EDUCATIONAL POLICY COMMITTEE MEETING

Friday, April 17, 2009

3:00-5:00 pm

3-104L MCB Bldg/Biology Library Conference Room

Minneapolis Campus
AGENDA

Committee Members:

Present: Brett Couch, Jim Cotner, Nikki Letawsky Shultz, Leslie Schiff, Robin Wright, Bob Brambl, Nick Beerman, Sarah Corrigan, Stu Goldstein, Jane Phillips, Sue Wick, Mike Mertensotto, Rogene Schnell, Jean Underwood, John Soechting, Paul Siliciano

Guests: Simone Gbolo-Thompson, Anne Hornickel, Mark Decker, Pat Clear, Janet Schottel, John Ward, Donald Alstad 

Not Present: Elizabeth Lockamy, Sam Stevens
   1.  Approve minutes from March 27, 2009 meeting 

The minutes were approved unanimously

2.  Old Business 

A. Proposal for Nsci 1001 (John Soechting)
A few small changes were made in the NSCI 1001 proposal relating to the potential impact on enrollment and laboratory outcomes.  A major change implemented in the revised proposal was that the lecture portion would be based on a text by a psychiatrist that addresses the topic of neuroscience through a series of case studies.  

To meet CLE requirements an explanation was provided as to how the lab would relate to general objectives of CLE.  Although CLE wants a wet lab it is not feasible financially or pedagogically.

The course proposal was approved unanimously

 3.  New Business


A. Introduction to STEM, by Simone Gbolo-Thompson & Anne Hornickel



Simone Gbolo-Thompson and Anne Hornickel summarized the objectives and results of their STEM grant to promote science, technology, engineering and mathematics education in minority groups.  Robin Wright is a Co-PI on this grant.


The program targets 5 cultural backgrounds.  The objective is to double the number of students graduating within 5 years by supporting academic success, engaging students more deeply and providing students with network opportunities.  So far, 23 students have participated in undergrad research and the aim is to increase the number of students participating in research over the remainder of the grant.  Students have taken advantage of tutoring programs and attended national and regional meetings such as the Society of Black Engineers meeting.  Overall the program has targeted 108 students and 10 students regularly involved in alliance. 


With the commitment of co-PIs from institutions such as the University of Minnesota, the program has continued to grow because of the connections with departments that are needed to get students noticed by faculty.  To engage students in research, the program helps students create research proposals and identify faculty members to mentor research that is funded by the STEM grant.  Two students are submitting summer research proposals. 


Simone is working with CFANS, CBS and IT to engage students in two roles, i) Scholars that engage in projects for a stipend and ii) Fellows who take on a leadership role such as organization of student societies.  The mentoring and community service aspects could provide a route into undergraduate TA positions, such as serving as mentors at nature of life etc.  STEM funding could be used for getting students into these positions


The critical goal for renewing the grant is to demonstrate significant progress in graduating additional students.  


The current bottlenecks in the program are the lack of connections with faculty and student knowledge of the program.  Building connections with faculty and making the program more well known is important.  Faculty need to be more aware of the program to know what is available.  It has been a challenge to get students to apply.  One of the problems in recruiting students appears to have been that up to this point the program was not very unified.  In addition, sometimes students in target populations may perceive there is a “stigma” associated with the need to extra tutoring or extra help associated with the program.  A solution to the problem of a perceived stigma would be to find additional funding for non-target groups to produce a climate of scholarship, academic success and a support network that is not necessarily related to ethnicity or race


The EPC discussed a list of ideas that could improve the visibility and success of the STEM program: i) getting names of target students out to directors of undergraduate studies ii) create opportunities for undergrad TAs, mentors iii) organize events iv) provide information for faculty on the STEM website v) identify opportunities for getting students into research and vi) promote interactions between faculty and students.


B.  Conversation with Curriculum Review Committee
There will be an external review of undergrad curriculum in ~1 year.  The college wanted some general questions addressed by members of the EPC and DUGS’: i) What do you perceive as the strengths and weaknesses of current curriculum college wide?  ii) Are there holes or areas where there is too much overlap? iii) Do departments’ value teaching? iii) Do departments’ value teaching?


The following is a summary of the committee’s discussion of each question.  The first two questions overlap and are considered together.

i) What do you perceive as the strengths and weaknesses of current curriculum college wide? Are there holes or areas where there is too much overlap?


With regards to advising and structuring of the prerequisites, students often do not realize the differences between the majors and may get frustrated by the delay involved in registering for courses in their major.  For example, students completing prerequisites for intro biology classes get bogged down with the prerequisites since they must first finish the prerequisites.  A possible solution to this problem is the development of a “sampler” courses that would introduce students to the different majors where faculty could discuss what the fields of Biochemistry, Genetics, Ecology etc. are all about.


One of the difficulties encountered on the faculty end are that prerequisites are often necessary, e.g. calculus and physics are required to understand content in neurology, however, students have not retained content knowledge from prerequisite courses, e.g. biological information flow (DNA – RNA – protein).  Even through students may forget material from prerequisite or foundational courses, prerequisites are important since students have better recall of basis once they have had previous experience.  The concept of biological information flow is presented to students a number of times, yet they can still have problems with the concepts of biological information flow in upper level courses. 


The two major questions CBS needs to consider are: i) the order or sequencing of courses and ii) the requirement, need and purpose of prerequisites. 


A number of suggestions were forwarded for possible ways to improve CBS programs at the college level: i) money for tutors for calculus, chemistry and physics ii) professional tutoring sessions that students would register for like a class to provide consistency in tutoring iii) establishment of permanent peer-mentoring groups, iv) instructional support for grading of writing. 


CBS is effectively using the model of collaborative group work in large lecture sections and the new majors sequence.  Sehoya has conducted focus groups with students and the students indicated that group work was beneficial. 

The issue of the role and value of instructional labs was raised.  These are expensive to run and the question was raised as to weather or not the money is well spent.  Based on faculty experience in the microbiology department, students completing undergraduate microbiology labs are not ready to work in research labs.  Based on the experience with microbiology, the question was raised “As a college, do the total lab offering in CBS achieving the intended learning objectives?”  Since labs in the majors are the responsibility of department there is disagreement about the relative value of labs and not a lot of communication among departments as to lab content making curriculum evaluation and planning difficult.  Within the college, labs serve a number of functions i) learning techniques ii) demonstration of biological processes (e.g. action potential in nerves) and iii) development of critical thinking skills appropriate for the sciences.  Although students may not be ready to enter faculty labs after a single lab course, lab classes, like prerequisites discussed above, provide repetition that should aid students in picking up techniques faster the second time

ii) Do departments’ value teaching?


For Neurosciences, John indicated that this was not a useful question since teaching and research are inseparable due to the organization of the department.  Faculty do a lot of teaching in the lab.  The primary focus of neuroscience is in medical and graduate education; graduate education inseparable from research so teaching is an integral part of the departmental mandate.  

In the department of Ecology, Evolution and Behavior there is a culture of teaching excellence.  Faculty are expected to be excellent teachers and teaching is recognized as part of the faculty review process.   EEB also has a mentorship program that promotes development of teaching among faculty.

In spite of the opinions in Neuroscience and EEB, faculty interviews have revealed that faculty within CBS feel they value teaching but it is not valued by colleagues, department or college. 

  4.  Announcements

A. Changes to ECAS (Robin Wright)
