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Abstract: 
 This is an examination of the process of core review/reform at the 

University of St. Thomas, Houston and what this process has 
symbolized and contributed to the discussion on the future of the 
liberal arts at institutions of higher education.  
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Introduction and Overview 
 The University of St. Thomas is a private 

Catholic liberal arts institution in Houston, 
Texas.   

 Beginning in 2007, and continuing to the 
present, faculty members and administrators 
have devoted thousands of hours of discussion, 
retreats, interviews and visits to other 
universities to fulfill a mandate from the Board 
of Directors to review and modify the core 
curriculum to ensure that it meets the 
requirements of Ex Corde Ecclesiae and the 
Catholic, Basilian mission of St. Thomas.  
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Curricular Reform at UST: It all 
Begins with Ex Corde… 
 A debate has been raging in Catholic higher 

education regarding what qualifies as a “true and 
complete” Catholic liberal arts experience.  

 One could argue that the genesis of this discussion 
can be found with the publication of Ex Corde 
Ecclesia (1990) by the late Pontiff, John Paul II. 
In addition, an argument has been made that 
Catholic higher education in the United States in 
particular is in “crisis.” (Morey and Piderit 2006). 
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Rationale for Core Reform at UST 

 In the spring of 2005, the University underwent its 10 year 
regular re-accreditation process as mandated by SACS 
(Southern Association of Colleges and Schools).  

 One of the directives issued by SACS during their last visit 
in 1995 was that we needed to conduct a review of our core 
curriculum, a core that had been in place since 1983.  

 When the SACS accreditation team arrived on our campus 
in April 2005 one of their criticisms of our institution was 
that we had not in fact conducted a review of our core 
curriculum per the directive issued 10 years previously.  

 The result: UST was deficient in several areas, one of which 
was the failure to conduct a review of our core. SACS gave 
us until December 2005 to issue them a blueprint to 
address these concerns or we were faced with the threat of 
sanctions or non re-accreditation.  
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Rationale for Core Reform at UST 

 In December of 2005, we learned that we had received our 
re-accreditation with a few caveats, chief of which was: 

 We would be reviewed periodically over the next ten years to make 
sure that we were doing what we said we would do with respect to 
our deficient areas.  

 July of 2006 brought a new Vice President for Academic 
Affairs and after dealing with a long left-over agenda item 
from previous academic vice presidents, the approval of a 
new system for faculty evaluation and development, he 
turned his attention to one of the SACS items, core reform.  

 By the end of his first year, May 2007, a plan had been 
developed to evaluate our core curriculum and to formulate 
a new core if deemed necessary. 
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The Core Reform Process at UST: Description 
of the Three Year Process  

 The process began with discussion on 
Faculty Study Day in August of 2007. 

 It concluded with approval of a new core 
curriculum in April 2010 by the University’s 
Board of Directors.  
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The Core Reform Process at UST: 
Ideological fissures within the faculty and 
administration 

 There were and still remain many ideological 
fissures within and between the faculty and 
administrators on campus. 

 These fissures and cleavages had tremendous 
influence on the core curriculum reform 
process, as well as the final outcome. 

 The reverberations of the trench warfare-like 
fights over the Core are still being felt, and 
likely will continue to be felt in severed 
friendships, collegial relations, and faculty-
administrative relations. 
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Highlights of the Core Reform Process at 
UST: From a Shaky Start to a Shaky Finish 
(August 2007 – April 2010) 

 Core Curriculum Reform Committee (CCRC): 

 Curriculum Committee Core Goals – May 2004 

 Background Readings – August-September 2007 

 Core Reform at Peer Institutions (Fall 2007) 

 Travel Groups (Fall 2007)  

 Faculty Input 

 Surveys 

 Labyrinth – May 2008 

 Core Subcommittees and their Reports – Fall 2008 
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Highlights of the Core Reform Process at 
UST: From a Shaky Start to a Shaky Finish 
(August 2007 – April 2010) 
 
 
 Change in VPAA – November 2008 

 Documents sent to President – April 2009 

 Core Reform Workshops – Summer 2009 

 Presidential Decision – September 2009 

 Ad Hoc Core Curriculum Reform Discussion 
Groups – Fall 2009 

 Decisions in December 2009 – January 2010 

 Final Ad Hoc Core Reform Committee  
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Highlights of the Core Reform Process at 
UST: From a Shaky Start to a Shaky Finish 
(August 2007 – April 2010) 

 Final Product – April 2010. 
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Some Comparisons/Contrasts between the 
old core curriculum and the new core 
curriculum, with the following as a guide: 
 
 

 Size 

 Scope 

 Content 

 Basilian influence and tradition 

 Ex Corde Ecclesiae 
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The Current UST Core Curriculum 



Core Proposal of the Task Force  
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Ex Corde Ecclesiae: How it Informs 
the New Core Curriculum 

 The new Core takes the hours agreed upon by 
the Task Force and organizes them according 
to themes found within Ex Corde Ecclesiae.  

 Additionally, it identifies several fundamental 
questions typically posed by liberal arts.  

 These questions ideally should be addressed 
throughout the core curriculum through the 
lens of each of the disciplines along with 
philosophy and theology as integrating 
disciplines. 
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Ex Corde Ecclesiae: How it Informs 
the New Core Curriculum 

 Some basic questions to be addressed in the core 
courses are: 

 What is a human being? 

 Can human beings know truth? 

 Does God exist and what is he like? 

 Where do human beings and the universe come from? 

 What is the origin and meaning of human suffering? 

 What should human beings do to be happy and to do 
good? 

 What is the destiny of human beings and what 
becomes of them following death? 
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A Breakdown of the New Core 
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Distribution of the New Core 
 Proposed Credits Hours   Integration 
 Leadership Course     1  
 Theology      9  

 Coordinated courses in Philosophy/Theology  

 Philosophy      9  
 Synthesis Theology, Philosophy,  or Catholic Studies 3  
 English      9 
 History      6 
 Natural Science     4 
 Mathematics      3 
 Social Sciences     3 
 Drama, Art, or Music     3 
 Communications or Social Science   3   
 Natural Science or Foreign Language   4  or 6 

 
 Total Core Curriculum   57-59 hours  
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Task Force Recommendations 
Regarding the New Core 

 In order for the core to be effectively 
implemented, the Task Force recommended: 
 that the university commit to dedicated and 

ongoing faculty oversight of the core curriculum 
that includes the formation of faculty groups to 
oversee integration. 

 that the university commit to hiring for mission 
with the new core in mind. 

 They also recommended: 
 that a service component be explored by the 

committee for core implementation 
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Relationship of Goals in Ex Corde Ecclesiae to the 
New Core 
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Some Final Thoughts… 
 So what did we at UST actually learn from the three 

years of trench warfare on core reform? 

 Core reform is not easy, that’s for darn sure… 

 Everyone must be on the same page – 
metaphorically, physically, and spiritually.  
Rowing in the same direction never hurts. 

 Faculty “buy-in” is absolutely essential to core 
reform. 

 Such “buy-in” is only possible with strong and 
effective leadership at the top – from the Board, 
the President, and the Academic VP 
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Some Final Thoughts… 
 So what did we actually learn from the three years 

of trench warfare on core reform? 

 University leadership MUST be able to explain 
effectively in both a collegial and cogent 
manner why core reform is both necessary and 
important. 

 Top-down leadership, which treats the faculty as 
the “hired help” rather than partners in both 
shared governance and the core curriculum, will 
readily facilitate distrust, dissent, discord, and 
defeat. 
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Some Final Thoughts… 
 So what did we actually learn from the three years 

of trench warfare on core reform? 

 Ex Corde Ecclesiae is integral to the core reform 
process at a Catholic university. 

 The vision of Ex Corde Ecclesiae is that the most 
comprehensive understanding of reality is achieved 
when disciplines collaborate and enlighten one 
another.   

 Any core reform proposal must anticipate that core 
courses will be carefully modified to facilitate 

conversation among the disciplines.    
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Some Final Thoughts… 
 So what did we actually learn from the three years 

of trench warfare on core reform? 

 Changes should only be undertaken with the 
assistance of the faculty via something akin to a core 
implementation committee.   

 Since core courses also convey material not directly 
related to core-related questions, prudent 
accommodations must be made so that subjects can 
both contribute to integrating the core and 
communicate effectively the knowledge peculiar to 
their disciplines. 
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