Transition from College to University

Founded in 1840 by Horace Mann, Bridgewater State University was home to the oldest permanently sited teacher preparation program. The institution was one of the most prolific generators of new teachers by training more science and math teachers than any institution in Massachusetts. Bridgewater State University has grown in the number of innovative academic programs to help ensure that students are prepared to think critically, communicate effectively, and act responsibly within a context of personal and professional ethics.

The official renaming ceremony that took place on September 1, 2010 marks the sixth name change since its founding. Legislation enacted on July 28, 2010 created the Massachusetts state university system. The bill recognizes that the Massachusetts state colleges already were regional teaching universities in everything but name. As comprehensive institutions offering undergraduate and graduate degrees in a wide range of disciplines, the state colleges all met nationally recognized criteria of being universities. The state university system more accurately describes the breadth and depth of the educational offerings at Bridgewater State University. 

Bridgewater State University is the home of five schools and academic departments which offer its 11,000 students more than 90 undergraduate and graduate degree programs.

Distinctions between College and University
Throughout the United States, many distinctions can be made between colleges and universities available to students. Universities are defined as institutions for higher learning with teaching and research facilities that comprise a graduate school; professional schools that award master's degrees and doctorates; and an undergraduate division that awards bachelor's degrees. Universities typically offer a wider variety of degree programs than colleges. The priority of research is another main distinction between the two institutions. 

Working toward Change
For many years BSU has possessed many advantages that made the transition from college to university necessary. Qualities such as fiscal stability and improved college systems; the full revamping of the college’s core curriculum, including the introduction of first- and second-year seminars, emphasis on writing across the curriculum, greater flexibility in the selection of electives, and smaller class sizes; and nationally recognized leadership in the areas of wireless infrastructure and technological integration into the academic curriculum have helped prepare Bridgewater for this transition.

For a number of years BSU has offered more than 90 undergraduate and graduate programs to students. In addition to undergraduate degree programs, BSU has developed a more defined graduate program that has continued to grow and be supported with increased faculty and staff resources. The graduate program offers eight graduate degree programs and licensure in 32 areas. In 2005, the college made the strategic decision to create a formal School of Graduate Studies and to separate its operations from what had been the Division of Graduate and Continuing Education. This distinction is unusual among state colleges in Massachusetts and reflects a growing emphasis on the development of traditional graduate programming and the for enhanced graduate student life.

BSU's Academic Achievement Center, and particularly its first-year advising program, is often cited as a model for other institutions to follow. At the same time, the Adrian Tinsley Program for Undergraduate Research represents an unparalleled opportunity for students to work closely with faculty mentors and to present research and creative work at regional and national conferences.

The CONNECT program is a regional partnership with other public higher education institutions in the region - the University of Massachusetts at Dartmouth, Massasoit Community College, Massachusetts Maritime Academy, Bristol Community College, and Cape Cod Community College. CONNECT functions as a vehicle for coordinating the academic, administrative and development activities of public higher education in Southeastern Massachusetts, and introduces shared activities and programs among member institutions.

Full-time faculty at BSU numbers 300-plus, representing a net gain of more than 50 since 2002, and the student population has steadily grown for many years as well.

What University Status Means for Bridgewater State
The most obvious advancement that has been made possible through the attainment of university status is the ability to offer doctoral-level degrees. Bridgewater State University recognizes the need for a workforce and citizenry in possession of more advanced skills, knowledge and training. 

There is ample evidence to suggest that ongoing institutional efforts to tap into non-state funds from private foundations and national/international granting agencies is aided considerably by the university label. Moreover, excitement for the name change could help galvanize support for fundraising efforts. 

Additional opportunities for more fully engaged forms of learning include: curricular innovations such as out-of-class experiences, hands-on laboratory exercises, inquiry-based studies, internships, undergraduate research projects, international travel opportunities, and other methods to intensify student interest in traditional coursework.
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