
fairlane

the workshop

Two faculty members from the Department of Geological Sciences attended the June 2009 workshop at the College of William and Mary: Strengthening Your Geoscience Program: A Practical Workshop With Ideas and Examples. One was slated to become the chair of the department in June 2010. All quotes in this report are taken from interviews with, and emails from both faculty members.

The College

Fairlane College was originally founded in 1860 and joined the state university system as a liberal arts college around 1950. It is currently considered to be an honors college in the university system, offering fifty degree-granting programs. It is located in a small rural town with under 10,000 inhabitants. The college has an enrollment of about 5,500 students, 96% of whom are undergraduates, and 74% are white (13% unknown).

The state university system and, therefore the college, is in the midst of a budget crisis. The Fairlane budget has been substantially cut and currently there is a hiring freeze. When a faculty member retires his or her position is not filled for 1-2 years and when the position is reopened it may not be in the same department. The president is now emphasizing energy and sustainability and to that end she formed a coalition of colleges and universities dedicated to that goal. The administration is emphasizing increasing enrollments and recruiting more majors along with other potentially financially beneficial endeavors, such as an increase in summer and on-line courses. 

The Department of Geological Sciences 

There are 6 faculty members in the Geological Sciences Department including 2 full professors and 4 assistant professors (3 are tenured and 3 are not).  Students select among four tracks: Geophysics, Geochemistry, Geological sciences, and Civil Engineering. The department has traditionally graduated 8-9 majors per year. According to the website the faculty strives to prepare its students for graduate study in the geological sciences, but also for jobs in which they apply a scientific methodology to Earth systems and materials. Approximately 70% of the majors in geological sciences have attended graduate programs.

The curriculum is traditional “in terms of what we expect and how we order the classes”. The curriculum includes environmental topics, and courses stress rigorous geoscience concepts. It is important to the faculty that their program is high quality and up to date. The department works as a team and professors work together congenially. The faculty deliberately cultivates a sense of community among their students by scheduling activities that allow students to get to know one another outside the classroom. During the January break on alternate years the faculty takes all junior and senior majors on a 2-week field trip, and each fall they take all students (majors and minors) on 2-day field trip as well. As a department faculty work within the confines of the college—“the machine”—and not against it, and enjoy a positive campus-wide reputation and respect. Their external reviews have always been good. 

Budget cuts to the department were greater than anticipated and the faculty is concerned about the department’s future, even though the department is well respected. The department budget was not decreased during a second round of cuts last January (they were informed that this was because they had used up all of their funds) and, consequently, no teaching assistants had to be laid off. In their workshop application they described the situation as follows:

The College is brainstorming cost-reducing or revenue-generating initiatives to prevent the elimination of programs.  If the College is unsuccessful at bridging the budget deficit, then programmatic cuts will occur in 2-3 years.  Although currently the College administration considers the geosciences to be a very strong, well-functioning department committed to serving our majors and the Mission of the College, being a small department makes us an easy target.  Assuming that we’re safe would be naive.

Recent History of Department

This small department has undergone several changes in recent years. The well-regarded and beloved chair of 16 years retired three years ago, and the current chair completes his third and final term during spring 2010. In addition, three new professors joined the department in the past 4 years and a fourth joined seven years ago, shifting the balance of professors’ ages as well as the numbers with tenure. During each semester, each faculty member teaches one upper level and an introductory course and any associated labs.  In some cases, a faculty member might solely teach courses at the 200 level or higher due to her/his expertise and departmental needs. 

With future hires, the department will continue to seek candidates “whose personalities will fit well with our culture so we can sustain (the departmental culture)”.  The department also hopes that the administration will maintain the current number of faculty members in the future and won’t decrease that number. 
With the influx of the newer professors the department is infusing climate change into courses in the otherwise traditional curriculum. 

Fairlane is in the process of creating an Environmental Sciences major with a Geological Sciences track. The department has selected courses they consider critical for students going into environmental science and will also develop and offer interdisciplinary seminars for juniors and seniors. Winding its way through the approval process, it is not clear if or when the new program will be offered: The first gate-keeping step is approval at the state level. 

A new 5-year Masters degree program in Education is under discussion and will offer students a traditional geology degree and a masters degree in education with a 5th year of study. The Department of Geological Sciences will develop two new courses for this masters program including an Earth systems science course and an advanced physical geology course. 

Recently the department was relocated to a new building with twice the space they had enjoyed as well as new analytical capabilities.

The faculty honed assessment tools to help with the 2005 external review. These included student performance in specific courses and assignments as well as numerical data such as the number of students participating in research and internships, acceptance rates of graduates into graduate programs and alumni survey data. In addition, the department has writing requirements and keeps student portfolios. The faculty track the numbers of students who go to graduate school within 2-3 years or get jobs in the geosciences in the same period, and use these as indicators of how well their programs are serving students. In addition, they have the traditional internal and external reviews.

Past external reviews have been positive, which have been helpful politically. At the same time, one professor noted that a drawback of the last review was that reviewers in 2005 did not list any actionable items for change/improvement, a drawback since such feedback might have caused the faculty to examine their program in a constructive manner. The department generally refers to the American Geological Institute’s site as one component of review preparation, checking to see if their program is “following the trend and paying attention to what is effective in geology”. The next review is scheduled for 2010-2011.

Budget cuts present one challenge to the department. The professors, fearing for the department’s future, have been seeking ways to establish its value to the university. 

One challenge is how do we work within our department but work to be valuable to the university at the same time? We do not want change that negatively impacts how we are viewed by the administration. 

the workshop 

Two professors from Geological Sciences applied as a team to the Strengthening Your Geoscience Program workshop.

Goals
On their application the professors indicated several reasons for attending the workshop and what they hoped to address: 1) faculty turnover and the need to determine the next faculty line; 2) what constitutes a successful geology program; 3) preparation for their external review; 4) better ways of assessing courses, and: 5) strategies for increasing the number of minority students. 
The action plan
Between the time when the faculty applied to the workshop and attended it College administrators placed increased emphasis on building enrollments and recruiting majors, which informed the two professors’ thinking and planning. They developed an ambitious set of ideas during the workshop including incorporating a service-learning component into two courses, developing two new courses that “tap into the hot topics of sustainability and climate change”, increasing the department’s outreach and visibility, and improving recruiting efforts. At the end of the workshop they developed a detailed action plan. 

The two faculty members filled out a post-workshop survey indicating that they found the workshop useful and that participating as a team was important:

· The sessions met their needs: Specific sessions met their need for strategies for obtaining administrative buy-in, student recruitment, and “tools for addressing the concerns of the department”.
· Learning about other geology programs: They left the workshop reassured that their program was ‘current’ and that their ideas for implementation were similar to others’.
· The action plan: They found that developing their action plan was beneficial: “It was really good for us… We asked every step of the way, ‘Why take this step, how do we determine if it is working’?
outcomes: what difference did the workshop make?

After the workshop the two professors shared their action plan during a departmental retreat. They introduced the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis that they had used during the workshop, and used it during the retreat. The faculty as a whole agreed that service learning was important to the College and should be better integrated into their courses. They also agreed that a new course on energy and sustainability was needed in the college and should be associated with the Geological Sciences Department, and that this course should be an introductory course that could potentially increase the number of majors.

SWOT analysis

Being introduced to and using the SWOT analysis was arguably the most useful aspect of the workshop for the Fairlane professors. They believe that it will help them achieve one of their initial goals of pulling the faculty together:

The SWOT was really, really helpful. We are usually on the same page and feel free to be open (in our meetings). We suggested that we use this approach with more challenging topics as it allows young untenured faculty an opportunity to voice issues, concerns, or strengths in a non-threatening arena. 

The non-tenured faculty members in particular liked the idea of using SWOT and the department is considering using this tool.

One of the professors continues to use SWOT as often as he can, “right and left”, and has used it with a campus task force when members bring opposing agendas: This tool helps faculty assess the strengths and weaknesses of each argument.
This spring the two professors had many conversations with the incoming chair and shared the ideas they had formulated at the June 2009 workshop—for example, tools to help people focus on the department’s mission and goals “in a non-threatening and constructive atmosphere”, ways to “get through” the external review as well as how to position the department within the College. The three discussed the SWOT analysis and its value:

(We discussed) how a technique like that allowed an untenured person to feel they have more freedom to speak their minds. As the six (faculty members) we think we get along well but it does not mean the untenured person says the things she wants to say. (The incoming chair) understood this as an untenured person at that time. I think it will be important to us since the junior-most faculty member barely says a word at department meetings and we don’t know what she is thinking so this is a way to see what clever ideas she has. It could be tremendously beneficial to the program.

Following these discussions, the incoming chair visited the SERC website and downloaded the Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department, and read about geology/geoscience departments that had been eliminated. 

Curriculum

Given that the college president signed a climate commitment contract, a college task force highlighted the need for a course (available to all students) on sustainability and climate change in its report to the administration.  Faculty members in the geological sciences department quickly offered to, and then developed such a course—a smart and strategic move, in line with the department’s action plan. This course was first taught to honors students, and next as a more general 200-level course.  After being thoroughly tested, the course was translated into a new 100-level general education course on the geology of energy and sustainability.  It will be taught in the fall with a cap of 120 students.

It (the 100-level course) will become a permanent course as result of our attending the conference last June and seeing the significance of teaching this – coming back and saying this needs to happen. 

Department and faculty visibility

Mid year the two professors reported that the department had not made major strides in increasing the department’s visibility although they had increased community networking. Over the course of the year they carried out several community-related activities:

· The department co-hosted local teachers to help design an enrichment curriculum about energy.  One of the attendees arranged to bring his students to work with the department’s wave tank and hunt to fossils in the field with faculty members;
· The paleontology faculty member led a community field trip for the local nature conservancy;
· One faculty member presented details about the department’s seminar series at a national meeting as an exemplar of student-driven research. 

This spring the College administration acknowledged three geology professors in significant ways either as an indirect outcome or unrelated to the faculty participation in the workshop, in either case a vote of confidence in the department.

Two professors were recommended for tenure; one professor was given a major teaching award; two professors were asked to serve on 2 different task forces for the College, one as a co-chair; one was asked to participate in the academic dismissal hearings; and one professor was elected to a Senator-At-Large position within the college senate.  Finally, when one professor was writing a proposal to the NSF for a $400, 000 piece of equipment, the college vice president of finance and management contacted him, communicating that the college had located funds to purchase the equipment.

Internal and external reviews

At the workshop the professors realized that the department should be more proactive in preparing for reviews than they had been in the past and they identified a potential external reviewer at that time, whom they suggested to their chair.

In preparation for this year’s external review they expect to use the Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department to provide a focus and organizational framework. One of the professors commented on its usefulness:
For me it is a frame of mind issue. It has helped me to constantly go back to the Characteristics of Thriving Departments and I have it on my bulletin board. It is constantly reminding me of the theme and will become a focus as we go through the process of our review—how to do it honestly but with this in mind and promoting the department’s strengths. As we write the review together and put the dialogue together, using these characteristics will help set up the framework. (The Characteristics of Thriving Departments) also takes what we think of as daunting and provides us with a clear framework with which to work.

Department as of June 2010

A new department chair will assume this role in the fall.
Politics: Faculty members communicated their concerns about the budget to their alumni. Several sent letters to the College President stressing the strength and importance of the geology program, endorsing the department. Subsequently the department received strong and encouraging words from the College President, commenting that he was aware of the strength of the geosciences program and did not believe it to be at risk of being cut. 

Courses: The honors course committee asked one of the workshop participants to develop and teach a new course on forensics. Another faculty member will incorporate service learning into his hydrology course. 

Recruitment: Two faculty members gave lectures to prospective students (students who were undecided whether or not to attend the college). As an outcome the admissions office requested a meeting with faculty to learn more about the department and its facilities in order to help recruit students. The plan to recruit minorities has yet to be addressed as a result of inaction on the part of the admissions department and the outgoing chair. Meanwhile, one workshop participant took the step of inviting students with C’s to become geology majors for the first time, hoping that the pool will include minority students.

summary

The Fairlane Geological Sciences Department faculty made, and continues to make changes in their program and activities in alignment with Carleton’s Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department. As an outcome of the workshop:

· Faculty realized the importance of adding a new course on climate change, and strategically volunteered to develop one at the 100-level in keeping with the President’s climate change contract and in response to a college task force recommendation for such a course. Two professors have designed the course.

· The new 100-level course will meet Gen Ed requirements, may bring in more majors (a goal), and will increase the department’s value to the university.
· New hires are teaching more climate change-related courses.
· One of the professors who attended the workshop refers to, and has used the SWOT analysis to evaluate the geology program/courses in various department meetings.
· The two professors who attended the workshop have become more proactive in preparing for the next departmental review and are using the Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department as the framework.

The Geological Sciences Department in September 2011

The Geological Sciences Department survived the cuts, while 3 others did not. In an address to the college the president announced that when making cuts he took future budget constraints into consideration and does not anticipate making other cuts. The geological sciences department has continued to move in the same direction outlined above. Faculty implemented their plans with success; the new chair assumed his position; and the visibility of the department increased. The number of majors increased from 50-60 to a current 76. This increase parallels that in other science departments, and may be due to external factors. The external review was arguably the most significant event that occurred since June 2010. 

· Service learning course: This new course is offered in the fall semester. The course enrollment jumped from 9, when first offered, to 26. One course objective is for students to learn how to carry through a project independently, from it’s conception, through cost calculations and strategic negotiations with authorities when proposing, for example, water analysis: “This is something we do not teach science students to do”. The professor is teaching her students with a new-to-her hands off approach, resisting telling them what to do in order to encourage them to make their own discoveries.  

· New introductory 100-level course: This course, with a cap of 120 students, has been well received and institutionalized.
· New major and masters degree programs: There has not been any perceived progress in approval for either the new 5-year Masters degree program in Education or the Environmental Sciences major. Both would allow the department to develop new courses if approved. 
· Recruiting minorities and underserved students has not been a focus. 
The chair spent considerable time studying the Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department and exploring the SERC website. He referred to both during faculty meetings, and used them to prepare for the external review in January 2011. He incorporated language from the Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department and it informed, “How he emphasized what we were doing”.
The external review proved helpful to faculty, in contrast to the 2005 review. Reviewers provided recommendations that proved strategic and helpful for faculty members. 

We had been thinking we were the runt of the litter, and that we had to do everything we could, jump at all opportunities to prove our value. [Reviewer] said, “They know it”.
The reviewers told the department that they were carrying more than their share of the college’s burden and did not need to do so. In addition reviewers expressed concern that faulty members were doing too much and would burn out, and that they needed to advocate for themselves more and differently. The key reviewer suggested that they should demand more of the administration diplomatically, and told them that they were in a position to negotiate for a new hire when the college resumes hiring. Learning to make demands was a learning process—“ How to be annoying but not appear to be”. The chair began to ask for more frequent face-to-face meetings with administrators. In these meetings he raised the same 2 issues—the need for both a technician and a departmental secretary. 
When the department’s request for a technician, which they lack, was turned down last year, the chair asked why their request was not considered. Asking for an explanation was fruitful. Administrators told him that requests were granted based on the student-faculty course ratio and that theirs was too high. The outcome was that the department was given 8 non-tenured faculty members for one year to help them reduce the student-faculty ratio before reapplication. Over the summer of 2011 administrators brought up the issue of a technician on their own—“They are remembering, which is half the battle”. 
When the department’s secretary retired the faculty was left without one for some time. After communicating with administrators they department was allowed to rehire the secretary on a half time basis for several months. Currently the computer and Geological Sciences departments share a secretary, who will be fully dedicated to the Geological Sciences Department after three years. Events that have transpired over the past sixteen months suggest that the college administration is considering the department and its needs to a greater extent that in the past.
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