taken together, these provide the opportunity for citizens of the region and beyond to take advantage of the rich educational environment we provide.  It is my hope that you will address these two important issues within this working group, knowing that the success of the students we bring to Portland State and the scholarly contributions we make to the region are addressed in two of the other priorities.

In providing access, we need to recognize our unique role but also our relationship with other educational institutions in the region, in particular, the high schools and community colleges.  Working with this network of partners and through our own flexible and innovative operation, we should seek to serve the diverse population of potential learners in the metropolitan region.  This diverse population includes those who have been traditionally underserved, including those who are the first in their families to experience higher education, a growing number of traditional university students, and working people, including professionals who seek access to higher education as part of their already full lives.  I believe we must work, with our partners, to provide and support the pursuit of varied pathways to the undergraduate degree and beyond for this broad population.

We must also provide an appropriate mix of degrees and certificate programs to serve this population. Of course, this does not mean every possible program.  But, guided by this priority we must continually evaluate our available mix of programs to see if we are adequately serving the region – both the individuals who are our students as well as the social and economic needs of the region.  

Advance selected programs that establish our leadership (see the 7/07 note regarding this priority at beginning of this letter.)

As a strategy for advancing the institution, we have proposed that programs be selected that, among other criteria, demonstrate our leadership position of engagement.  The intention is to support these programs as required to move them to a position of national recognition.  We are not yet positioned to actually identify programs to advance our leadership position but the work of this group will provide the framework for that important activity.  In developing criteria and a process for the selection of programs, a number of potential criteria seem to me to be important:

· The program(s) can feasibly be moved into a position of national recognition in the time frame of three to five years

· The program(s) can clearly demonstrate(s) a strong contribution to addressing regional needs and issues, and 

· The program(s) demonstrate(s) a significant commitment to engaging appropriate community partners

· The program(s) support one or more of the other three academic priorities

In thinking about this process, and in particular the issue of addressing important regional needs and issues, it occurs to me that program selection might benefit from and be guided by a more general identification of the strengths and interests of the institution.  Thus, I believe it would be helpful to first identify a few (say 4 to 6) broad multi-disciplinary themes that provide a broad but much more substantive definition of both the interests and capabilities of the institution to complement the more general academic commitment expressed in the priorities.  Such an activity would also provide a framework to communicate those strengths to the external community and to students who may be interested in attending Portland State.  Further, these themes might also be useful in shaping the undergraduate general education curriculum in ways that more clearly communicate the intellectual content of the program, allow for a more explicit connection with the major and encourage participation more broadly among the faculty.  So, it may be that a two-step process is appropriate—the group will help develop selection criteria, and a process to identify programmatic themes and subsequently to select a limited number of leadership programs.  We will then implement that process through the remainder of this academic year and into next Fall. 

Bringing it all together

As I pointed out in the introduction, the academic priorities are distinct but connected.  We have sought to even more explicitly connect them by conceptualizing the University to be not just students and faculty but also the communities with whom we work and by identifying engagement as the integrating principle.  The first two priorities encompass the traditional mission of any university, the third the historic mission of Portland State, and the last an effort to consciously move the institution forward in an environment of limited resources.  The first three priorities, taken together with our stated leadership position of engagement, provide a framework for integrating the traditional activities of instruction and scholarship in a way that better serves the students and also serves the community – thus addressing the traditional service mission of higher education but in a much more integrated way.  This, I believe, is the model under which we have functioned for many years and is now the direction in which many Universities are moving – including many of the very prestigious ones.  I believe the work we are doing can help us to not only maintain a position of national prominence but move forward as one of the national and international leaders in higher education.

