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the workshops

The Lansdale Geoscience Department chair attended the February 2009 workshop, Assessing Geoscience Programs: Theory and Practice at Carleton College, and hosted a one-day traveling workshop mid winter 2010, with a focus on their curriculum and the preservation of the department. All quotes have been taken from one of three interviews with the department chair unless otherwise indicated.

The University
Lansdale is a relatively small campus within the state university system, established in the 1970s, and located near large oil fields. There are fewer than 10,000 undergraduate and graduate students, with a large minority enrollment. Recently the university, like many others, has faced and will continue to face major budget cuts through at least 2011. At this time if a faculty member leaves due to retirement or takes an administrative position within the university s/he cannot be replaced. 

The Geoscience Department
The Geoscience Department offers both undergraduate and masters degrees. According to the chair the curriculum is traditional with a focus on the applied fields of petroleum geology and hydrogeology of regional interest. The department is one of the smaller departments at the university but is highly regarded. There are 5 tenure-track faculty members, with only one of them untenured and all others at the full professor level.  The four senior faculty members are likely to retire over the next ten years. Almost all courses include labs, and field trips are routine. There were seventy undergraduate geoscience majors and twenty-two graduate students during the 2009-2010 academic year. The department has some difficulty retaining good faculty members, who leave for positions elsewhere, as is the case within other Lansdale departments as well. 

Recent History of Department 
Over the past few years there have been several changes within the department. The number of students has grown: In 2006 there were 25 undergraduates and by 2009 there were 70, and the number of graduate students doubled in the same period of time. 

The budget cuts have had a profound and far-reaching impact on the department. While the number of students has been increasing, the number of faculty has decreased. The department has experienced some difficulty retaining strong junior faculty members: Two hires over the last ten years left for better positions elsewhere after only one year in the department.  The last internal review was in spring 2009.  While at one time about a third of the courses were taught by adjuncts, most adjuncts were let go due to budget cuts, and tenured faculty members taught these courses during 2009-10. 

There has been a drastic reduction in the number of units that the department offers: From 205 units in the 2006 year, the number dropped to 165 in 2009 and will be 145 in 2010-2011. Yet at the same time the university expects the department to reach and teach the same number of students. 

You lay off those who teach less and are less expensive and then have regular faculty who cost more and teach less. That has been a big change. 

While the curriculum itself has remained the same, the reduction in faculty has affected the curriculum in other ways. Last fall, in advance of the traveling workshop, the department was considering eliminating field trips, eliminating labs from some courses and reducing their number in others. 
The department faces other challenges as well. This is a commuter college with a non-traditional student body. Many students have families and some have full time jobs. Retention and graduation rates are of concern as they are across the campus. There are many local geology jobs. According to the chair, some students take a few courses and then leave for internships and jobs. Others drop out of the program “because it is not an easy major…they may be able to get through other programs with a limited effort”.

The Dean is supportive of the department, but at the same time the Geoscience Department is only one of many of his concerns:

He is sympathetic but we are a little speck on his radar screen. We have a lot of squeaky wheels in the larger departments that take a lot of attention.
goals for workshop and action plans

Assessment Workshop
In his application to the Assessing Geoscience Programs Workshop the chair described why he wanted to attend the workshop, his concerns, and what he wanted to achieve. His comments foreshadowed events that have since unfolded as well as changes the department made since that time. Possible threats to the department’s existence were looming on the horizon:
We are vulnerable in terms of the number of students and graduates compared to other science departments should there ever be a need for serious cuts at our institution, which is quite possible given the state’s budget malaise. (Application)
He understood some benefits of a robust assessment system, but some of his colleagues were resistant:

I am a member of a department with a tradition of resisting the push towards formal assessment, arguing that it is a waste of time that distracts from more important issues. However, I realize that assessment is here to stay and can provide important information for program improvement and for justifying our program. (Application)
From participating in the workshop he hoped to learn what constituted a successful, formalized assessment program. As he noted during a later interview,

I wanted to find ways for us, with as little effort and pain as possible, to meet the assessment we are supposed to do and then turn them into something we could use positively for our department.  
At the workshop the chair found it particularly valuable to learn from other participants about instances when faculty used assessments to the department’s advantage, and he developed a better sense of the steps to take in developing an assessment plan. He realized that it’s possible to use student and alumni survey data in seeking additional resources from the administration, for example arguing that the department should offer a particular course that was identified as needed by alumni. On leaving the workshop he hoped to develop and implement “exit surveys, an alumni survey, and rubrics-based evaluation of senior theses, MS proposals, MS theses, and MS thesis defenses.” (Post workshop survey)
Traveling Workshop

I hope we come out of (the traveling workshop) energized and with a plan to be more proactive in this climate and with ideas to go forward with to position us well. Right now we are trying to keep our heads above water. You lose the big picture and maybe this will help us regain a broader outlook.
Seven months (September 2009) later the chair applied to the traveling workshop program. At that time the faculty was aware that the department was in a precarious position. The administration had announced that it did not want across-the-board cuts. The chair noted that this meant that the administration would cut departments, and he was concerned that the Geoscience Department would be one of them: With the exception of geoscience courses for majors and two others, the other classes offered by the Geoscience Department could be replaced by faculty in other departments. During his pre-traveling workshop interview the chair noted that the department’s non-participation in assessment had been hurting the department.
There had been university–wide unsubstantiated rumors that the entire department might be eliminated. The faculty was rethinking the curriculum and exploring strategies to preserve their program and strengthen the department’s position within the university. At the same time the Geoscience Department was positioned well in some respects.  The department had a good reputation, enjoyed community support, the provost appreciated the faculty and the president was aware of this too.

Faculty members had carried out collaborative research with one potential member of the traveling team and had requested him to be on the traveling workshop team. Three of the five faculty members had met with him at a recent Geophysical Society of America meeting and believed that he understood their situation and could be helpful. 

The faculty requested that the traveling workshop address several topics. The key topic on their list was, “surviving and positioning ourselves to be strong in the future”, followed by their curriculum.  

One of the two presenters, stuck in a snowstorm, took part in the workshop via video conferencing, but this did not seem to detract from the day’s activities and discussions. At the end of the day the faculty and the on-site traveling team member met with the Dean. The faculty was positive about the workshop.

Following the workshop the department completed a post-workshop survey and developed an action plan. On their survey the respondents described what they had learned and what was most valuable about the workshop. 

· Being proactive: The importance of being proactive: three faculty members stressed this, joined by the chair during his interview. 

“I think the main thing was trying to think like an administrator and address their concerns in order to get what we want—in other words, work within the system.” “It made me much more aware about how the appearance of interfaces (website, dept displays, offices, etc) with the public, potential students, and administration influence general opinion”. (2 survey responses)
· SWOT analysis: The SWOT analysis was important, as mentioned variously by several faculty members. One noted that s/he learned the importance of self-analysis, and of being aware of departmental strengths and weaknesses.

· SERC website: For two faculty, learning about the Carleton website and resources was most valuable.

· Meeting as a department: Having the opportunity to meet together for a day to reach agreement on several issues and make strategic plans was also valuable.

According to the chair, the most interesting and useful aspect of the workshop was exploring “things that make your department strong outside of teaching… we saw things we were doing well and things we could do a little more”. Directly following the workshop the chair reported that the department had identified successes “to be happy about, opportunities to pursue, and weakness to address”. One weakness he described was the makeup and health of the department, which he did not feel was good because four of the five faculty members were anticipating retirement (full professors) and there was only one junior, non-tenured member of the department.  A healthy department, as the chair defined it, has a more balanced mixture of faculty members, and is aligned with the characteristics of thriving departments:

A healthy structure would be a mix of junior, mid level and senior faculty. You have to bring in fresh blood. People like me, much as we try to do a good job, burn out and we need people with new ideas and new energy and then you don’t want a situation with all retiring at same time. It makes you vulnerable.

Outcomes: what difference have the workshops made, if any?

Politics—No Longer Ostriches: 

We always prided ourselves on publishing and research but now realize more that you have to do other things as well…One of our weakness was we did not engage in politics, in promoting the department.

Possibly the most critical thing that the faculty realized was that it is not enough to do your job well—to teach well and conduct good research. Advice from the traveling workshop team that “everything counts” was instrumental in changes the faculty made. In retrospect the chair believes that the traveling workshop presenters made a significant difference, helping the faculty understand the importance of advocating for themselves within the university and by sharing strategies they could use to strengthen the department and reinforce it’s position within the university. 
Because geosciences is a small department it was represented on only a few university committees.  As a consequence of the workshop one faculty member joined a university wide program review committee, and the department is now more proactive in promoting itself, with positive results. 

We were already active in research and grant writing but we were not out there at the university telling them what we were doing. Now, when something positive happens, I forward it to the Provost and Dean. During his presentation (workshop presenter) commented that everything counts. We have used a lot of these (suggestions). We (want them to know that) we are still here and the contributions we make. Every time I see the provost she says, “I saw your announcement”. She now has a positive perception of the department. We have not done this much in the past. We thought we are so good it speaks for itself. In terms of (administrators) too, when they talk to the community, for example a petroleum company, they can say the Geoscience Department did this.

The chair commented that he feels that the department has successfully positioned itself within the university as one workshop outcome.

Preparation for external reviews 
As an outcome of the Assessment Workshop the chair began to systematically collect data, which the department will use in preparation for their next external review. This contrasts with the past when the faculty did little advance planning:

I have really started to collect the data as we go. I got ideas from the workshop so you don’t have to scramble (at the last minute) and have all the data at your fingertips. I keep enrollments in classes, publications, when I hear from an alumnus, that (contact) is automatically kept somewhere. Before it was always the review comes or someone needs something and we scramble and things get forgotten.

Assessment
As an outcome of both the Assessment and Traveling workshops, first the chair and then the rest of the geoscience faculty understood why assessment is a valuable tool for generating information that is useful both within the Geoscience Department as well as externally within the university.
After the Assessment Workshop the chair developed a plan to design student and alumni surveys, as well as a series of rubrics, and further detailed them in the traveling workshop action plan. Accordingly, student and alumni surveys have been designed and distributed. Students from the business school administered exit surveys to seniors and will distribute the alumni survey this June. The development of rubrics, proposed after the Assessment workshop, has not yet taken place given more urgent departmental issues. 

The Geology Department hopes to gather suggestions from graduating students for improving the geoscience curriculum, as well as collect other data such as how long it took people to get through the program, the number hours they worked in a course, their jobs and plans, opinions about course instruction, and what kept them from graduating faster.

From the alumni survey the chair also hopes for feedback on the curriculum. Ultimately he plans to use survey data politically to illustrate the success of geoscience graduates as well as their regional contributions.

SWOT analysis: 
The faculty has yet to complete the SWOT analysis they began during the traveling workshop. The professors identified four departmental strengths and weaknesses on post-its, and subsequently divided the post-its up, with each faculty member taking a stack to summarize. To date, three of the four have been completed.  When the analysis is finalized, the department may take it to the Dean on the advice of one of the workshop presenters. But the chair said that even if they do not finish the analysis, the process was useful since it resulted in faculty consensus about the threats to, and weaknesses, strengths, and opportunities of the program. 

Carleton SERC Site
The department chair became very familiar with the SERC website during the Assessment workshop and noted that he uses it all the time. Other professors became aware of the site during the traveling workshop: “It was a real eye-opener for my colleagues to see the choices that were there”. At least one professor has been using lesson plans posted on the site since that time.
Department as of June 2010

The only change in the curriculum is that the senior thesis, required in the past, is now optional, in part because of the increasing number of students taking geoscience courses and faculty overload. Professors lack the time to oversee all the theses that would be written if required. 

The department continues its successful student recruitment program and has recently been “extremely successful” according to the chair. At this time, while the “funding problems are not as big as they appeared,” the state budget is in limbo and tax receipts are below projections. Talk of eliminating the department continues, but the Dean is very supportive of the Geoscience Department. While the chair feels that the department remains fairly well positioned, he still considers that the faculty is in survival mode due to the stress from budget problems and the resulting increased workloads. The chair is concerned because he knows that his faculty has been “pushed to the limit” and senses that they are burning out: “I can see it in their eyes”.

summary

Given severe budget cuts and the threat of the department’s elimination, the Lansdale Geoscience Department chose to focus their workshop on their survival. As an outcome the faculty has taken the following steps, aligned with the Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department, to the extent possible: 

· Faculty members reached consensus that the threat to the department’s survival was significant and agreed on the steps they should take in response;

· All professors realized that publishing and research were not adequate for maintaining their place within the university, and that they had to be more visible within, and valuable to, the university;

· Professors have actively promoted their program and department;

· The chair now forwards positive news and departmental accomplishments to the provost and dean;

· Surveys of graduating seniors and alumni have been completed and results will be used to improve the department’s programs and demonstrate its contribution to the community.
Other changes that they would like to make are on hold for lack of funds. Currently the department is safe from being cut but the university’s budget situation is unstable.

The Geoscience Department in September 2011

The Lansdale Geoscience Department faculty has continued to implement its plans. Faculty members have completed the SWOT analysis and used the results of the alumni survey strategically. At this time the department is more secure than it was 16 months ago. The infusion of a significant donation and new NSF grants played a large role in this increased stability, additionally providing much needed student support. While changes at the faculty level have complicated course coverage, the faculty situation and departmental health should improve and strengthen by next fall.  Overall, the faculty has become more experienced at advocating for and promoting their department.

The daughter of a local geologist made a large donation to the department to support student fieldwork in her father’s memory. Consequently, field trips, once considered for elimination, are secure for now.

The newly received NSF grants are of a size that is unprecedented for the Lansdale campus. In addition to securing the department, these funds provide much needed student support. The grants have increased the department’s visibility within both the university and the community. The department now enjoys increased administrative respect and is growing. The number of majors increased from 70 in 2010 to a current 80. 

Due to the loss of a junior faculty member last summer the 4 remaining professors are scrambling to cover courses this year. But there is a positive outcome: The university will allow the Geoscience Department to hire two new tenure-track professors, and the search process has begun. The new hires will have an opportunity “to build the department from the ground up”. While 16 months ago the chair viewed the department as ‘weak’ because all faculty members were close to retirement, he foresees that two new, younger professors with fresh ideas will strengthen the department and provide a healthier generational balance.  

Faculty members have continued to act politically and strategically. According to the chair, “We are getting very good at self-promotion”. They communicate their successes and activities in several ways including television, newsletters, and conversations with administrators. They used their SWOT analysis as evidence of their strategic thinking with both administrators and in their grant proposals. Alumni survey results indicated the extent to which graduates valued research experiences, but were held back by the need for financial support, and this finding was also shared with administrators. 

The key issue the department currently faces is common across the campus: Retention is a major issue with approximately a 25% graduation rate. This is now more critical for the department because until now departments were reviewed partially on the basis of the number of majors. The new peer-review system uses the number of graduates as the measure.
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