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Statement of Problem or issue to be addressed: 

As Florida Atlantic University (FAU) continues to distinguish itself from other institutions, we need to recruit, retain and challenge the best and the brightest students, providing them with improved training in problem solving, critical thinking and communication skills. Although there have been attempts to achieve these goals, results at FAU still indicate a need for improvement. Quality Enhancement Plan, (QEP) surveys1, 2 from FAU faculty and alumni indicate their strong interest in undergraduate students having the “Ability to critically evaluate information for decision making” as a learning goal. In fact, this attribute was ranked the most important among a series of abilities and attributes in undergraduate education. In addition, university IEA retention reports3 from 1999-2008 indicate that for the Boca campus, by the end of their second year, as high as 26% of the academically strong students leave our university. These trends are even more troubling in individual disciplines.  For example, a recent analysis has indicated that as many as 43% of first time, freshman students in Science Technology Engineering and Math (STEM) disciplines change majors by the end of their second year.4 
This data suggests that there is a need to provide additional opportunities for students with strong academic potential, to develop important skills such as critical thinking, problem solving and communication while also addressing the retention issues. Much research has shown a strong correlation between retention and student involvement in individual research experiences early in their academic career.  In addition, engaging students in research experiences that involve interpreting and analyzing data, and synthesis of information to formulate meaningful conclusions, generate solid foundations for higher order thinking. One approach to provide such a foundation is the lower division honors program (University Honors Program) available to all students and the upper division honors programs, which are currently available in some majors at FAU.  We believe we can use this existing foundation to provide additional opportunities for all highly motivated students in all disciplines to successfully participate in authentic undergraduate research experiences and independent study that will positively impact student learning at Florida Atlantic University. 

Proposed Solution:

Our efforts with this QEP will be focused on integrating and expanding a “culture of research” into the undergraduate curriculum through a seamlessly integrated honors program. At the lower division, our main goals include:
1. enhancing student learning by introducing and reinforcing research related skills and training in the curriculum as early as the freshman year. This training will be based within individual colleges and/or related disciplines, with a core group of affiliated faculty to oversee implementation. 
2. providing additional research and educational experiences for these students through discipline specific and inter-disciplinary seminars, presentations and discussions with faculty and graduate students. 
3. generating a support structure for these students through advising, additional mentoring and interactions with faculty and graduate students.
4. utilizing this program to recruit additional, highly motivated and achieving students to FAU.
     A curriculum and support structure will be established to accomplish these goals either within each college or among related programs. To accomplish this we will do the following: a) utilize the guidelines for the University Honors Program and expand them to generate a series of strategies for development and implementation of a research-focused lower-division honors program; b) generate an administrative structure of support at each college to facilitate this university-wide implementation; c) utilize a cohort-based approach and create undergraduate research learning communities to build a sense of pride and a feeling of community; d) utilize best practices from already existing successful honors courses as a model for development, augmentation, and implementation of new honors courses; e) modify existing courses to enable students to enroll in specific sections, designed to give them enhanced opportunities for intellectual and creative development; f) develop three new integrated courses that foster these important skills discussed earlier. Potential courses could involve topics such as: introduction to research and ethics, academic writing and communication skills and problem solving and critical thinking.
    Students who complete this lower-division honors program, as well as other highly motivated students such as transfer students, will be given the opportunity to participate in corresponding upper division honors programs, which are more discipline specific with guidelines based on the existing upper division honors program in the university. At the upper division our main goals include: 
1. a seamless transition of the lower division honors program into the existing upper division honors programs.

2. support for faculty to encourage their involvement in undergraduate research
3. expansion of the upper division honors program to majors which currently do not have them.

4. additional opportunities for individual research experiences for students within each discipline.
    To accomplish these goals we will do the following: a) identify and utilize the best practices from existing, successful upper division honors programs in the individual colleges to establish uniformity among all programs and to use as a model for developing new honors programs appropriate to the discipline; b) continuing the cohort-based approach for students with similar interests within each discipline and generate opportunities for upper division honors scholars to mentor lower division honors students c) generate a support structure at each college to assist with coordinating and maintaining program standards.  
    A final goal that will apply to both the proposed lower division and upper division honors programs will be to assess the effectiveness of this approach in improving student training and retention. We can accomplish this by monitoring their performance and attitudes in their undergraduate courses, tracking retention statistics at the university and longitudinally tracking student progression to graduate or professional schools. 

    As part of a 5-year plan, we intend to pilot this project with one or two colleges in the first year to build upon the framework already established for existing honors programs and to test the model. Once improvements and revisions are made, additional colleges will be incorporated into the program in subsequent years. We believe that implementing these goals will result in positive impacts with intended student outcomes of: 1) Enhanced student learning in several areas including: problem solving, critical thinking, communication and writing skills, and ability to be life-long learners, 2) Improved student preparedness for undergraduate and graduate research experiences or independent study 3) Improved awareness of careers in research, 4) Increased retention of these students both at the university level and in their chosen degree programs and 5) Increased recruitment of high-achieving students to FAU both at the undergraduate and graduate levels. 
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