The Westmont Focused Learning Curriculum (honors program)
Mission.

Westmont’s Focused Learning Curriculum is a catalyst aiding the transformation of academically gifted students and thereby strengthening the whole college community by improving their participation, ownership, insight, and leadership in all five of our core principles.

Student experience.

Westmont’s Focused Learning Curriculum includes many features of typical college honors programs, but transcends them through a “characteristically Westmont” approach that enriches participants’ experiences and intensifies their transformation in all five of Westmont’s distinctives. In the program’s core (special events and Common Contexts honors courses), students interact, gain a sense of camaraderie, and engage the GE curriculum. They together enough in classes and special events that they form bonds that last through college. However, they are not segregated from other Westmont students in an environment of their own.

From this core, participants branch out into various extracurricular and co-curricular involvements, their majors, and their whole Westmont life. The program offers a framework for students’ participation in all that Westmont currently offers, and promotes critical reflection on all these involvements. Program requirements improve and focus student commitments while discouraging overcommitment. Participation builds character as students transition to “upper-division” levels of investment and leadership. The structure fosters student initiative and ownership, even delegating administrative tasks to student leaders or interns and sharing some decisions with alumni or seniors in the program.

Students self-report and reflect on accomplished requirements in their program transcript. This exists on the web as an online spreadsheet, which also navigates students through the program, and a writing portfolio. Transcripts remain accessible to graduates for posterity.

Students invited to compete for the Monroe scholarship are guaranteed eligibility, and we encourage Presidential and Provost scholars to petition for admission. Second-year transfer students can join as well. Participants can continue or drop the program on their own initiative. Completion of the program is acknowledged upon graduation at the senior awards convocation, on the transcript, and with a certificate.

Institutional benefits.

Loren Pope’s Colleges that Change Lives (Penguin, 2006) examines 41 American colleges and universities that transform rather than just inform students. Common features are meaningful interaction with faculty; a culture of curiosity and student initiative in learning, often through major research projects; small institutional size; wide curricular and co-curricular participation, often in groups; a liberal arts focus; a mission that goes beyond conventional collegiate goals; and so on. These are either current Westmont strengths or sought-after improvements. This program further encourages them and magnifies their effectiveness, to strengthen the all-campus ethos of learning and leadership and “advance mission-driven excellence” across the school.

This is a better time than ever to strengthen Westmont in these ways. After decades of rising costs, high-priced colleges are facing new pressure to “deliver value.” Westmont also faces a competitive environment for academically gifted students, who can enroll in high quality honors programs at Christian schools and in first-tier colleges and universities. Our Monroe Scholarships already dedicate considerable resources to recruiting and retaining these students.

While at Westmont, a number of these students have voiced eagerness for an even more demanding education. They are not underworked. Instead, they want to engage their learning at higher levels of sophistication and intellectual challenge. Honors sections, in-course honors, and major honors have already been developed to help meet this demand.

Westmont student culture also prizes co-curricular involvements. A structure featuring regular critical reflection can integrate both the academic curriculum and co-curricular engagements into a coherent course of undergraduate maturation and development, in which Westmont’s distinctives are all prominent and mutually enriching.

This program directly or indirectly serves the following 2010 Strategic Map goals to “create the platform for Westmont to reach the ‘next level’”: A5, A3; B4, B2; C2, C5; and possibly D4. It serves the following 2011-2014 proposed Strategic Map goals to “advance mission-driven excellence in every area of the Westmont experience”: A2, A4, A5, A6; C3, C6; and H.

Program considerations.

The program’s features make it both feasible and advantageous. It yields ‘positive-sum’ effects on the whole student body, not just participants, by cultivating an ethos that can spread to all. It operates at low cost, and under current budgets for as long as necessary. It will help attract prospective students who are high academic achievers, without alienating others, and by encouraging participation and relationship with other participants it will help retain them. It needs no special application process and little administrative overhead, some of which can be met by participants’ own volunteered time. (The coordinator or support staff will review transcripts before graduation and can spot-check students’ progress, but will not exhaustively certify minor items.)

The program lets individual programs and departments contribute to the program only as they see fit (though support from History, Philosophy, and Religious Studies is essential to offering consistent honors units). It integrates with major honors programs and off-campus programs and strengthens both. Its two-tier eligibility process ensures a relatively stable number of participants and registrations for honors coursework. Its structure provides a ‘co-curricular map’ to help new students take advantage of campus resources in fruitful ways. Finally, it provides a fundraising opportunity for College Advancement and deepens Westmont’s strengths in ways appealing to alumni and donors.

Widespread honors-only sections run the risk of neglecting non-honors students (especially if those are then taught by adjuncts) and isolating both populations. In-course honors can be an attractive alternative. A faculty exchange or brief workshop can help individual faculty develop in-course honors offerings or honors sections in effective and efficient ways (e.g., alternate reading lists, research projects or book reports with in-class presentations). Incentivizing in-course honors sections could also encourage and compensate additional faculty efforts. The Provost’s office has committed to support the program as the new Provost deems fit.

The program will be running as a “pilot,” subject to a five-year review.

Requirements. (A more accessible guide is the online

HYPERLINK "https://spreadsheets.google.com/a/westmont.edu/ccc?key=0Avm9MVL3D7WldERuNDN4bm42R1NONnNRbGdyRWhWdGc&hl=en#gid=0" 

HYPERLINK "https://spreadsheets.google.com/a/westmont.edu/ccc?key=0Avm9MVL3D7WldERuNDN4bm42R1NONnNRbGdyRWhWdGc&hl=en#gid=0"program

HYPERLINK "https://spreadsheets.google.com/a/westmont.edu/ccc?key=0Avm9MVL3D7WldERuNDN4bm42R1NONnNRbGdyRWhWdGc&hl=en#gid=0" 

HYPERLINK "https://spreadsheets.google.com/a/westmont.edu/ccc?key=0Avm9MVL3D7WldERuNDN4bm42R1NONnNRbGdyRWhWdGc&hl=en#gid=0"transcript.)
Explanation of the symbols that follow:

Focus: (U)ndergraduate (C)hristian (R)esidential (G)lobal (L)iberal Arts.

*Requires approval of major advisor or program coordinator (along with program representatives?) to count toward the requirement.

^ Should be undertaken in association or partnership with one or more other participants.

‘Lower division’ requirements (emphasis on exposure and shared participation):

Each of the following:

meet with one’s professors each semester: U,L

regularly attend gatherings specifically for participants (1-2 per semester)^: U,R

critical written reflection on the previous semester’s activities: C,G,L,R,U

4 semesters of attendance at a local church (attending at least 8 times per semester)^: C

20 units of honors credit, including 12 units of Common Contexts: U,L,C


(reduced by 4 units for second-year transfer students)

participation in an admissions recruiting event (e.g., Monroe Scholars weekend)^: U,R

free from disqualifying disciplinary action (residence life, chapel, etc.): C,R


(i.e., Student Life Committee can drop students from the program, subject to appeal)

Minor activities. At least 3 of the following, which together cover all five distinctives:
8 extracurricular lectures^ (PKP, Westmont Downtown, Erasmus, etc.): U,C,L

student-initiated reading group*^: R,U,L,C*,G*

WITA/CAMA^: R,U,L

student-organized field trip visit*^: G,L,C*

participation in Capax Dei, per semester^: C

Life Planning self-understanding program (assessment, interviews, reflection) : U,L,C

direct or write Spring Sing skit: R,U

write for a campus publication (Horizon, Phoenix, Citadel, etc.): R,U,L*

others encouraged, by petition*

Major activities. 2-3 of the following (if 3, okay to reduce minor activities by one):
take Chris Hoeckley’s Liberal Arts Ambassadors course with honors readings: L

3 years of debate tournament: R,U

significant participation in a chorus, orchestra, or chapel band^: C,R,U

significant involvement in a student ministry’s local outreach^: R,C

significant involvement in a student ministry’s non-local outreach: G,C

on-campus job of 120 hours or more
(e.g., art museum docent, historiographical assistant to John Sider, Physical Plant)*: R

off-campus job of 90 hours or more*: G

Inoculum^: U,C

at least one season of a sport: R,U

others encouraged, by petition*

‘Upper division’ requirements

(not for first-year students; emphasis on leadership or significant personal investment):
Major activities. 1-2 of the following (if 2, okay to reduce either minor or major ‘lower division’ activities by 1):
one season of athletic team leadership: R,U

off-campus program with some of the following: honors readings, re-entry meetings, team leadership*, language acquisition, student research* (Oxford study program), etc.: G,L,U

resident assistant: R,U

Liberal Arts Ambassadors^: L,U

direct Spring Sing: U,R

student independent research, involving a symposium or presentation: U

internship or practicum: U,L*,G*,C*

minor or double major: U,L,C*,G*

leadership of a student organization, campus club or ministry, or one of its local or non-local outreaches: R,U,G,others?

leadership in a campus publication (Horizon, Phoenix, Citadel, etc.): R,U,L*

leadership in a local church ministry: C

pursue a ‘big question’ with other participants and a faculty member^: R,L

others encouraged, by petition*

Each of the following:

upper and lower major activities together must involve all five distinctives

Major Honors, or alternative by petition*: U,L

pass biblical literacy exam: C,U

complete required reflection essays, read by advisor or coordinator: C,G,L,R,U

final semester focus group, led by coordinator^: C,G,L,R,U

cumulative GPA of 3.5 (same flexibility as merit scholarship criteria): L,U 


