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executive summary

This report is divided into four parts. In Part 1, the FYRSC examines the changing landscape of Canadian post- 
secondary education in the global knowledge economy. As a result of adjustments to funding formulas and an 
increasing reliance on tuition revenue, the College of Arts & Science (as well as the University of Saskatchewan as a 
whole) must compete with other universities for students; therefore, retention and recruitment are major issues for 
the vitality of both the College and the University. In addition, the College’s student population is changing. We now 
have more Aboriginal and international students, the gender balance has shifted from male to female students, and 
the number of part-time students has increased. While recruitment and retention are important to the financial health 
of the College of Arts & Science and the University, the focus of the FYRSC has been on the ways in which units within 
the College can enrich the student experience. We believe that a richer student experience is key to both recruitment 
and retention.

In the last 20 years, and particularly since the release of the Boyer Commission’s report in 1998,1 significant advances 
in research on high-impact practices in universities have been identified that seek to engage students, particularly in 
their first year. In turn, these high impact practices help to recruit and retain students. The University of Saskatchewan 
generally, and some disciplines/units in particular, have incorporated many of these practices, but they have not been 
introduced systematically. Like other universities’ performance on the first-year experience, the performance of the 
College of Arts & Science on the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), the Maclean’s Rankings and the Globe 
and Mail is uninspiring, but the College also lags behind comparable institutions. The FYRSC believes that the College 
of Arts & Science has the resources to improve the quality of education that it delivers, but it requires the will to do so, 
a commitment to change and an investment in time and resources. 

All of the evidence collected in this review indicates that the current model of academic programming falls short 
of serving the needs of students and faculty, and fails to position the College of Arts & Science to reach its potential 
as the most innovative, comprehensive college of its kind in Canada. The academic program model of distribution 
requirements is now 43 years old and no longer meets the needs of Arts & Science students in the 21st century. 

Drawing on the best practices literature and a review conducted by Dillon and Bell (see Appendix 1), and in keeping 
with the goals of the University’s Teaching and Learning Foundational Document (2008) and The Learning Charter (2010), 
the FYRSC provides in Part 2 its vision for a transformation of the first-year curriculum in the College of Arts & Science.  
The FYRSC recommends that the College of Arts & Science adopt the Program Goals developed by the Committee. 

In answer to the question “What should a student know by the end of his/her first year?” the FYRSC developed program 
goals that are organized around five themes of DeePC Learning:

1. Develop a wide range of effective communication skills.

2. encourage personal development, growth and responsibility.  

3. engage students in inquiry-based learning, critical thinking and creative processes.

4. Prepare thoughtful, world-minded, educated, engaged citizens.

5. Cultivate an understanding of and appreciation for the unique sociocultural position of Aboriginal peoples 
in Canada.

Drawing on a learning-outcomes model, these goals provide a framework for program design and course development 
based on “signature pedagogies”—“types of teaching that organize the fundamental ways in which future practitioners 
are educated for their new professions.”2 
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In order to implement the College’s Program Goals, the FYRSC recommends three strategies that are described in Part 
3 of this Report:

First, the FYRSC recommends that the College undergo a process of curriculum renewal. This process would involve 
departments/units moving to a learning outcomes model (if they have not already done so); taking a research 
inventory in order to align departmental research areas with their curricula; and evaluating their programs against 
the College Program Goals, the high-impact educational practices and the signature pedagogies relevant to their 
disciplines. The departments/units would then revise their existing programs/courses (including assessments) and be 
ready to offer their revised programs by the final year (2015/16) of the Integrated Plan.

The second strategy is to expand Learning Communities (LCs) so that they are available to any first-year student who 
would like to participate in them. LCs have been identified by the Association of American Universities and Colleges 
as a high-impact practice3 because they provide a structure for integrating students into the University community, 
encourage collaborative learning, and encourage students to think critically and in multidisciplinary ways. LCs were 
piloted in the College in 2007 and have since grown in scope and scale. They have proven to be highly successful 
in retaining students, especially in Arts & Science, as well as increasing students’ sense of connectedness to and 
engagement with the University. 

The third strategy is to create a welcoming and supportive environment for Aboriginal students through the 
integration of support services for Aboriginal students and by developing curricula (where relevant) that will increase 
all students’ understanding and respect for Aboriginal ways of knowing. The FYRSC believes that all students should 
have an understanding of the unique position of Aboriginal peoples, their contributions to Saskatchewan, and 
Indigenous ways of knowing. In order to address the specific financial, academic, and cultural needs of Aboriginal 
students so that they may achieve their academic goals at the University, the FYRSC recommends that the first-year 
transition programming for Aboriginal students, which currently is spread over three programs, be integrated into one 
program—the Aboriginal Student Achievement Program (ASAP)—to be coordinated by the Assistant Dean, Aboriginal 
Affairs. ASAP will provide a framework for creating an inclusive and welcoming environment for Aboriginal students. 
In addition, the FYRSC encourages all departments/units to consider their curricula in light of the proposed College 
Program Goals 5 (see Table 9) and implement courses/classes that will help achieve these goals.

Part 4 provides a summary of the FYRSC recommendations and timelines:

recommendations 

1. The College Program Goals and this report be adopted by the three Divisions and Faculty Council.

2. The College work with the University Learning Centre to develop a business plan to provide long-term 
sustainability for Learning Communities in the College of Arts & Science to be submitted to PCIP (Fall 
2011).

3. The College of Arts & Science investigate whether it is feasible for greater responsibility for the LCs initiative 
to be housed within the College and how best to transfer current resources and oversight for the LCs. 

4. The College, working in conjunction with the Gwenna Moss Centre for Teaching Effectiveness, hold 
workshops that will provide an overview of curriculum mapping for undergraduate chairs, department 
heads and other educational leaders.

5. Departments/units align their curricula with the College’s Program Goals (see Table 9) through curriculum 
visioning, mapping and renewal (to be completed in time to put new curricula into effect by 2015/16). 

6. Building on the information on the University’s Office of Research Communications and working with 
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the Digital Research Centre, the College create a digital archive of faculty research interests of Arts & 
Science scholars. The archive of research interests can become a resource through which topics or 
themes of common interest to faculty from varying departments can be identified and cross-disciplinary 
collaborations encouraged.

7. The three current transition programs for on-campus first-year Aboriginal students be integrated under 
the umbrella of the Aboriginal Student Achievement Program (ASAP).

8. Stable funding be established for ASAP.

9. Working with the Gwenna Moss Centre for Teaching Effectiveness, the College establish faculty 
development programs to encourage the inclusion of Aboriginal content and perspectives in courses.

10. Departments and programs be encouraged to include Aboriginal perspectives and knowledge in their 
curricula.

11. An annual or biennial survey of first-year students be conducted after the fall census in October.

12. A follow-up survey of the November 2010 cohort of students be conducted (November 2011).

13. A marketing strategy be developed that presents a clear message about the advantages of an Arts & 
Science education and the uniqueness of the College of Arts & Science at the University of Saskatchewan.

14. A website dedicated to the first year of an Arts & Science degree program be created for the College’s 
home page. 

15. The above initiatives form part of the College of Arts & Science Third Integrated Plan. 
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i. the Unique nature of the College of arts & science

The College of Arts & Science is the only one in a medical-doctoral university to offer a combined education in Fine 
Arts, Sciences, Humanities and Social Sciences. Thus, students have the opportunity to explore multiple areas of 
interest before deciding upon, and while pursuing, a major.

Through its 21 departments and working in cooperation with other units on campus, the College of Arts & Science 
offers a wide range of disciplinary and interdisciplinary programs in 81 fields of study. These programs are delivered 
through 61 Honours Degree programs, 29 Double Honours programs, 41 Four-Year Degree programs, 37 Three-Year 
Degree programs and 39 Minor programs. 

The College of Arts & Science is central to the mission of the University of Saskatchewan, which is “to achieve excellence 
in the scholarly activities of teaching, discovering, preserving and applying knowledge.”4 It teaches 45% of all students 
registered at the University of Saskatchewan in any given year and offers approximately half of all undergraduate 
courses.5

ii. why Choose arts and science?

The College of Arts & Science offers unparalleled academic options in the Sciences, Social Sciences, Humanities 
and Fine Arts—all in one college. With more than 60 majors from which to choose, the College offers students the 
opportunity to prepare for rewarding careers, develop and grow personally, become fully contributing members of 
society, cultivate life-long learning, and develop a valuable set of transferable skills. The College focuses on unique, 
relevant and interdisciplinary programming, and provides study abroad adventures, research-intensive field schools, 
and professional accreditation, all of which allow students to gain an in-depth perspective of their worlds on their 
terms. Graduates of the College of Arts & Science go on to lead rewarding careers and productive lives, many becoming 
leaders in their fields. 

The College of Arts & Science also prepares students to fulfill their dream of becoming a professional in one of the non-
direct entry colleges on campus—Dentistry, Education, Kinesiology, Law, Medicine, Nursing, Pharmacy & Nutrition, 
and Veterinary Medicine—as well as programs outside of the University of Saskatchewan. In addition, the College of 
Arts & Science prepares students for graduate school both at the University of Saskatchewan and elsewhere. For a full 
statement about “Why an Arts and Science Education?” developed by the FYRSC, see Appendix 2.

the well-being of the College of arts & science is vital to the entire University of saskatchewan.

iii. a Call to action: a new mandate and Paradigm

In 2008, Jo-Anne Dillon, then Dean of the College of Arts & Science, and Molly Bell produced a concept paper on the 
first-year experience and established the First-Year Review Steering Committee (FYRSC) with a view to:

•	 Review the concept paper and make amendments to the background considering the feedback provided 
to Dean Dillon.

•	 Consult with students and others about the concept paper and incorporate these suggestions.

•	 Discuss possible approaches for implementation of a new first-year experience.

•	 Identify the impact of these approaches on current programs and upper year courses.



	  

College of Arts & Science First-Year Review Steering Committee (FYRSC) Report 8

•	 Identify working groups and timelines.

•	 Oversee working group decisions and undertake appropriate consultation.

•	 Request appropriate funding for implementation.

The mandate of the FYRSC is aligned with: 

•	 Goal 4 of the University of Saskatchewan’s Strategic Directions:  “Recruit and retain a diverse and 
academically-promising body of students, and prepare them for success in the knowledge age.”6

•	 Focus Area 4 of the Third Integrated Plan: “Innovation in Academic Programs and Services.”

•	 Goals 1 and 4. Institutional Planning, University of Saskatchewan. 1998. A Framework for Planning at the 
University of Saskatchewan.7   

 Goal 1:  Improving the quality of instructional programs.  
 Goal 4:  Responding to the needs of aboriginal peoples.

•	 Planning Committee of Council, University of Saskatchewan. 2002. Responding to the Needs of Aboriginal 
People (Motions: 1, 2, 5).

  Motion 1:  That departments and colleges establish effective academic support services for Aboriginal 
students, for the fall of 2002. 

  Motion 2:  That departments and colleges be encouraged to create enriched transition classes for 
Aboriginal students. 

  Motion 5:  That in conjunction with progress in creating capacity and support for Aboriginal students, 
the University should develop a focused communications process to increase recruitment and 
retention of Aboriginal students.

•	 Integrated Planning. University of Saskatchewan 2003. Forging New Relationships: The Foundational 
Document on Aboriginal Initiatives at the University of Saskatchewan. February.8

•	 Institutional Planning and Assessment. University of Saskatchewan. 2010. Engaging with Aboriginal Peoples 
at the University of Saskatchewan. Draft as of February 24.

•	 University of Saskatchewan. 2008. The Teaching and Learning Foundation Document.  

•	 University of Saskatchewan. 2010. A Learning Charter for the University of Saskatchewan. 2010.
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Part 1: CanaDian Post-seConDary eDUCation in the gLobaL KnowLeDge eConomy 

1.0 introduction

in the view of the First-year review steering Committee, the current model of academic programming does 
not best serve the needs of students and faculty or best position the College of arts & science to reach its 
potential as the most innovative and comprehensive college of its kind in Canada. the academic program 
model of distribution requirements is now 43 years old and no longer aligns with best practices in post-
secondary education. 

The FYRSC began its work by developing an understanding of the landscape of post-secondary education in Canada 
and across the world, which has been changing dramatically over the past 20 years. What is driving these educational 
reforms? In a witty YouTube video (an excellent example of using information technologies for knowledge translation), 
education leader Sir Ken Robinson argues that the reasons are both economic and cultural.9 Nations across the world 
are being driven by two fundamental questions: “How do we educate our children to take their place in the economies 
of the 21st century?” and “How do we educate our children so that they have a sense of cultural identity, and so that 
we can pass along the cultural “genes” of our communities while being part of the process of globalization?” Robinson 
argues that the current model of education is outmoded and that what is required is a new paradigm encouraging 
creativity, divergent thinking and collaboration. In order to achieve this goal, the culture of educational institutions (the 
habits of institutions and the habitats that they occupy) needs to change. 
 

1.1 the bad news: the economic reality

Since the mid-1990s, the federal government has reduced the transfer payments to the provinces. This has had a 
profound impact on university revenues and student tuition fees. 

basic Facts

•	 Between 1989 and 2009, average tuition fees have risen from 10% to 21% of the total revenues for 
Canadian universities and colleges.10 

•	 In 2009/2010, tuition fees represented 22.2% of the University of Saskatchewan revenues. 

•	 Government funding for universities has fallen from 72% to 55% for the same period.

•	 University operating budgets have in part been tied to Tri-Council funding, which has seen reductions in 
recent years.11 

•	 The economic recession in 2008 has led to a decline in investment income for all universities. 

The results of this economic reality are many, but two outcomes are most relevant here: increased competition among 
educational institutions due to growing reliance on tuition revenue and rising tuition fees. 

1.1.1 increased Competition

The changes in financing post-secondary education and the current economic climate have led to increased competition 
among universities in Canada for both students and faculty, resulting in more aggressive recruitment campaigns by 
universities outside of their traditional catchment area. Although the most talented students are desirable, universities’ 
reliance on tuition fees means that all qualified students are sought. Table 1 demonstrates the effects of retaining 
students on the tuition revenues for the College. If the College retains an additional 1% of its students, that translates 
into approximately $300,000 in additional revenues. In addition, competition has increased between universities and 
colleges. In a competitive job market, the lure of relatively short term training programs and lower tuition fees in return 
for job skills and qualifications can be attractive to a cohort of students who are debt-averse. 
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Information about university and college programs is more widely available than ever before as students have access 
to the Internet, the Maclean’s Magazine12 rankings and the Globe and Mail’s13 annual survey of universities.

table 1: varying the Change in the retention of students*

+1% +2% +3% +4% +5%

resulting 
Change in 
head Count

60 120 180 240 300

resulting 
Change in  
tuition  
revenue

$308,698 $617,397 $926,095 $1,234,794 $1,543,492

*Based on Total Number of Undergraduate Head Count of 7574 (2010/11)14

1.1.2 rising tuition Fees

basic Facts

•	 A 2010 report by Statistics Canada found that tuition fees for Canadian universities have more than 
doubled (in constant dollars) between 1989/90 and 2008/09.15

•	 With rising tuition costs, the proportion of post-secondary graduates in Canada with student loans has 
risen from 49% in 1995 to 57% in 2005.16

•	 The average amount owed after graduation rose 20% between 1995 and 2005.17 

•	 Education level is still the best predictor of employment and income, but having student loans, not 
surprisingly, has long-term financial consequences. Statistics Canada (2010) reports that graduates who 
borrowed funds to finance their education had a lower probability of having savings and investments than 
non-borrowers.18

For students of lower socio-economic status and for those who must move to a city in order to attend university, the 
cost of tuition, books and living is a barrier to getting a higher education. Equity and access are predominant and 
pressing issues for these groups of students. For other students who can afford a university education (either by relying 
on family, student loans or working part- or full-time) high tuition may be an issue, but the quality of their education 
and its relevance to their goals becomes a factor in deciding which institution they will attend.  

Since universities are depending upon student tuition fees as a significant part of their operating budgets, they have 
to recruit (particularly students from outside a university’s traditional catchment area) and retain students.  At the same 
time, if students are going to pay higher tuition costs and incur long-term debt anyway, they will be motivated to look 
for the highest quality education—and that may not be necessarily the closest university to home. 
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1.2 Challenges Facing the College of arts & science

As of census day in October 2010, there were 7,574 students registered in the College of Arts & Science at the University 
of Saskatchewan. Of that number, 1,854 were new full-time students.  

basic Facts

•	 The College was responsible for 21% of the total research revenue of Colleges and Schools in 2009/10.19

•	 The College teaches 45% of the undergraduate student population at the University of Saskatchewan.

•	 The College teaches 51% of the total undergraduate 3cu courses (including core, contract and federated 
and affiliated activity) and 46% of the total core undergraduate 3cu courses.  

•	 Units within the College teach 27% of the University’s graduate students. 

•	 The number of registered students for the College has declined slightly from 7,680 students in 2005/06 to 
7,576 in 2010/11.20

•	 The number of on-campus, as well as off-campus, 100-level courses and 3CUE sections21  has been 
declining during that same time period. In 2006/07, the total number of 3CUE enrolment for 100-level 
courses (on and off campus) was 31,893; by 2010/11 this number had declined to 29,941. In 2006/07 the 
total number of 3CUE Sections for 100-level courses (on and off campus) was 408; by 2010/11 this number 
had declined to 361(See Tables 2 and 3).22

•	 The proportion of part-time (versus full-time) students has been increasing steadily from 2005/06 reaching 
31% for both 2008/09 and 2009/10, but dropping dramatically in 2010/11 to 14%.23 While the data from 
2005/06 to 2009/10 suggests that more students were responding to economic conditions, it is unclear 
whether the 2010/11 data represents an anomaly or the beginning of a new trend. 

•	 The student population is more diverse than ever before. Of the total number of students in the College of 
Arts & Science on October census day 2010/11:24

  Female students represent 63%.

  International students represent 4.8%; new international students represent 1.3%.

  Out-of-province students represent 11.2%; new out-of-province students represent 3.7%.

  Self-identified Aboriginal students represent 9.2%, but, based on 2006 census data, Aboriginal peoples 
make up 14.9% of the total Saskatchewan population.25  (Because most Aboriginal students in direct-
entry colleges are in Arts & Science, we can infer that the overall number and the College’s are similar).

  Aboriginal peoples are estimated to represent 33% of the population in Saskatchewan by 2045.26

  Only 55% of Aboriginal students return to the University of Saskatchewan after the first year.27

  The number of Saskatchewan students in the 18–21 age cohort is declining except in the Aboriginal 
population.28 

•	 The retention rate for Arts & Science students from first to second year was 71% in 2009/10.29 Of the 
group that was retained, 8% transferred to other colleges at the University of Saskatchewan; 29% left the 
University.

•	 2009 data for the University of Saskatchewan as a whole indicate that early leavers moving to other post-
secondary institutions went to SIAST (31.3%), the University of Regina (16.6%), the University of Alberta 
(6.1%) and the University of Manitoba (1.8%).30
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table 2: College of arts & science 100-Level on-Campus Core 3CUe enrolments
october Census Data, 2005/06–2010/11
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table 3: College of arts & science 100-level on-Campus Core Courses and 3CUe sections
october Census Data, 2006/07–2010/2011

The decline in registered students, core courses and 3CUEs has a significant impact on the  
financial health of the College.

For every 1% increase in the number of students from the current enrolment taking a  
3cu course load of 10cu…

…the College revenues increase by $308,000. (See Table 1)

For further breakdown of this data, see Appendix 3.
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our ability to attract and retain our students depends upon offering education based on best 
practices.

1.3 Post-secondary education in the 21st Century

1998 marked a watershed year in the delivery of post-secondary education when the Boyer Commission’s Report, 
Reinventing Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for America’s Research Universities, was published.31 The report was 
critical of the undergraduate education in research-intensive universities, and concluded, “undergraduates too often 
[were] short-changed in the past.”32 Undergraduate students, in the Boyer Commission’s view, did not have access to 
the world famous faculty that they advertised to recruit students; some faculty were badly trained to teach students; 
students, while acquiring the requisite number of courses, did not necessarily have a coherent body of knowledge; 
and “all too often they graduate without knowing how to think logically, write clearly, or speak coherently.”33 The Boyer 
Commission made 10 recommendations to improve undergraduate education (see Table 4). 

table 4:  recommendations by the boyer Commission (1998)

Make Research-Based Learning The Standard Use Information Technology Creatively

Construct An Inquiry-Based Freshman Year Culminate With A Capstone Course

Build On The Freshman Foundation Educate Graduate Students As Apprentice 
Teachers

Remove Barriers To Interdisciplinary Education Change Faculty Reward Systems

Link Communication Skills And Course Work Cultivate A Sense Of Community

The report was, not surprisingly, controversial, but since its publication, Jo-Anne Dillon and Molly Bell (2010) observe:

  “a movement has been afoot to improve students’ experiences with higher education, usually by modifying 
general education requirements and programs. Reasons for revising the structure of general education include 
the desire to increase student-faculty interaction, to prepare students to become citizens of a global society, 
to enable them to draw real-world connections to what they are learning, and to increase their passion for and 
engagement in their education. As a means of accomplishing these and other goals, experts have called for a 
complete reorganization of the way undergraduate education is delivered, moving away from the traditional 
distribution-based model. Furthermore, student success is being redefined; rather than measuring success based 
on indicators such as enrollment and degree attainment, success in higher education now focuses on new 
essential learning outcomes designed to prepare students for life in the 21st century.”34 

(For more detail, see Appendix 1.)

There is little doubt that the Boyer’s Commission’s recommendations have been heeded. A 2001 review of research 
universities conducted by Wendy Katkin, Chair of the Reinvention Centre35 found that “the greatest activity” had 
been achieved in the participation of students in undergraduate research and creative work, although this impact 
has been uneven, with students in the sciences and engineering having the most access to undergraduate research 
experiences.36 
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In addition, Katkin found that considerable activity has been directed at the first-year experience and improving writing 
skills, but little progress had been made on the Boyer Commission’s other recommendations. At the institutional level, 
administrative leaders have established teaching resource centres, convened campus-wide task forces to examine 
aspects of undergraduate education, created a high level position (vice-president or dean) for undergraduate 
education, and emphasized and rewarded good teaching.37 A more recent survey commissioned by the American 
Association of Colleges & Universities (2009) found that 89% of the 433 responding institutions are currently in the 
process of modifying their general education program.38 

1.4 the Performance of the University of saskatchewan and the College of arts & science on 
student satisfaction surveys

Like many of the research-intensive universities in the U.S., the University of Saskatchewan has made progress in the 
directions proposed by the Boyer Commission through a number of initiatives. 

•	 The University Learning Centre (2006)

•	 Vice-Provost, Teaching and Learning (2008)

•	 An Undergraduate Forum (2007)

•	 The Teaching and Learning Foundational Document (2008)

•	 The Learning Charter (2010)

•	 Greatly expanded services for students with disabilities, Aboriginal, and International Students with 
student centres being established for the latter two groups 

•	 Math and writing centres

•	 Learning Communities39—the pairing of two or three courses in order to create community among 
students— and the Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) program

•	 Provost’s Prize and Provost’s Project Grant for Innovation in Teaching and Learning

•	 Provost’s Excellence in Teaching Awards and the Provost’s Excellence in Teaching College Awards

•	 College Teaching Excellence Awards

In addition, Karen Chad, Vice-President, Research, commissioned a report in 2010 to examine best practices for 
integrating undergraduate research into the curriculum and reviewed undergraduate research opportunities at the 
University of Saskatchewan and elsewhere.40 The report found that opportunities for undergraduate students exist 
at the University of Saskatchewan (through summer assistantships, faculty-student collaboration, undergraduate 
theses or projects, and summer institutes). But, like the Boyer Commission, the report found that opportunities for 
undergraduate research are uneven with students in the fine arts, social sciences and humanities having fewer 
opportunities than those in the sciences. The report noted that undergraduate research opportunities require greater 
coordination, and recommended that an Office of Undergraduate Research be created.

Despite these improvements, the performance of the University of Saskatchewan generally, and the College of Arts & 
Science in particular, on the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) for 2006 and 2008, the Maclean’s Rankings, 
and the annual Globe and Mail on-campus surveys indicate that the performance of the College of Arts & Science is 
merely average. Here we provide a snapshot summary of the Benchmarks utilized by NSSE “to assess the extent to 
which students are engaged in effective educational practices and what they gain from their university experience, 
which is an indication of the quality of undergraduate learning on campus.”41 



	  

College of Arts & Science First-Year Review Steering Committee (FYRSC) Report 16

The NSSE benchmarks are based on an index42 to capture the level of student engagement. (For the full data set, see 
Appendix 4.) Scores are to be interpreted in the same way students might interpret their performance on an exam, 
where 80% and above represents A-level performance. Table 5 indicates that overall, student engagement at the 
University of Saskatchewan is not very high, but improves from the first to the senior year. Improvements from the first 
to the senior year are more significant in the areas of Active and Collaborative Learning, Student-Faculty Interaction 
and Enriching Educational Experiences (For more detail, see Appendix 4, Figures 1 & 2.)

table 5: benchmark results for the College of arts & science
national survey of student engagement (nsse)  2006 & 2008

Benchmark
2006
First 

Year (%)

2006 
Senior Year 

(%)

2006
Total (%)

2008
First 

Year (%)

2008
Senior 

Year (%)

2008
Total
(%)

Level of Academic 
Challenge

46.7 53.1 47.5 47.8 52.3 50.2

Supportive Campus 
Environment

51.0 51.3 51.2 55.3 51.9 53.5

Active and  
Collaborative 

Learning
29.1 40.9 35.3 30.9 39.5 35.5

Student Faculty  
Interaction

21.4 33.2 27.6 24.2 32.1 28.5

Enriching Educational 
Experiences 20.2 29.8 25.3 22.3 30.3 26.6

Generally, the NSSE benchmark indices for levels of student engagement for universities and colleges at the first year 
level in Canada are uninspiring.  Levels of student engagement never extend beyond a score of 55%, and most indices 
fall far short of that mark. (See Appendix 4, Figure 5.) The benchmark averages for the College of Arts & Science are 
similar to those for other universities/colleges (differences within +/- 5%) in the areas of Level of Academic Challenge 
and Supportive Campus Environment. The ratings for Student-Faculty Interaction are generally higher for College of Arts 
& Science students than for students at other universities/colleges, while ratings for Active and Collaborative Learning 
are consistently lower for the College of Arts & Science than for students at other universities/colleges. First-Year Arts 
& Science students in the College of Arts & Science score higher in Enriching Educational Experiences when compared 
to student experiences at other universities/colleges, but their senior year counterparts score lower (See Appendix 4, 
Figures 3 & 4.)

The GlobeCampus surveys conducted by the Globe and Mail yield similar results.43 Table 6 summarizes the College of 
Arts & Science scores, those of the University of Regina, and all other universities in the University of Saskatchewan’s 
size category. Compared to the latter group, the College is below average.
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table 6: rankings of the College of arts & science 
Compared to the University of Regina and Other Universities
Globe and Mail On Campus Survey, as of October 2010

Overall Satisfaction
College of Arts & 

Science
University of 

Regina
All Other Universities 

And Colleges44

Arts & Humanities B B+ B+

Fine & Performing
Arts

B B B+

Sciences &  Maths B+ B A-

Indices are based on mean scores received and calculated out of a score of 5; A- = 4.4, B+ = 4.0, B = 3.8.45

While we may not like the results of these rankings, disagree with the methodologies, or question the validity of the 
indices, the consistent message is that the College of Arts & Science is performing below the standard of its comparator 
institutions—information which is widely available to students, parents and policy-makers alike.

However, the FYRSC’s own data paints a different and happier picture. In answer to the question, “I am satisfied with 
the quality of teaching in the College of Arts & Science,” 53% of students indicated that they “somewhat agreed” with 
this statement while another 33% indicated that they “strongly agreed.” In answer to the question, “I am satisfied with 
my decision to attend the College of Arts & Science,” 40% indicated that they “somewhat agreed” while 50% “strongly 
agreed” with this statement (For a summary of the survey results, see Appendix 5.)

The rankings by the NSSE surveys and the GlobeCampus surveys, taken together with the findings of the FYRSC’s 
survey, suggest that the College of Arts & Science is doing “okay,” but based on research, survey work and many 
meetings with students and faculty at the University of Saskatchewan, the FYRSC holds that the College of Arts  
& Science can do better in engaging and enriching student experiences; moreover, we cannot afford not to do better.

Part 2:  the vision oF the First-year review steering Committee

2.0  introduction

There is no doubt that the 2008 downturn in the economy, the changing funding formulas for post-secondary 
education, and increased competition among universities and colleges are driving forces for change. These economic 
realities have put the spotlight on the first-year program, and all the evidence suggests that the current model of 
distribution requirements is outdated and no longer serves the College well in giving students the knowledge and 
skills that they need to succeed.
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The current distribution requirements were introduced in 1968.46 There has been no review of the College’s first-year 
program since then, despite the fact that much has changed in post-secondary education in Canada and elsewhere.  
Other impediments to pedagogic improvements in the College include these facts:

•	 Although most PhD students take courses in teaching as part of their program, many members of the 
current faculty received little or no training in pedagogical practices or curriculum design. 

•	 First-year courses are often regarded as “service” courses or viewed by instructors as requiring more work 
than higher level undergraduate and graduate courses with respect to grading and student contact time; 
and/or taking time away from research or from working with more experienced upper-year undergraduate 
or graduate students. Over the last decade, the University of Saskatchewan has taken significant steps to 
redress this issue, but a revaluation of teaching requires a continued shift in the culture of the College. 
These steps are described in this part of the report.

•	 The introduction of new communication technologies has introduced new ways of teaching and learning, 
as well as challenged our views and practices of knowledge creation, translation and dissemination.

A well-developed body of scholarship on teaching and learning has emerged over the past 20 years that has identified 
best practices in teaching and learning. In particular, the American Association of Colleges and Universities has 
identified 10 high-impact educational practices (see Table 7) that enhance student engagement and contribute to 
student success, particularly those from historically under-represented groups and those who are less well-prepared for 
college.47 In turn, the AACU’s research has demonstrated that these high-impact educational practices have improved 
recruitment and retention.

As can be seen from the list of high-impact educational practices summarized in Table 7, we know without taking an 
inventory that various departments and units already have integrated some of these practices into their programs. 
However, such implementation is uneven across the College. The College can build upon these initiatives by 
systematically recognizing and incorporating best practices into course development and curriculum design. By 
drawing on these high-impact practices, we can make a huge difference in the lives of our students by piquing their 
curiosity and helping them begin to create a broad-based skill set in their first year. 

table 7: 10 high-impact educational Practices
Association of American Colleges and Universities, 200848

First-Year Seminars and Goals Undergraduate Research

Common Intellectual Experiences Diversity/Global Learning

Learning Communities Service Learning/Community Based Learning

Writing Intensive Courses Internships

Collaborative Assignments Capstone Courses and Projects



	  

College of Arts & Science First-Year Review Steering Committee (FYRSC) Report 19

2.1 advancing education for and about aboriginal Peoples

As of the 2010/11 academic year, self-declared Aboriginal Students constitute 9.2% of Arts & Science undergraduates.49 

However, Aboriginal people constitute 14.9% of the population of Saskatchewan and, while the Aboriginal population 
of Saskatchewan is growing rapidly, the absolute number of Aboriginal students has remained at the same level since 
2003.50 Therefore, in order to increase Aboriginal Engagement, a major goal of the College of Arts & Science must be 
to attract and retain Aboriginal undergraduates. The College of Arts & Science needs to support Aboriginal students to 
help them realize their educational aspirations.

We also know that only 55% of first-year self-declared Aboriginal students in direct-entry Colleges at the University of 
Saskatchewan return in second year.51 Studies have suggested that the primary challenges that Aboriginal first-year 
students face are lack of academic preparedness and financial difficulties.52 

Further challenges for these students often include:
•	 Family responsibilities

•	 Displacement and isolation

•	 Lack of Aboriginal role models

•	 Lack of  “cultural safety” on campus

•	 Negative family or community assumptions about education

•	 Social and health problems

•	 Lack of Aboriginal cultural content and connections in the curriculum53

Thus, one key way of attracting and retaining Aboriginal students in the College would be to improve the overall 
experience of Aboriginal first-year students.  

In addition to responding to the specific needs of Aboriginal students, all students should have an understanding of 
the unique position of Aboriginal peoples, their contributions to Saskatchewan and Indigenous ways of knowing. The 
reasons are multi-layered. First, an understanding of Aboriginal peoples in Saskatchewan represents our individual 
and collective fulfillment of the spirit of the treaties. Second, historically, Aboriginal peoples in Saskatchewan have 
suffered systemic discrimination, and thus the move toward a more inclusive curriculum and a welcoming educational 
environment are ways to redress the ongoing legacy of racist attitudes and practices. Third, the changing demographics 
of Aboriginal peoples (who will represent an estimated 33% of the population by 204554), as well as their presence as 
a political, economic, social and cultural force, behooves both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities to develop 
relationships based on knowledge and mutual respect. 
 

2.2 methodology
“What should a student know by the end of her/his first year?” is a question that has driven the deliberations of the 
FYRSC over the past year. In answer to this question, the Committee considered a number of factors including:

•	 Information and data that situates the College of Arts & Science within the University of Saskatchewan, 
provincially, nationally and internationally.

•	 A review of best practices at other universities conducted by former Dean Jo-Anne Dillon and Molly Bell. 
(See Appendix 1.)

•	 A series of talks by leading innovators in first-year education including Glen Loppnow (University of Alberta), 
Charles White (Portland State University), Sue Laver (McGill University) and David Helfand (Quest University). 
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•	 Consultation with a wide group of constituents on campus. (For a complete list, see Appendix 6.)

•	 A survey of first-year undergraduate students in Arts & Science. (For a summary of the survey findings, see 
Appendix 5.)

In addition, the FYRSC was mindful of the goals of key documents that support and encourage a strong commitment 
to teaching at the University of Saskatchewan and, in particular, The Teaching and Learning Foundational Document55 
(2008) that identified “core skills for 21st century” learners, including:  

•	 Strong analytical, literacy/numeracy skills and methodological sophistication.

•	 The ability to communicate in a variety of settings with a variety of media.

•	 A level of comfort with and proficiency in information and communications technology.

•	 A deep understanding of a particular area of academic work.

•	 An advanced appreciation of intercultural knowledge.

•	 A strong and developed capacity for collaborative problem-solving skills.

•	 A heightened appreciation of ethical issues.

•	 Habits of mind that foster integrative and interdisciplinary thinking.

These goals have been incorporated into A Learning Charter for the University of Saskatchewan56 approved by University 
Council, June 17, 2010. (See Table 8 for a list of Charter’s goals and attributes.)

table 8:  a Learning Charter for the University of saskatchewan

goaL  According to the Charter, all graduates of the University of Saskatchewan will:

DisCovery	 •	 Apply	critical	and	creative	thinking	to	problems,	including	analysis,	synthesis 
and evaluation. 

	 •	 Be	adept	at	learning	in	various	ways,	including	independently,	experientially	and	in	teams.	
	 •	 Possess	intellectual	flexibility,	ability	to	manage	change	and	a	zest	for	life-long	learning.

KnowLeDge	 •	 Have	a	comprehensive	knowledge	of	their	subject	area,	discipline	or	profession.	
	 •	 Understand	how	their	subject	area	may	intersect	with	related	disciplines.	
	 •	 Utilize	and	apply	their	knowledge	with	judgment	and	prudence.

integrity	 •	 Exercise	intellectual	integrity	and	ethical	behaviour.	
	 •	 Recognize	and	think	through	moral	and	ethical	issues	in	a	variety	of	contexts.	
	 •	 Recognize	the	limits	to	their	knowledge	and	act	accordingly.

sKiLLs		 •	 Communicate	clearly,	substantively	and	persuasively.	
	 •	 Be	able	to	locate	and	use	information	effectively,	ethically	and	legally.	
	 •	 Be	technologically	literate,	and	able	to	apply	appropriate	skills	of	research	and	inquiry.

CitiZenshiP		 •	 Value	diversity	and	the	positive	contributions	this	brings	to	society.	
	 •	 Share	their	knowledge	and	exercise	leadership.	
	 •	 Contribute	to	society,	locally,	nationally	or	globally.
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The identification of the goals described in the Charter and the attributes of graduates is part of a wider movement 
by many universities around the world to identify “the skills, knowledge, and abilities of university graduates, beyond 
disciplinary content knowledge, which are applicable in a range of contexts and acquired as a result of completing 
any undergraduate degree.”57 These initiatives are described by a number of terms including generic attributes; 
competency-based education (CBE); personal or transferrable skills; generic, core, or key competencies, etc. 

In general, as Harden (2002) has observed, “outcome-based education has come to be characterized by:

•	 The development of clearly defined and published learning outcomes that must be achieved before the 
end of the course;

•	 The design of a curriculum, learning strategies and learning opportunities to ensure the achievement of 
the learning outcome;

•	 An assessment process matched to the learning outcomes and the assessment of individual students to 
ensure that they achieved the outcomes;

•	 The provision of remediation and enrichment for students as appropriate.”58

The goal of a learning outcomes and skills-based approach is to create more effective learners and teachers. 

For the purpose of this document, the FYRSC identified as most relevant for the College’s consideration the concepts 
of student attributes (what the student should learn), learning outcomes (the goals of the curriculum and courses, 
and how they align with program goals) and skills-based learning (the technical and transferable proficiencies). In 
combination, these concepts direct curriculum design and course development and delivery to specific ends at the 
levels of the course, discipline, Division/program and College. 

2.3 Program goals for the College of arts & science

Program goals promote a culture of curriculum development that is based on continuous improvement. The 
strength of having program goals is that they encourage faculty—individually, and collectively in their disciplines and 
programs—to	develop	a	reflective	practice	as	they	design	new	programs	and	courses,	and	as	they	revise	existing	ones.	
The program goals encourage faculty to think about the connection between content (the “what”) and outcomes 
(the “so what”),59 and to examine the relationships among content, pedagogical strategies, outcomes and assessment. 
Having program goals helps to answer questions such as, “Are we achieving what we set out to do in our courses 
and programs?” “What is/are the best pedagogical strategy(ies) for achieving these outcomes?” “Are our measures of 
assessment appropriate?” “What is the relationship between a course and the rest of the curriculum?”

The program goals do not dictate content, nor do they specify the strategies to be employed by faculty/disciplines/or 
programs to achieve the program goals.  Rather, as Wolf 60 argues, curriculum development relies on expert disciplinary 
knowledge: i.e., curriculum development must be faculty driven. Moreover, each discipline has what Lee Shulman 
calls signature pedagogies—“types of teaching that organize the fundamental ways in which future practitioners are 
educated for their new professions.”61 Familiar examples of signature pedagogies include bedside learning in medicine; 
laboratory teaching in the sciences; art or performance critiques (“crits”) in the fine arts. Although these styles of 
teaching are recognizable, every discipline has a signature pedagogy, because as Shulman observes:

[Signature pedagogies] implicitly define what counts as knowledge in a field and how things become known. 
They define how knowledge is analyzed, criticized, accepted or discarded. They define the functions of 
expertise in a field, the locus of authority, and the privileges of rank and standing.62
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Curriculum development can be seen as a dialogue between the signature pedagogies of a specific discipline—the 
expertise necessary for a student to graduate—and the program goals of the College—the knowledge and skills that 
all students should acquire before graduation. 

In answer to the question “What should a student know by the end of his/her first year?” the FYRSC developed program 
goals that are organized around five themes of DeePC Learning. In the first year, students should be introduced to 
these	skills	in	order	to	help	them	develop	a	reflective	learning	practice,	and	therefore,	enable	them	to	work	consciously	
toward these goals:

1. Develop a wide range of effective communication skills.
2. encourage personal development, growth and responsibility.  
3. engage students in inquiry-based learning, critical thinking and creative processes.
4. Prepare thoughtful, world-minded, educated, engaged citizens.
5. Cultivate an understanding of and appreciation for the unique socio-cultural position of Aboriginal peoples in 

Canada.

The Committee put considerable effort into developing explicit goals and objectives for first-year students. Table 9 
provides details of these learning goals.

These themes are aligned with The Teaching and Learning Foundation Document (2008) and A Learning Charter for the 
University of Saskatchewan (2010). 

table 9:  Program goals for the College of arts & science

DeveLoP | enCoUrage | engage | PrePare | CULtivate 
 

goaL 1.  DeveLoP a wiDe range oF eFFeCtive CommUniCation sKiLLs. 
student attributes  By the end of the first year, Arts and Science graduates should be able to demonstrate:

•	 Meaningful, effective and appropriate communication of knowledge to engage different audiences.
•	 Competent, ethical, and effective use of technology.
•	 A recognition of the ethical application of intellectual property and privacy.

evidence & outcomes  Specifically, students should be able to: 

•	 Convey meaning in a way that others can understand through writing, speaking, and/or artistic expression.
•	 Express	oneself	after	reflection.
•	 Articulate ideas.
•	 Use effectively appropriate modes of verbal and non-verbal communication (e.g. grammar, musical notation, 

mathematical notation).
•	 Create and evaluate presentations and/or performances.
•	 Engage and collaborate with others (e.g. listening attentively, responding appropriately).
•	 Demonstrate technological, literacy, and numeracy skills.
•	 Stay informed about current technological innovations.

goaL 2.  enCoUrage PersonaL DeveLoPment, growth, anD resPonsibiLity.
student attributes  By the end of the first year, Arts and Science graduates should be able to demonstrate:

•	 Realistic self-appraisal, self-understanding, and self-respect.
•	 A commitment to life-long learning.
•	 Developing leadership skills.
•	 The ability to work collaboratively with others.
•	 Indicators of purposeful and satisfying lives.
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evidence & outcomes  Specifically, students should be able to:

•	 Treat self and others with respect—exercise sound judgment.
•	 Assess, articulate, and acknowledge skills, abilities, and areas for growth.
•	 Articulate rationale and evaluate options for personal and educational goals. 
•	 Practise	reflection	and	personal	accountability.
•	 Work effectively with others to achieve personal and collective goals by developing a shared vision, 

collaborating, listening and considering others’ points of view.
•	 Communicate a vision, mission, or purpose that encourages commitment and action in self and others.

goaL 3.  engage stUDents in inqUiry-baseD Learning, CritiCaL thinKing anD 
Creative ProCesses. 

student attributes  By the end of the first year, Arts and Science graduates should be able to:

•	 Demonstrate the ability to integrate knowledge, ideas and experiences from a range of disciplines; identify, 
examine and use different ways of knowing, thinking and doing; and apply knowledge critically and creatively.

•	 Demonstrate	critical	and	reflective	thinking.
•	 Understand the processes and paradigms of scientific reasoning, knowledge production and the evaluation 

of evidence.
•	 Identify important problems, questions and issues.
•	 Analyze, interpret and judge the relevance and quality of information.
•	 Use and integrate multiple sources of information to solve problems or form a decision or an opinion.
•	 Make meaning(s) from scientific methods and other interpretations of knowledge, texts, images, instruction 

and experience.

evidence & outcomes  Specifically, students should be able to:

•	 Identify with different ways of knowing and problem-solving.
•	 Apply previously acquired information, concepts and experiences to new situations or settings.
•	 Assess assumptions (one’s own and others) and consider alternative perspective.
•	 Integrate intellectual, emotional, multi-sensory (audio, visual, movement, tactile) and artistic experiences for 

increased insight.
•	 Investigate, experiment with, and apply both novel and traditional approaches.
•	 Take risks to advance one’s ideas and learning.
•	 Articulate concepts through effective use of different forms of creative expression.
•	 Analyze and interpret scientific information, and make judgments of the relevance and quality of information.
•	 Understand the interconnectedness among different scientific disciplines in identifying problems and 

finding solutions.

goaL 4.  PrePare thoUghtFUL, worLD-minDeD, eDUCateD, engageD CitiZens.
student attributes  By the end of the first year, Arts and Science graduates should be able to demonstrate:

•	 A deep respect and understanding of cultural and human differences as well as one’s own identity and 
culture.

•	 Global perspectives in the creation and dissemination of knowledge.
•	 Active engagement in supporting and protecting the dignity of others. 
•	 The ability to engage respectfully and knowledgably with people whose perspectives and experiences differ 

from one’s own. 
•	 The ability to fairly and respectfully engage with others in decision-making processes.

evidence & outcomes  Specifically, students should be able to:

•	 Actively improve intercultural communication.
•	 Recognize	social	systems	and	their	influence,	systematic	barriers	to	equality	and	inclusiveness,	advocate	and	

justify means for dismantling them.
•	 Identify, analyze and challenge unfair, unjust or uncivil behaviour in our interconnected, global society.
•	 Understand and appreciate key concepts and theories in science and technology, major scientific and 

technological issues at the local, national and international level, the natural world, and social, cultural, 
political and economic contexts for the production and reception of scientific knowledge.
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•	 Explore the interconnectedness between the natural, technological and social worlds.
•	 Recognize the relationship among the scientific enterprise and cultural and artistic knowledge production.

*goaL 5. CULtivate an UnDerstanDing oF anD aPPreCiation For the UniqUe  
soCio-CULtUraL Position oF aboriginaL PeoPLes in CanaDa. 

student attributes  By the end of the first year, Arts and Science graduates should be able to demonstrate:

•	 Recognize that there are multiple Aboriginal perspectives on the world.
•	 Understand that there have been and continue to be, historically,  systemic barriers to equality for Aboriginal 

peoples.

•	 Understand and appreciate the contribution of Aboriginal peoples to Canadian society and beyond

evidence & outcomes  Specifically, students should be able to:

•	 Understand and appreciate that there are multiple Indigenous knowledge systems. 
•	 Identify the history and ongoing legacy of colonization in Native-Newcomer relations.
•	 Recognize the legacy of the treaties and the ongoing treaty relationships between First Nations and other 

Canadians.
•	 Recognize continuity, change, and revitalization in contemporary Aboriginal communities and the diversity 

among and between Aboriginal communities.

*In light of the discussion at Faculty Council on December 8, 2011, this goal has been amended from the original wording.

as the FyrsC has deliberated over the past year, it has become clear that if a learning outcomes 
and skills-based approach—united under the umbrella of Program goals—is adopted by the 
College of arts & science, then transforming the first year does not mean adding a few courses, 
but will entail a shift in the teaching and learning culture in the College. 

Part 3:  a PLan For the FUtUre: transFormation oF the CoLLege 

3.0 introduction

The College faces many challenges in responding to the new economic reality of increased competition among post-
secondary education institutions, rising tuition fees, declining enrolments, and new research into the best practices for 
higher education. These challenges provide the impetus for thinking about what the College does and how it does it. 
In the following sections, the FYRSC offers a plan for transforming the curriculum through curriculum renewal and by 
expanding the Learning Communities in first-year courses. In addition, as a result of the University’s priorities to respond 
to the needs of Aboriginal peoples, the FYRSC provides a framework for enhancing the first-year experience for and 
about Aboriginal peoples. The FYRSC recommends that these initiatives form part of the College’s Integrated Plan. 

3.1 Curriculum renewal

Implementation of the College Program Goals and moving to a learning outcomes model will take time; it requires 
planning, consultation, and assurances that adequate resources are in place. The first step involves departments/
units evaluating their programs against the College Program Goals, the high-impact educational practices, and the 
signature pedagogies relevant to their discipline. The departments/units would then revise their existing programs/
courses (including assessments), and be ready to offer their revised programs by 2015/16.  
Like the development of the program goals for the College, the FYRSC encourages departments/units to develop their 
own goals and learning outcomes to answer the question, “What should a student in our discipline know by the time 
he/she completes a three or four year degree?” 
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Peter Wolf (University of Guelph), a leading curriculum designer in Canada, offers a model for curriculum development 
that is “faculty-driven, data-informed, and educational developer-supported.”63 In this model, curriculum development 
is based on three phases: 

•	 Curriculum visioning:  involves the assessment of various kinds of data collected in order to match the 
attributes of the ideal graduate with the program goals;

•	 Curriculum Development:  uses curriculum mapping64 to match foundational content and program 
objectives to assess current and future course offerings, sequencing, etc.

•	 alignment, Coordination and Development:  involves “reviewing the literature and research on 
one or more program objectives, developing relevant rubrics and exemplars of differing levels of skill 
development, and developing suggested teaching approaches to foster skill development.” 65 See 
Appendix 7 for a copy of Wolf’s article on this topic.

According to Wolf, curriculum renewal requires an investment of time, and would be facilitated by having the support 
of an educational developer/program designer, workshops, and guidelines for curriculum mapping.66 By developing a 
systematic and explicit approach to curriculum development, departments/units will be able to identify not only some 
of the weaknesses in their programs, but also their strengths. (See Appendix 8: Curriculum Mapping Overview.)

The process of curriculum development also could be applied at the program or Divisional level in order to identify 
areas of overlap among departments/units and where synergies might lie. In Appendix 9 the FYRSC provides a 
description of interdisciplinary courses that could be implemented across the College (interdivisional) and within 
divisions (intradivisional). The courses would incorporate many of the high-impact practices identified in the literature 
review by Dillon and Bell (see Appendix 1). These courses would be designed to introduce students to different views 
on a theme or issue; to encourage students to integrate knowledge; and to explore a greater variety of disciplinary 
perspectives than are available under the current distribution requirements model. 

3.2 expand the Learning Communities in First-year Courses

Learning Communities (LCs) have been identified by Association of American Universities and Colleges as a high-
impact practice because they provide a structure for integrating students into the University community; encourage 
collaborative learning; and encourage students to think critically and in multidisciplinary ways. (For all 10 high-impact 
practices, see Table 8 in this document.) In 2007, the University Learning Centre initiated a LCs pilot in collaboration 
with the College of Arts & Science and Student Enrolment and Services Division (SESD). In the following year, the 
first phase of the LCs Project began, and involved the design and development of models for implementation and 
consolidation of pilot programming, collaborating with new partners, and extending the learning communities into 
the Colleges of Agriculture and Bioresources, and Kinesiology.
 
The goals of LCs are to increase first-year students’ sense of connectedness to the University, and to increase their 
sense of directedness with respect to program and career goals, encouraging self-directed and collaborative learning. 
In University of Saskatchewan LCs, students register for two or three courses from different divisions, as well as 
participate in a weekly seminar. Because the College of Arts & Science is the only college in a Canadian medical-
doctoral university to include the Social Sciences, Sciences, Humanities and Fine Arts under one administrative unit, 
this multidisciplinary model of course delivery across divisions is unique in Canada. In some of our LCs, this model 
has been extended by faculty working together to develop a curriculum with cross-cutting themes, thus providing 
students with opportunities to engage in interdisciplinary thinking. In addition to the first-year students who have 
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participated in the LCs, the weekly seminars have been led by senior undergraduate students (PAL peer mentors) 
who have gained considerable experience in developing their leadership skills, facilitating collaborative learning and 
community-building. 

Data for the 2009/10 LC cohort suggests that LCs have been very successful in achieving program goals. Although 
there were no significant grade differences between participants and non-participants in the LCs, there were significant 
differences in rates of persistence between the two groups: 84% of students enrolled in a LC returned to the University 
of Saskatchewan in the following year compared to 71% of non-participants. For participating students who attended 
six or more peer-led LC meetings, an even higher proportion (90%) of students were observed to carry on into second 
year. It should be noted that students who participate in LCs self-select, introducing possible bias that could somewhat 
moderate this dramatic effect. Of the three Colleges (Arts and Science, Agriculture and Bioresources, and Kinesiology) 
with first-year LCs, the College of Arts & Science showed the greatest retention rate improvement, but also had the 
most room for improvement.

LCs have a positive impact on students’ feelings of connectedness in the College of Arts & Science. Preliminary data 
made available through the University Learning Centre illustrate that as students enter first year, 44.5% report that they 
feel somewhat or strongly connected to the College of Arts & Science with an additional 36.5% reporting that they feel 
hopeful that they will fit in to the College soon, and the remaining 19% indicating feeling disconnected (i.e., lost and 
alone or just a “number”).

By second year, however, patterns in feelings of connectedness look different for those students who have been involved 
with LCs in first year compared to students who are not. For example, the proportion of LC participants reporting a 
degree of connectedness with the College of Arts & Science in second year jumps up to 62% (an increase of 7.5%). By 
contrast, the proportion of non-LC students who report feeling connected to the College of Arts & Science by second 
year is comparable to the overall proportion in first year (43.7%). At the other end of the connectedness spectrum, 19% 
of former LC participants report a sense of disconnectedness with the College of Arts & Science in their second year. 
This proportion doubles to 38% of non-LC students endorsing the absence of a connection (most notably the feeling 
of being a “number”). Focus groups and qualitative data strongly support the finding that students who have access to 
first-year Learning Communities develop a concrete sense of being a part to their College in important ways.
 
Given the success of the LCs, the FYRSC recommends that the program should be expanded to make it available to 
all students who wish to participate in a LC. In order to be sustainable in the long-term, the FYRSC recommends that 
a business plan and joint proposal with the ULC be developed for the implementation of the LCs in the next planning 
period and beyond. In addition, since the LCs currently are operating largely under the auspices of the University 
Learning Centre, the FYRSC recommends that the College of Arts & Science investigate whether it is feasible for greater 
responsibility for the LCs initiative to be housed within the College and how best to transfer current resources and  
oversight for the LCs there.
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3.3 education For and about aboriginal Peoples

In a consultation with key informants in March 2011, Assistant Dean of Aboriginal Affairs, Kristina Fagan presented data 
about Aboriginal Students in the College and then discussed the ways in which the College might improve its current 
practices with regards to Aboriginal students.  The discussion focused on three main areas:

•	 The College needs to focus primarily on assisting Aboriginal students in achieving academic success 
by developing programming that helps them connect to the curriculum, to see the academic content 
as relevant to their lives and their communities. (This strategy is based on the finding that Aboriginal 
students are having the most success in programs with a substantial focus on Aboriginal content.) 

•	 Aboriginal students are having difficulty connecting the academic curriculum to future goals, and 
therefore, are lacking goal clarity in their academic lives.  This impression is supported by the fact that 65% 
of Aboriginal students in the College have not declared a major (compared to 48% of College students 
overall).

•	 Many Aboriginal students need more financial, academic, and cultural support to achieve success in 
university.  

3.3.1 evaluation of Current Programs

In order to increase all students’ knowledge of Aboriginal peoples and to improve Aboriginal students’ connection 
to the curriculum, the FYRSC encourages all departments/units to consider their curricula in light of the proposed 
College Program Goals 5a & b, and implement (where relevant), courses/classes that will help achieve this goal.

The existing Aboriginal first-year programs group Aboriginal students together in small classes in order to provide 
more academic, cultural and social support. The programs have attracted approximately 100 students per year in total. 
However, as the funding for these programs has ended, many of the extra supports have been dropped. Moreover, the 
Summer University Transition program struggles to attract students because bands often will not support part-time 
students. In addition, advisors to Aboriginal students report that students are often confused by the existence of three 
programs that are very similar in their goals (i.e., Aboriginal First-Year Experience, Summer University Transition, Math 
and Science Enrichment). Over the life of these programs (since 2003), the year-to-year retention rates of students in 
the programs have shown a modest increase. There also has been an increase in the proportion of students receiving a 
passing grade.  This finding suggests that the current programs are achieving results, but the College can still do better.

3.3.2 rationale for aboriginal student achievement Program (asaP)

Having reviewed the data from the College of Arts & Science as well as existing national studies, evaluated the existing 
programs in the College, consulted with involved members of the College, and considered another program with 
proven success, a working group under the leadership of the Assistant Dean of Aboriginal Affairs devised a plan for 
a single first-year program for Aboriginal students. The Aboriginal Student Achievement Program (ASAP) will replace 
existing programs and is intended to both attract and help retain Aboriginal students. ASAP has the following 
advantages:

•	 As a single program running from September to April, the ASAP will allow the College to focus on 
recruitment and funding and will eliminate confusion about the three existing programs.

•	 ASAP will provide Aboriginal students with additional academic support. The Aboriginal Student Centre 
provides substantial cultural and social support, but studies (as well as the impressions of instructors and 
student advisors) suggest that the students are also in need of help with academic skills.
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•	 ASAP will provide Aboriginal students with financial support. Studies suggest that financial difficulties 
are a major challenge for Aboriginal students, and this finding is supported by student focus groups 
conducted at the University of Saskatchewan.  

•	 The program will encourage students to connect their academic studies to their own lives, goals and 
strengths. This strategy will improve the students’ sense of their connection to the curriculum and clarify 
their goals.
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Part 4:  aChieving renewaL oF the First-year Program:  
reCommenDations anD timeLines

the FyrsC recommends that:

•	 The College Program Goals and this report be adopted by the three Divisions and Faculty Council (Fall 
2011).

•	 The College work with the University Learning Centre to develop a business plan to provide long-term 
sustainability for Learning Communities in the College of Arts & Science to be submitted to PCIP  
(Fall 2011).

•	 The College of Arts & Science investigate whether it is feasible for greater responsibility for the LCs initiative 
to be housed within the College and how best to transfer current resources and  oversight for the LCs. 

Timely and specific/targeted faculty development, both formal and informal, can help change the existing culture 
and contribute to understanding the need for the change, developing new curricula that aligns with program 
goals, preparing faculty to teach the newly developed courses, and monitoring the success of the changes. 
Implementation is more likely to take hold when faculty understand the need for the proposed changes; articulate 
and personalize indicators of success; interpret program goals in terms of their own disciplines; and actively 
engage in curriculum development, implementation strategies, and assessment plans. A thoughtful, robust and 
carefully articulated faculty development plan is crucial to successful program development, implementation 
and integration. The Gwenna Moss Centre for Teaching Effectiveness offers assistance, support and consultation 
services that the College can leverage as it engages in these faculty and curriculum development activities. 

the FrysC recommends that:

•	 Workshops that provide an overview of curriculum mapping for undergraduate chairs, department heads, 
and other educational leaders be held in Fall 2011.

•	 Departments/units align their curricula with the College’s Program Goals through curriculum visioning, 
mapping and renewal (to be completed in time to put new curricula into effect by 2015/16). 

•	 Building on the information on the University’s Office of Research Communications website and working 
with the Digital Research Centre, the College create a digital archive of faculty research interests of Arts & 
Science scholars. The archive of research interests can become a resource through which topics or themes 
of common interest to faculty from varying departments can be identified and collaborations encouraged.

with respect to developing aboriginal education for and about aboriginal people and creating 
a welcoming and inclusive environment for aboriginal students, the FyrsC recommends that:

•	 The three current first-year programs be integrated under the umbrella of the Aboriginal Student 
Achievement Program (ASAP). 

•	 Stable funding be established for Aboriginal first-year programs, which have always operated through  
soft-funding.

•	 Faculty development programs be implemented to encourage faculty to include Aboriginal content  
and perspectives in their courses.

•	 Departments and programs be encouraged to include Aboriginal perspectives and knowledge in  
their curricula.
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with respect to the evaluation of student engagement, the FyrsC recommends that:

•	 An annual or biennial survey of first-year students  be conducted (after the fall census, in October).

•	 A  follow-up survey of the November 2010 cohort of students be conducted (November 2011).

the College of arts & science needs to highlight the rich and diverse teaching and research 
that houses in the College, making it a unique post-secondary institution in Canada. the FyrsC 
recommends that:

•	 A marketing strategy be developed that presents a clear message about the advantages of an Arts & 
Science education and the uniqueness of the College of Arts & Science at the University of Saskatchewan.

•	 A website dedicated to the first year be created for the College’s home page. 

given the need to transform the College of arts & science through curriculum renewal and 
the priorities of the University and College, especially with respect to education for and about 
aboriginal peoples, the FyrsC recommends that:

•	 The above initiatives form part of the College of Arts & Science Third Integrated Plan. 
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