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AGENDA 
Overview of the Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) project from the Association 
of American Colleges & Universities’ (AAC&U). 
 
Guest speakers:  
Bethany Zecher Sutton (Chief of Staff and Coordinating Director for the LEAP Initiative) 
David Paris (Vice President for Integrative Liberal Learning and the Global Commons) 
 

MINUTES 
LEAP emphasizes “liberal education,” defined as learning involving broad knowledge of the 
wider world that goes beyond an undergraduate major. LEAP outlines a set of Essential Learning 
Outcomes required for all students regardless of major, including knowledge of human cultures 
and the natural world, intellectual and practical skills, personal and social responsibility, and 
integrative and applied learning. 
 
LEAP is an attempt to incorporate citizenship, life-long learning, and employment into learning 
outcomes. LEAP also recognizes the importance of “soft” skills that are in demand from 
employers. 
 
LEAP includes (and is organized around) a set of essential learning outcomes that they believe 
define 21st century liberal education. The essential learning outcomes provide a framework for 
cumulative progress through college. The VALUE initiative is a partner project of LEAP and 
includes assessment rubrics for the learning LEAP learning outcomes. The LEAP learning 
outcomes include  
 

Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical and Natural World 
 Through study in the sciences and mathematics, social sciences, humanities, histories, 

languages, and the arts 
Focused by engagement with big questions, both contemporary and enduring 
Intellectual and Practical Skills, Including 

 Inquiry and analysis 
 Critical and creative thinking 
 Written and oral communication 
 Quantitative literacy 
 Information literacy 
 Teamwork and problem solving 

Practiced extensively, across the curriculum, in the context of progressively more 
challenging problems, projects, and standards for performance 
Personal and Social Responsibility, Including 



 Civic knowledge and engagement—local and global 
 Intercultural knowledge and competence 
 Ethical reasoning and action 
 Foundations and skills for lifelong learning 

Anchored through active involvement with diverse communities and real-world 
challenges 
Integrative and Applied Learning, Including 

 Synthesis and advanced accomplishment across general and specialized studies 
Demonstrated through the application of knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to new 
settings and complex problems 

 
Examples of institutions that are using LEAP effectively for which South Dakota might model 
efforts include Cal State Northridge, Wisconsin-Oshkosh, and Spelman’s MILE program. 
 
LEAP is ramping up its efforts to encourage more states to join the LEAP states initiative. The 
LEAP States Initiative supports collaboration across state borders using the LEAP framework of 
learning outcomes, practices, and assessment. AAC&U is hoping that more LEAP state members 
will drive more statewide change. 
 
WICHE Passport relates to LEAP in that the initial review of learning outcomes included LEAP 
outcomes. In addition, the projects are related through attempts at defining proficiencies needed 
in general education as well as efforts to facilitate general education across state lines. 
 
Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) is the LEAP-related 
assessment initiative. It relies on authentic student work. To do this effectively, faculty must be 
trained and on the assessment techniques and involved in their creation. Universities develop 
libraries of approved assignments that aid in the assessment piece. LEAP conducts an annual 
meeting on assessment and participation in that meeting might be useful to South Dakota in the 
future. 
 
LEAP teaching “High-Impact Practices” include promoting campus-wide active learning. These 
include but are not limited to common first year experiences, collaborative projects, 
undergraduate research, internships, and capstone projects. 
 
  



 
The major components of LEAP as it occurs on a campus include: 
 

LEAP Design Principles1 
 

A Contemporary Approach to General Education, Connecting General Education and the 
Major 
A) Learning Outcomes: Learning outcomes work to guide curricular as well as pedagogical and 
assessment decisions.  Students have multiple opportunities to explore both the “what” and the 
“why” of the program’s aims and intended outcomes.  
B) Sequential Progression from First to Final Undergraduate Years: Sometimes referred to 
as “vertical design,” this design principle implements a first to final year structure—keyed to 
expected student capabilities rather than specified course content—with integrative and applied 
work at milestone and culminating points across the curriculum, and flexible points of entry for 
transfer students. 
C) Engaged Learning Practices or "High-Impact Practices":  Widely tested engaged learning 
practices that  have proven benefits for college students are woven into the curriculum (examples 
include first year seminars/experiences, learning communities, writing intensive courses, 
collaborative projects and assignments, undergraduate research, internships, e-portfolios, and 
capstone projects). 
D) Intellectual and Practical Skills in General Education and Majors: Starting when students 
enter the program, the program builds clear links between skills (such as analytical reasoning, 
inquiry and research, quantitative and information literacy, problem-solving, community-based 
learning, integrative learning) developed in general education and those developed in majors. 
E) Civic, Diversity, & Global Emphases in General Education and Majors: General 
education addresses these issues thematically and developmentally across the four years of 
college, with a strong focus on democracy and its contested applications; global interdependence 
and American pluralism; ethical issues and social responsibility. There are complementary 
emphases appropriate to the field within majors and multiple opportunities for students to 
advance their learning and to engage diverse perspectives in field-based settings. 
F) Science as Science Is Done: Students experience science “in the making” through strong 
emphasis on scientific inquiry and analysis in general education and major courses. They also 
have opportunities to tie their science studies to global challenges, ethical questions, and public 
policy choices—with appropriate attention to diverse perspectives--both in general education 
courses and in majors. Connections to real-world challenges, working with non-profit agencies 
and NGOs, for example, or using global research and data, underscore the emphasis on science 
as a continuing process of investigation, analysis, and collaboration. 
G) Advanced Cross-Disciplinary Inquiry: This design principle focuses on “big questions” in 
the junior and senior year with students working across disciplines and courses, with faculty, on 
problems that require multiple perspectives—disciplinary and societal—and investigation for 
their solution. Examples might include students' working with faculty on “Mind, Brain, and 
Behavior,” “Environmental Sustainability,” or “Health and Human Rights: Comparative Policies 
and Models.” 
 

                                                 
1 AAC&U, “Leap Design Principles,” accessed 20 February 2015, https://www.aacu.org/leap/designprinciples. 



 

THE LEAP INITIATIVE AT A GLANCE 
 
Launched in 2005, Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) is a national public advocacy and campus action 
initiative of the Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U).  LEAP champions the importance of a 
twenty-first-century liberal education—for individual students and for a nation dependent on economic creativity and 
democratic vitality.  Through LEAP, hundreds of campuses are making far-reaching educational changes to help all 
their students—whatever their chosen field of study—acquire the broad knowledge, higher order capacities, and real 
world experience they need to thrive both in the economy and in a globally engaged democracy. 
 
LEAP asks core questions about the learning students most need from college; listens and responds as employers 
make the case that today’s workers need to be better prepared for a global economy; and focuses on education for 
knowledgeable citizenship, as well as careers.  
 

LEAP PROMOTES 
 

 Essential Learning Outcomes—the learning outcomes essential for success in life and work in the 21st 
century.  These outcomes include: 1) broad knowledge of culture, science and society, as well as competence 
in specific fields; 2) intellectual and practical skills, such as inquiry and analysis; critical and creative thinking; 
written and oral communication; quantitative literacy; information literacy; teamwork and problem-solving; 3) 
studies and experiences related to democratic and global citizenship and intercultural competence; and 4) 
integrative, applied and adaptive learning. 
 

 High-Impact Educational Practices (HIPs)—ways of engaging and challenging students—such as first year 
programs; intensive writing, collaborative assignments, undergraduate research, internships, and major 
projects that help students achieve essential learning outcomes. 
 

 Authentic Assessments—using students’ own work and faculty-validated rubrics, probing whether individual 
students have developed essential capacities, and can apply their learning to complex problems and real-
world challenges. 
 

 Inclusive Excellence—to ensure that all students at every kind of institution benefit from a deep, hands-on, 
and practical education that prepares them for success in work, life, and citizenship.  

 

AREAS OF WORK 
 
Campus Action 

 Faculty-led strategies for deepening and assessing student learning; 

 LEAP Partner States and Consortia – California State University System, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, 
North Dakota, Oregon, Utah, Virginia, Wisconsin; COPLAC; NAC&U; LEAP Texas 

 LEAP Campus Action Network (350 two- and four-year institutions – private and public); 

 Summer institutes for campus teams working on outcomes in general education, arts and science learning, 
integrative learning and departments, assessment and institutional change to make excellence inclusive; 

 Partnership with Project Kaleidoscope to advance STEM reform. 
                    
Authentic Evidence 

 LEAP VALUE project – nationally validated rubrics for assessing students and reporting on 16 essential 
learning outcomes that are integral to a liberal education; 

 Reports—prepared in concert with research agencies—on students’ achievement of essential learning 
outcomes and their participation in high impact forms of learning; 

 Employer research on competencies and experiences students need for success in the workplace. 
 

Public Advocacy 

 LEAP advocacy seeks to spark public debate about the college learning outcomes essential for all students; to 
create more informed public support for higher education and for changes to improve quality; and to challenge 
the belief that students must choose either a broad education or a practical education. 

 Policy engagement and advocacy in LEAP States (see above). 

 LEAP Presidents’ Trust – connecting LEAP with public and local priorities, both economic and civic 
 

AAC&U, 2015 


	LEAP.MeetingSummary
	LEAP at a Glance

