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The final product of educational planning will be your own custom-built curriculum, which you will design. How do you do this? Where do you start? What is a "curriculum" anyway? One way to learn about curricula is to look at ones which already exist--ones designed by traditional colleges. Most colleges publish their curricula in their "Catalog" or "Bulletin"; reading these should help you understand what a curriculum is. The primary purpose of asking you to look at college catalogs, then, is to help you to acquire background information about the structure and content of traditional curricula.

Because you are acquiring background information, you should not limit yourself to one field of study. If, for example, you are sure you will "major" in business, you should still look at curricula focused on economics, information management, human behavior, and technology. Why? First, all of these areas are obviously related to business. Second, you may change your mind about a focus when you learn what other fields of study actually involve. (A common reaction from students is to say, "I didn't know that economics was about that!") Third, you may well get good ideas for future study. You should also read catalogs from several different colleges. Why? Each college designs its own curriculum; there is no higher authority that sets explicit requirements for, say, business degrees. There are certainly general expectations; no one gets a business degree without some accounting! But the scope and depth of the accounting will vary substantially from college to college. You may well limit yourself unnecessarily if you rely on one institution.

As you examine each catalog, there are four major issues to address.

1. What are the general expectations for a particular "major?" What needs to be present to justify calling your concentration "Business Administration" or "Chemistry" or "Computer Science" or "Psychology?" A degree in "Chemistry," for example, does not merely mean that you have studied a lot of chemistry; it does mean that you have studied a variety of specific sub-fields, and that you have developed certain skills. Empire State College as an institution requires you to demonstrate that you have achieved the skills and covered the topics implied by your title. A first step, then, is to acquire a grasp of what titles mean to traditional colleges.

2. What and how much study do traditional colleges expect outside of a "major?" Do students study only in one field? Or do they study a little bit in as many different areas as possible? Almost everyone agrees that both "broad" and "deep" study are desirable; how do traditional colleges balance these two "good things?" The most basic way to begin to answer this question is to count credits: How many credits of science, of social science, of humanities, of the arts does University X require of all students? To answer this kind of question, you will need to read general degree requirements, not just the requirements of a particular major. Once you have a handle on amount, then you should try to get some appreciation of what the purposes of various requirements are: Does University X expect a student to do something using a scientific approach, or does that institution expect familiarity with modern scientific ideas and theories? Does University X require the development of an artistic skill, an appreciation of what art is, or a knowledge of great artists? (This paragraph does not mean that your degree program will look like a traditional curriculum. Remember, you are collecting background information.)

3. How many subjects are ones for which you can see a direct use in a work environment? How many subjects have no direct application as far as you can see? For example, most people interested in human services would agree that studies of alcoholism counseling, addictive personalities, or management of counseling staff have direct use. Studies of sociological theories, third world cultures, or statistics are most likely to provide background and context rather than to teach skills that the human service worker will use on a day to day basis. Similarly, people interested in technology in the workplace can generally see direct applications of heat transfer or quality control, while the applications of thermodynamic theory or probability are more indirect. . . . The first step to answering questions about professionally focused learning is to count credits—how many credits in various curricula are devoted to subjects which have a direct job-related application? (Obviously, there is a subjective element here; two people will not necessarily agree on what has a direct pay-off. You should simply use your own experience to make each judgment.) Then look for patterns and purposes in the subjects which fall in each category.

4. What academic skills are expected of students at each college? Specifically, does University X expect students to develop skills with English Composition? Are there specific additional requirements for Composition for students "majoring" in your area of interest? Similarly, what mathematics skills are needed for the subjects you want to study? What computer skills? What research skills?

Finally, we want to stress that you are learning about academic programs as you do this research. You are not looking for your curriculum, nor are you looking for a model to follow. Part of your responsibility as a student at Empire State College is to participate actively in the development of your degree program and to be able to explain that degree program to the faculty committee which will approve your program. More specifically, one of your jobs in educational planning will be to write your rationale" a statement of your "goals" and an explanation of your degree program. It is a lot easier to write a good rationale and it is a lot easier to be your own best advocate for your degree program if you have done the research described above [and if you have done it] well. You should raise questions about what you are finding; an important part of the discussion between student and mentor/advisor is the discussion of what you have found and what it means.

Working with College Catalogs

Link to College Source Online, a resource that lists the full text of college catalogs, to pursue research into academic expectations for your degree. Find 3-4 colleges that offer the type of degree you want to pursue. Work with them in this way:

For all degrees with concentrations (associate & bachelor)
· In the first catalog, find the pages that describe the type of concentration that you want to pursue. List out the required concentration courses only, one on each line, in the column for College #1 on the chart. You do not need to list out the general education (non-concentration) requirements, but you do need to notice them. Consider the number of general education courses or credits in relation to the number required for the concentration and the number required for the whole degree. In general, as you move through each college catalog, note the proportions of concentration and general learning courses within the whole degree.

· Do the same for the second, third, and fourth catalogs. The investigations get a bit more complex at this point, as you now need to match courses and make sure to place similar courses on the same line across the data sheet (and some very similar courses will not have matching names). You'll have to read course descriptions carefully in order to match courses correctly. Continue matching and recording until you record all four colleges' requirements for the concentration.

· Now use a highlighter. If you see that a concentration course is required by three or four of the four colleges, mark that row across with color to highlight it. Do the same for each row across in which the course appears for the majority of colleges. The highlighted courses will make a partial list of what it means to pursue an associate or bachelor degree in the concentration you have chosen. (This is a partial list because you still need to think of general learning requirements and their relative weight within the whole degree.)

· For interdisciplinary bachelor degrees, realize that you may not be able to be very concrete in identifying concentration courses, as many colleges state that students need to work with their advisors to make sure there is a logical reason for and progression in their courses. Or, you may find that you want to pursue an interdisciplinary concentration that's not offered in many places (e.g., Writing about the Environment). But you can still review academic expectations for the different disciplines you want to combine, and start looking at other types of interdisciplinary concentrations (e.g., American Studies, Women's Studies) to see how interdisciplinary concentrations are carefully structured.

· Finally, record your thoughts about the concentration and about the information from other colleges, to have a record of insights you experienced while doing this research.


For degrees without concentrations (associate degrees only)
· In the first catalog, find the pages that describe the general/liberal studies type of associate degree. List out the required courses, one on each line, in the column for College #1 on the chart. You may find that in some cases, only the overall area of coursework is named (e.g., 8 credits/2 courses in natural science, 3 credits/1 course in mathematics). If this is the case, write that overall area in the chart as many times as needed, to coincide with the number of required courses in that area.

· Do the same for the second, third, and fourth catalogs. The investigations get a bit more complex at this point, as you now need to match courses and make sure to place similar courses on the same line across the data sheet (and some very similar courses will not have matching names). You'll have to read course descriptions carefully in order to match courses correctly. Continue matching and recording until you record all four colleges' requirements for the concentration.

· Review all of the courses on the chart. What's the general proportion of courses in specific areas (e.g., social sciences) to the whole degree? Are the degrees proportioned similarly or differently? See if you can generalize about how courses are proportioned.

· Now use a highlighter. If you see a that a course is required by three or four of the four colleges, mark that row across with color to highlight it. Do the same for each row across in which the course appears for the majority of colleges. The highlighted courses indicate the courses usually expected in any general/liberal studies associate degree.

· Finally, record your thoughts about the concentration and about the information from other colleges, to have a record of insights you experienced while doing this research.

	Sample College Catalog Data Sheet
Degree type: B.S.
Concentration: Management
College #1
____
College #2
____
College #3
____
College #4
____
Macro Economics
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Micro Economics
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Economics - MIcro
Principles of Management
Introduction to Management Concepts[image: image7.png]
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Introductory Marketing
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Organizational Behavior
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Accounting 1
Quantatitive Methods for Managers[image: image19.png]
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Personnel Strategies
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My thoughts:

Many colleges list the same courses for management concentrations, so it looks as though there's a set of courses that are expected nationally. 


