
UNIVERSITY OF KENTUCKY STRATEGIC PLAN, 2014-2020 

GOAL 1 | Create a Vibrant Undergraduate Learning Community 

UK aspires to be a premier undergraduate residential campus where students engage in a transformational 
experience of self-discovery and learning.  
 
To achieve our aspirations, we will focus on the following outcomes: 
 

 TARGET:  UK will increase student rating of overall quality of instruction to 89%. 

 TARGET:  UK will show continuous improvement in student engagement in curricular and co-
curricular programming (e.g. living-learning, service-learning, experiential-education, and education-
abroad) based on student-centered data captured in a well-developed system of reporting student 
participation and learning outcomes similar to that already developed for UK Core. 

 
 TARGET: UK  will increase its 6-year graduation rate from 60.4% to 64% and number of bachelor’s 

degrees conferred from 4,022 to 4,600.  
 

 TARGET:  UK will increase retention from first year to second year from 82.5% to 86% by 2020 and 
close the retention rate gaps for at-risk groups by 4%. 

 
 TARGET:  After establishing a baseline, UK will increase placement rates each year with a target of 

having placement rates at least equal to or better than benchmark institutions.  
 

Rationale 

 
A detailed review of our strengths, challenges and opportunities in undergraduate education led to our 
focused actions, tactics and targets. We briefly describe this review.  

 
Quality and Interdisciplinary Instruction 
As societal problems become more interconnected and complex, and research and teaching increasingly  
transcend disciplinary lines, institutions are rethinking their curricula at both the undergraduate and graduate 
levels. Universities are redesigning programs that build upon their strengths and their students’ needs many of 
which include interdisciplinary as well as joint degree programs. Campus practitioners are applying new 
knowledge of holistic student development to create integrated learning opportunities in and out of the 
classroom.  Additionally, quality and assessment are of increasing importance to institutions of higher 
education given national calls for “transparency and accountability” (Field, 2014). 
 
The University of Kentucky aims to become a leader in these movements. 
 

 In 2011, the University adopted a new set of general degree requirements, called the UK Core,  
rooted in competency-based learning. Each requirement has a set of outcome-based measurements to  
gauge students’ success upon completion of the requirement. The national trend of performance-based 
funding dovetails well with the implementation of the UK Core. The expansion of competency-based 
learning throughout the university may help the institution stand out to discerning students, parents, 
and stakeholders alike, as it demonstrates our commitment to measurable success in undergraduate 
education. The UK Core curriculum emphasizes competency-based learning with outcome-based 
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measurements to gauge students’ abilities in intellectual inquiry; written, oral, and visual 
communication; quantitative reasoning; and informed decision making as engaged citizens.   

 
 As part of the university's reaccreditation from the Southern Association of Colleges and Universities, 

UK put forward an institution-wide focus on integrated, multimodal communication across the 
curriculum. The idea, which complements the university's innovative core curriculum (UK Core) is to 
help students focus on the tool kit of skills they will need to succeed no matter what they pursue 
following graduation. The SACS accreditation review lauded UK's institution-wide focus on 
communication as a discipline and skill set necessary to foster student success as well as its plans to 
monitor and track that progress through out a student's academic career. 
 

 The breadth of colleges and majors at UK provides us with great opportunity to build work in the 
interdisciplinary arena.  UK currently offers several interdisciplinary majors and programs as well as 
interdisciplinary centers offering opportunities for undergraduate research, experiential-education, and 
service-learning.  Additionally, the University now has 8 undergraduate certificates that focus on 
interdisciplinary studies (including Appalachian Studies, Peace Studies and more, which draw from 
courses across the University).  

 
 Based on UK’s Graduating Senior Survey and Survey of First Year Experiences, the students that rated 

the overall quality of instruction at the University of Kentucky as “good” or “excellent” has remained 
fairly stagnant the last nine years (see Figure 3).  Developing measures of instructional quality will help 
UK recognize, encourage, and reward excellence in instruction with an aim of building on this strength 
and further improving these ratings.  
 

 
Figure 3: Overall Quality of Instruction over Time 

 

 Three commonly used metrics of instructional quality when comparing across institutions are 
percentage of class sizes under 20, percentage of class sizes over 50, and instructional budget per 
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student. For percentage of classes under 20, UK’s average is slightly lower at 33.8% compared with 
benchmark average of 37.5%.  For percentages of classes over 50, UK’s average is better at 13% 
compared with 17.9% of benchmarks. Our instructional expenditures is at the median of our peers at 
$42, 652. 

 
High Impact Learning 
Undergraduate enrichment programs that provide challenging intellectual environments and accelerated 
learning opportunities for exemplary students also enrich the whole campus. UK has numerous options for 
co-curricular activities and encourages all students to become engaged. The literature on student engagement 
suggests that students who are integrated academically and socially into university life are more likely to earn 
their degrees. Participation in campus-based organizations and activities can boost retention through fostering 
a sense of belonging and networks of friends (Roberts and McNeese, 2010).  
 

 The university’s new investment in the Living Learning Program provides a unique opportunity for 
UK to become a national leader in blending the formal curriculum with co-curricular experiences. 
Living learning programs are important tools for engaging students; the literature on these programs 
reports key outcomes such as increased retention, higher GPAs, the formation of supportive groups of 
peers, more engaging course structures and learning experiences, greater student involvement in 
university life, increased engagement outside the classroom, and gains in critical thinking (Magolda, 
2004). 

 
 The Honors Program also provides students with opportunities for learning beyond the traditional  

classroom environment. This program requires participants to earn six credit hours of “honors 
experiences” chosen from undergraduate research, education abroad, and/or service-learning. 
Additionally, the Honors program is growing and has experienced a simultaneous increase in student 
quality. 

 
 Undergraduate research is another high-impact practice that enriches students’ experiences by 

expanding learning, increasing student satisfaction and awareness, and strengthening career interests. 
Offering undergraduate research presents a major opportunity for the University of Kentucky to 
bridge a serious gap. As Snow, Hollingsworth, and Thuringer report, “Almost half of our first year 
students (44% in 2012) come to UK expecting to be involved in faculty-mentored research, but … far 
less actually meet this expectation (6% in 2012). Further, of our seniors ready to graduate, a lower 
percentage of them “plan” to work on a research project outside of class than actually do. This is a 
startling difference made even more poignant by the fact that our seniors have, since the 2009 results, 
expressed that UK does not challenge them academically, compared to how students at our 
institutional peers rate their senior year (2013).” UK has made some progress; the institution hosted 
the National Conference on Undergraduate Research in April 2014, which offered the opportunity for 
undergraduate scholars to present their research to their peers who were likewise conducting research 
at their respective colleges and universities.  
 

 Studies have also found that education-abroad opportunities have positive impacts on students’ 
learning outcomes and personal lives. UK Education Abroad’s collaborations with academic units to 
develop major-specific advising resources, and efforts to diversify enrollment to include traditionally 
underrepresented groups, are considered best practices, have garnered national attention, and have 
resulted in significant increases in UK student access to international opportunities. Interest in 
education abroad has grown over time at UK, and the number of UK students earning credit abroad 
has dramatically increased in recent years (rising from just under 600 students in 2009-10 to nearly 
1,200 in 2013-14). However, when UK is measured alongside its 11 benchmark universities, UK ranks 
last in total education-abroad enrollment; among the 14 Southeastern Conference universities, UK 
ranks 9th in education-abroad enrollments.  
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 There has also been an increased focus on purposefully preparing students for life after college. An 
AAC&U survey of employer priorities emphasizes employers’ desire for “high-quality, hands-on 
learning that prepare students to deal with complexity, diversity, and change (2013).” Such 21st century 
designs must do more than the major through hands-on exposure to applied and integrated learning 
through “senior projects, undergraduate research, internships, global and community-based 
experiences, and other experiential learning experiences (AAC&U, 2013).”  Additionally, research 
suggests that the current generation of students is more civically engaged than previous generations 
and want to make a difference in their communities (Andom, 2007). This is true at UK as exhibited in 
our largest co-curricular event Dance Blue, a 24 hour dance marathon run completely by students. In 
2014, over 800 students participated and raised over 1.4 million dollars for pediatric cancer. It is a 
national model of civic engagement and volunteerism by students.  

 
 There is much opportunity for growth in the arena of experiential and service learning.  UK seniors 

rank below their counterparts at other research universities in three categories of the National Survey 
of Student Engagement: academic challenge, enriching educational experiences, and supportive 
campus environment. (UK Institutional Review Brief, 2012).   

 

 A number of UK colleges are known for engaging their students in experiential learning through 
internships and co-ops. These programs integrate career services teams with academic advising teams 
for the first semesters of a student’s curriculum. Students are provided with career counseling related 
to resume writing and interviewing skills, and guidance on successfully landing co-curricular 
experiences.  
 

 UK also possesses existing strengths in hybrid and online learning. To facilitate exploration of new 
educational technologies and teaching methods, the university has provided financial and  
instructional support, within the colleges and centrally, for pilot programs in alternative learning  
management and audience response systems, adaptive learning tools, electronic textbooks, “flipped” 
classrooms (lectures viewed at home, with concept application within the classroom environment), and 
fully online classes that offer more active learning environments and move UK towards increased 
online degree delivery.  
 

Retention, Graduation, and Student Placement  
Stakeholders are showing growing interest in the issues of retention, persistence, and college completion. 
Many legislators are using retention and graduation rates as a proxy for college effectiveness and quality.  
In fact, “over the past three decades, almost half of all states have implemented some form of  
performance funding” (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). This trend brings to light several serious concerns for 
UK.  

 According to Council on Postsecondary Education statistics, 8.8 percent of freshmen in 2012 arrived 
on UK’s campus underprepared. 
 

 UK’s six-year graduation rates have changed little over time. This is one of our greatest challenges. 
Our average six-year graduation rate is 60.4 percent, placing us near the bottom of our 11 University 
Review Committee benchmark institutions, as seen in Figure 4. This is particularly problematic 
because we are not accomplishing our mission of student success. The six-year graduation rate is also 
one of the most heavily weighted metrics in the U.S. News & World Report ranking system, along with 
six-year graduate rate performance (i.e., the actual graduation rate relative to the predicted rate) and 
freshman retention rate. The average 6-year graduation rate across the eight universities in Kentucky is 
51% with UK being at the top.  

 
 Additionally, we have significant gaps in our graduation rates between our majority students and 

unprepared students as defined by CPE (-18.7%), low income (-18%) and underrepresented minorities 
(-8.4%). In comparison against our 11 benchmark institutions, UK lags behind with a graduation rate 
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gap of -15% for Pell grant recipients compared with benchmark average of -8.4% and median of -
9.0% (range -1% to -15%). 

 
 

 
Figure 4: Benchmark Comparison of Retention, 4-Year, and 6-Year Graduation Rates 

 

 Our academic advising system is also under pressure. First, the advisor-student load is imbalanced;  
for example, in 2011, 20 percent of advisors had more than 80 percent of students assigned to them.  
Second, a small survey conducted by the University of Kentucky Analytics and Technology team  
found that the most “painful” student concerns related to UK’s professional advising services were centered 
on two key areas fundamental to student success: class registration and long-term planning. Additionally, the 
University of Kentucky Report on Academic Advising: Selected Survey Results showed that while the 
accessibility of advisors was rated by students as high, “the academic advising ratings of UK seniors were 
consistently lower than the ratings of the same by freshman students” and that both first-year students and 
seniors “gave their lowest ratings to the question of whether to ‘recommend their advisor to another 
student’” (2012). These facts, reinforced by our retention and time-to-degree metrics, indicate that our 
advising system needs to be retooled to allow us to more effectively address students’ needs.  
 
We will achieve our target outcomes by strengthening and focusing on the following actions and 
tactics for undergraduate education: 
 

ACTION 1 | Focus on High Quality & Interdisciplinary Learning  

Over the next six years, the University of Kentucky will focus on integrated and interdisciplinary learning 
opportunities that maximize the breadth of UK’s program offerings and depth of co-curricular campus 
experiences. UK will raise our students’ ambitions for their college education empowering them to explore 
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and discover through cross-college and co-curricular experiences with a focus on the quality of our 
instruction and learning outcomes.  

Tactics 

 
 Tactic 1.1: Cultivate students’ awareness of UK's academic excellence.  We will develop a 

stronger sense of academic pride among UK students through academic rebranding and targeted 
public relations to emphasize messages of high academic standards and achievement. We will reinforce 
that message of academic excellence by examining existing and developing new methods of assessing 
and assisting with student academic achievement (e.g., external scholarships). 

 
 Tactic 1.2: Integrate Co-Curricular and Curricular Programming. Through campus-wide 

conversations across units and colleges, we will develop new and improve existing programs, such as  
Living-Learning programs and Student Leadership opportunities, with clear and measurable learning 
objectives and opportunities for self-discovery. In doing so, we will examine the affordability of and 
access to all programs to create equitable learning opportunities for our students. 

  
 Tactic 1.3: Promote the development of new and existing degree programs, certificates, and 

dual degrees (including multidisciplinary and trans-disciplinary offerings) that build on UK 
strengths and the needs of our students. By exploring programmatic opportunities in emerging 
knowledge communities, we will provide our students with a broad and multi-layered base of learning 
to enable them to thrive in the ever more complex local and global landscapes. We will explore 
innovative activities that engage students and promote multidisciplinary thought – as example, 
selecting a multidisciplinary curricular and co-curricular theme each year. We will work to minimize 
barriers in developing and approving interdisciplinary and inter-college programs. We will provide 
opportunities for exemplary students to design individualized programs across colleges.  

 
 Tactic 1.4: Expand opportunities for undergraduate enrichment programs. We will increase our 

quality and accessibility in programs of excellence (i.e., Honors Program, Global Scholars, University 
Scholars, and more) to enhance our students’ potential in scholarship and citizenship. 

 

ACTION 2 | Engage in High-Impact Teaching and Learning 
Over the next six years, UK will work to develop innovative learning opportunities for all students. We will 
improve the quality of the learning environment by enhancing and enriching undergraduate research and 
scholarship, as well as expanding international opportunities. We will also respond to students’ desires to 
make meaning of their education through experiential learning, and will invite them to serve and learn via a 
variety of campus and community initiatives.  

Tactics 

 
 Tactic 2.1: Create a campus-wide culture in support of teaching. We will survey existing 

processes and develop new policies and procedures used by departments and colleges to support and 
encourage excellence in teaching in every area of campus, including a revised system of measuring 
teaching effectiveness that supports high-quality pedagogy and opportunities for student-faculty 
engagement. We will continue to support innovative pedagogy including online techniques through 
our Center for Effective Learning and Teaching and through the colleges.  
 

 Tactic 2.2: Increase and integrate undergraduate student participation in research. Leveraging 
our robust and productive multidisciplinary research enterprise, UK will increase undergraduate 
research opportunities by evaluating the capacity of current undergraduate research placement 
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opportunities and increase amount of advising students receive regarding participation in 
undergraduate research. 
 

 Tactic 2.3: Expand opportunities for learning abroad and internationalization at home. We will 
increase opportunities for students to participate in education abroad in ways that enhance their degree 
programs — with attention to equity across all demographics of our student body.  In our colleges, we 
will also seek ways to connect our campus classrooms and co-curricular programs to diverse 
communities and global issues at home and abroad. 

 
 Tactic 2.4: Increase and integrate student participation in experiential-education  

and service-learning. We will strive to provide our students with an opportunity to  
learn, grow, and explore through hands-on engagement with internships, co-op  
experiences, and service-learning options as well as to help students who work while in school to 
integrate that experience into their education. This will give our students a better sense of the 
Lexington community, commonwealth and beyond while building important career-related skills.  

 

ACTION 3 | Achieve National Excellence in Student Support 
Graduation rates are a fundamental measure of student success, and we are responsible for ensuring that  
our students are empowered to earn their diplomas from the time they arrive on campus, prepared to learn to 
the time they complete their program of study and look forward to further education and careers. While UK 
consistently achieves retention and graduation rates above those at other Kentucky public colleges and 
universities, we must improve them to match or exceed those at our national benchmark institutions.  

Tactics 

 
 Tactic 3.1: Create a comprehensive transition model from recruitment/transfer to graduation. 

Because research emphasizes the importance of investing in retention throughout the educational 
experience, we will expand our extended orientation programming for all students and implement 
transparent navigation systems to provide clear pathways to completion, beginning with recruitment 
or transfer and extending through graduation.  
  

 Tactic 3.2: Link advising and career services to improve the student experience  
and placement rates. We will provide seamless, world-class advising and career services to help  
all our students’ transition from the undergraduate classroom to the workplace or further study.  
We will conduct a detailed evaluation of the academic and career advising systems centrally and across 
all colleges.  We will design a more purposeful, integrated, and individually tailored system involving 
both faculty and professional advisors. We will make bold, data-driven, systematic changes to help 
students in self-discovery to understand their curricular and programmatic choices and ease their 
journey toward graduation. We will also have a well-developed system of tracking student success after 
graduation in terms of placement and satisfaction with career and educational choices. 

 

 Tactic 3.3: Develop predictive analytics of student progress. We will expand current  
early-alert processes to proactively identify measures of student involvement, healthy academic 
behaviors, and student engagement in goal-setting to provide interventions and increase student 
success. We will support the colleges in developing complementary retention action plans, and the 
Office for Student Success and the colleges will be accountable for achieving increases in student 
retention and graduation rates. This dual system of accountability will make retention and graduation a 
campus focus.  
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 Tactic 3.4:  Using quantitative and qualitative data, target, strengthen and coordinate 

programming and support to close gaps in student educational achievement, equity, 

opportunity, and success (including low-income, first generation, and under-represented 

populations). Existing offerings in Financial Aid, Institutional Diversity, Student Affairs, and 

Undergraduate Education serving students shall be strengthened and coordinated through work 

groups charged with developing/expanding collaborative college bridge (transitional programs from 

high school to college), academic transition, and engagement programs. We will use advanced data 

analysis to develop targeted interventions for individuals when necessary. We will prioritize the 

development of focused assistance, such as financial literacy programming to help with financial 

need, that will benefit specific subgroups and the entire student population. 

 Tactic 3.5: Engage in college readiness and pre-UK programming through activities  
and partnerships. We will increase the pool of college-ready students in Kentucky by augmenting 
our direct activities and community partnerships.  We will use innovative technologies such as open-
source workshops, online preparation courses such as Coursera, and advising templates to 
communicate our expectations and knowledge of how students might best make the transition to 
college, giving our future students the support they need to succeed at UK.  

 
 
 


