
General Education Steering Committee 

Feedback Survey 

 

December 10, 2014 – WICHE Passport Project 
 

1 

General Education Steering Committee members submitted responses to question prompts at the 

conclusion of our phone conversation with representatives from the WICHE Passport Project. The 

responses are included below. All responses included below are unedited unless the nature of the 

response identified the respondent; when necessary, BOR staff made edits to retain the nature of 

the statement while hiding the identity of the respondent. 

 

Executive Summary of Survey Results: Committee members hold mixed views on the benefits of 

Passport as related to general education in the South Dakota system. Committee member identified 

a number of potential challenges and obstacles to Passport’s success and usefulness, most notably 

in the area of assessment, the definition and description of content areas, potential difficulties in 

administering the program, and unproven assumptions about Passport increasing the number of 

transfer students. 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

1. During the face-to-face meeting in December the steering committee identified 1) 

Growing Number of Transfer/Swirling Students, 2) Assessment, and 3) Growth of 

Distance Education as the three priorities for future refinement of the system’s approach 

to General Education. Based on the conference call and background material on the 

Passport project, could the structure for this initiative serve as a framework to help the 

system address challenges that exist in these three priority areas?  

 

 I really don't think so at all. In theory, writing common objectives or outcomes and offering 

transfer credit where another institution's objectives or outcomes coincide with ours sounds 

like a reasonable approach. But in practice, I don't think this is effective. We have to 

compare one course to another by considering the content. 

 

 I am not at all convinced of the assessment plan for Passport.  I believe that a more 

definitive assessment package beyond "track the student's success" is needed.  One idea 

that we have bandied about at ______ is to use the general GRE.  Yes, the scores would 

low compared to a 4-year student, but enough data would be supplied to gauge results 

*and* the practice would prove useful for those who would take it in the future for graduate 

study. Passport might make transferring easier, but that is as yet unproven. 

 

 I believe so. However, I didn't really see a significant change from Passport to the SGRs. 

 

 It appears to be developing a model that deals most directly with transfer students and is 

working to develop a framework to improve the transfer process though the general 

education requirement process. As such it is still developing a method to really establish a 

general education framework though it is based somewhat loosely on the LEAP model.  

However as it is still developing it is difficult to tell how well this will align with state 

needs.  However as it is something that the state has already determined it wishes to be a 

part of there will be some degree to which it should be able to be fitted to the SDBOR 

system in the end. 
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 1 and 3, yes; 2, no. 

 

 Yes.  But the relationship between the WICHE and Passport projects needs to be defined.  

My initial impression was that this Gen Ed Steering committee was going to review our 

system Gen Ed.  But the only thing we've worked on so far is a WICHE project for ca. 73 

transfer students that current transfer policies handle adequately.   

 WICHE offers the potential advantage of making transfers from surrounding colleges 

easier. At least my impression is that this is the direction the surrounding schools are going 

or will be going. With that in mind, this program has some appeal. But since WICHE's area 

of influence is still limited, there could be some other problems. Since Passport does not 

directly address assessment, that is a little more problematic. But the idea of institutions 

sharing assessment activities might have some merit. 

 

 I wanted to state that my answers to all three questions are based on conversations with 

administrators and faculty on our campus after visiting with them about the Passport system 

and what the Committee has discussed so far in regard to General Studies.  The consensus 

at this time is that the Passport system would actually make transfer credits more 

cumbersome to assess with the mandates that we would be required to follow as being a 

part of the WICHE Passport and also the reporting requirements.  The other major concern 

is one that has been raised before with the Committee and that is how to assess 

competencies like critical thinking or teamwork, and if students need to have mastered all 

of the competencies listed or just part of them and how all of that would actually work.  As 

far as addressing the three major concerns of the steering committee, we have discussed on 

our campus the notion that the Passport system may make it easier for students to LEAVE 

SD universities rather than the intent of it, which is getting them to come here with easier 

portability, e.g., easier portability goes both ways, particularly with distance students.  As 

far as assessment goes, certainly competencies could be an asset, but perhaps a different 

approach which has less controversy, questions, and concerns could help us tackle the 

assessment piece better. 

 

 The WICHE/Passport program could be used to help address the issues of transfer and 

swirling students.  I believe that there are some mechanisms of assessment currently being 

incorporated into the Passport system, but I think that the information could be used for 

additional ways of assessing.  I don't believe that the Passport program (or even any of the 

others) is particularly good at dealing with the growth of distance education.  In fact, I can 

see a couple of scenarios where the programs we're looking at will only enhance the 

problem.   

 

 The Passport initiative seems peripheral to what we're doing, especially in its emphasis on 

blocks rather than course-to-course articulation. I can see some value in participating in the 

Passport process, but I think we need to figure out what's happening with our Gen Ed 

courses first. "Courses" is the key, because I'm not sure that we'll get away from the concept 

in our deliberations, and as long as we think in those terms, we will not be fully compatible 

with the Passport approach. I was also troubled by the separation between proficiency 

criteria and student learning outcomes. That distinction introduces a level of complexity 
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that could be difficult to reconcile in the context of what we're already doing within the 

BOR system.  Passport distances itself from assessment, preferring that it happen at the 

local level. I'm hoping that some of the other models will more directly address assessment 

and provide some guidance about how we will need to account for it as we reconsider Gen 

Ed. 

 

 It isn't clear how this is going to help assessment.  The only way it will help Distance Ed 

is if the entities involved in DE are also involved in the initiative.  It is also not clear that 

this initiative is any better than just having a database of courses from the involved 

institutions that allows seamless transfer of these lower division credits.   

 

2. What barriers or challenges exist for how the Passport project fits with our current 

general education structure, and/or the processes and procedures we have in place for 

managing general education? 

 

 I have studied the web materials and listened during the whole of the conference call and I 

can't see that Passport is at all related to the management of general education. The only 

thing it does do is to establish patterns of transfer credit so that faculty and staff in the 

registrar's offices will spend fewer hours determining how to manage transfers. There is no 

guarantee of equality or of quality and no model for general education. 

 

 I am personally dismayed by their "old school" approach to performance-based fine arts 

courses as only being "skills" courses.  All research in the past 30 years has proven the 

value of practicing the arts vs. studying about the arts.  There's no way that taking a music 

or art appreciation course enhances creativity – yet that is exactly what the Passport 

initiative seems to suggest.  I do like their categorization of the various areas of general 

education and their two cross-cutting skill areas.  Oral communication might seem to be 

too heavily weighted, but in this age of texting and email rather than verbal communication; 

it may deserve that weight. 

 

 I think the issues raised from the math people are significant and worth of discussion. I 

think a problem we are going to run into involves different levels of academic rigor 

between colleges. Is ENGL 101 really the same at all of state schools – how to we know 

this? 

 

 The biggest barrier is that it is still pretty much in its infancy stage.  As such it is unclear 

how it will be able to serve our needs in the immediate future. This model really deals with 

things from the "competency blocks" of gen ed model, and student data systems in place 

are designed around the course credit hours (i.e., face-to-face contact hour model) based 

off of the Federal of credit hours definitions.  As such it is not clear how the process will 

be enacted and managed within current student data systems. How the "met" blocks made 

up of differing credit hours and possible contact hours across member institutions may be 

an issue.  It is hard for me to judge that at this juncture. 
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 I'm not sold on the Passport project's mechanism for documenting course performance 

standards.  It sounds likely to be impractical and unlikely to be effective.  I base the latter 

portion of that statement on previous experience with the mechanism as employed in-state. 

   

 

 Probably like all of the general education programs we will hear about, it will require a 

substantial amount of work to change what we currently do to fit passport. And as we 

learned while working on the PLOs for "Evolving Human Cultures" that fit is sometimes 

awkward, causing some to wonder how the new system would be an improvement over the 

old. 

 

 In addition to what I discussed in the first question, our campus also has an issue with the 

Evolving Human Cultures category versus the Human Society and the Individual category, 

essentially questioning the disciplines included and excluded in each category, and how 

the philosophy doesn’t necessarily fit with the current way of viewing these disciplines, 

particularly as they pertain to General Studies.  As I also mentioned in the first question, 

how is this system easier for evaluating transfer credits than what we have now, e.g., 

looking at competencies versus course numbers or syllabi? 

 

 The Passport program appears to me to be a method of applying the LEAP system.  In that 

sense, I like the application.  I think the program's focus on lower-level general education 

courses would work well in our system.  I am concerned about the quality issue.  Many 

students have a tendency to find the path of least resistance, especially for general 

education courses. My concern is that without any quality control, instructors and 

institutions may be forced to drive down course requirements to ensure strong enrollment.  

One way of dealing with this move to the bottom is that an institution that is part of the 

system can require students to retake a course for a major requirement, but not to fulfill a 

general education requirement. You would be able to maintain local control/quality for 

majors. I think a major barrier to this might be the administration/Registrar staff that will 

be needed to record/monitor all of the activity.  The records for basic assessment of the 

program and to track student records must necessitate the extension of the current staff in 

those areas. A related concern is the ability of our current software systems to provide the 

information in a way that conforms to the program demands without requiring extensive 

human interaction (time!).   

 

 Conceptually, the largest barrier is the different between blocks of proficiencies and 

course-to-course articulations. On process/procedure side, we need to make sure this will 

really work with Colleague and our customized environment. In the best case, past 

experience suggests there will be some significant technical issues (in terms of both time 

and cost) that need to be accounted for. In a worst-case scenario, Colleague simply won't 

be able to handle a block-based proficiency approach. 

 

 One challenge will be acceptance of another institution's assessment of their courses that 

fit particular learning outcomes.  If we are just going to use the learning outcomes as a 

guidance of our own general education courses, it seems we will just come to pretty much 
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the same courses fulfilling pretty much the same goals as they do now.  Why would we 

want to change to fit this?  It seems like a lot of work to come to the same point.   

 

3. What additional issues/questions still exist for your as a committee member regarding 

the way the Passport project is structured that we should seek to uncover? 

 

 I understand that we are committed to using this system for transferring credits, but it seems 

to me that the only really valuable element is the ability to track transfer students in relation 

to success rates following transfer.  But someone did note in our meeting that Passport 

would likely affect only a few of our students, at least at first, so perhaps it won't do much 

harm. 

 

 My major issue is addressed above vis-a-vis the performing arts and creativity. The other 

issue is simply this: To get faculty from a myriad of institutions to mutually agree on blocks 

of courses to fit the categories may be akin to herding cats.  For instance, I know that 

members of our Discipline Councils in SD have a very different views struggle to agree. 

That neither makes me nor them incorrect. We simply have different perspectives.  And 

those differences can lead to major disagreements. 

 

 My understanding is that Passport is supported at the SDBOR schools, right?  However, 

this may not be the model we use for our general education. I think that issue needs further 

clarification. 

 

 As it is a developing process based on a committee process of which SD only has one voice 

it is hard to tell how this will develop, and in doing so, fit SDBOR needs.  Assessment or 

its implementation remains a relatively distant process for them at this point so there is not 

really any concrete way to evaluate it at this point. 

 

 It's a challenge in all Gen Ed discussions to keep the tail from wagging the dog. 

 

 While I have a limited understanding of WICHE, it seems straight-forward. Questions, 

however, may arise as we investigate the other programs.  But one thing, I don't have a 

clear sense as yet, of how many "Content Areas" WICHE will ultimately include. I believe 

the PLOs are complete for "Written Communication," "Quantitative Literacy," and "Oral 

Communication."  Then we have been working on two more Content areas as part of phase 

two. Are there two content areas after that?  In other words, how many total content areas 

will WICHE have?  If it is seven, it will be curious to see how well those align with what 

we are doing. 

 

 I realize it is difficult to obtain or know the specifics at this time but any information that 

is a bit more concrete on all of the above concerns (and just the WHICHE Passport in 

general) would be much appreciated and may make individuals warm up to the Passport 

system a bit more, because as of now, the response to it has been quite cold.  At this time, 

the negatives or unknowns seem to be masking some of the more positive aspects of it, 

such as the portability and the connections that could be established with assessment.        
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 I think that one of the closing questions regarding the future of the program is particularly 

important. Since SD is on the edge of the current territory, and many of our current 

institutions draw students from (or lose students to) surrounding states, If the program does 

not incorporate Minnesota, Iowa and Nebraska, it will be of less use for the schools in the 

Eastern half of the state.  Currently, most of our institutions draw very few students from 

the states in WICHE (maybe with the exception of BHSU), so I have to wonder how we 

will benefit unless there is some degree of certainty that other bordering states will be 

added. In reference to a barrier I noted above, I think it would be important to further 

investigate how, at a very practical level, the record keeping and administration is done 

and to do an assessment of the staffing (and computing/software) needs to achieve this.   

 

 I don't have many questions or issues, largely because I think that Passport probably isn't 

the best model for us to be working with. 

 

 The main issue I have is the assessment issue.  It was disconcerting to me to hear that a "C" 

grade was required in the courses to earn a Passport stamp, when we accept a "D" grade as 

passing.  This seems to be an inconsistency in assessment of progress.  Also, the fact that 

WICHE is simply assessing the progress of transfer students and has not apparently 

implemented any other assessment, is troubling.   

 


