
martinson University

the workshop

The Martinson University Geology Department faculty hosted a one and a half-day traveling workshop in March 2010, with a focus on addressing the department’s low General Education full time equivalents (FTE), low geology majors enrollment and the survival of the department. All quotes in this report have been taken from one of two interviews with the department chair unless otherwise indicated.

The University

Martinson is a campus of the state university system. Founded seventy years ago as a land-grant university, it is situated on 300 acres of land, and offers approximately 180 degree-granting programs to about 20,000 students. Recently the administration initiated campus-wide program and department evaluations with the goal of eliminating six to ten departments and degree programs in response to budget cuts.  At the same time, the campus is engaged in reform of the general education core curriculum with an increased emphasis on outcomes, and increased rigor in tenure and promotion requirements.

The Geology Department

The Geology Department has 19 faculty members including 7 full, 7 associate, and 5 assistant professors, and offers undergraduate, masters, and doctoral degrees. Undergraduates choose between Geology, Earth Sciences and Environmental Geology. Students at the graduate level select from Geology, Geophysics, Hydrogeology and Soil Science. During 2009-2010 the department had 64 undergraduate and 60 graduate majors. 

The department grew over 2006-2008, adding 2 professors. Budget cuts were made in the subsequent 2 years: When the department lost two professors the faculty was unable to replace them. The chair currently expects that the number of faculty will either be maintained or gradually shrink by one or two members due to retirements.

The curriculum has not been overhauled for 15 years, although 10 years ago the department began to emphasize environmental geology and surficial processes research expertise to a greater extent, given newly hired faculty in soil science, paleoclimatology, and low temperature geochemistry. A Gen Ed class in global climate change was also offered. Faculty members generally work well together but recently curriculum revisions became a somewhat divisive topic. The faculty is split between disciplinary areas: Those whose research areas include significant geologic mapping and/or study of rocks favor the current traditional curriculum with an emphasis on Earth’s materials, while those within hydrogeology, soil science and climate change favor a more flexible, interdisciplinary curriculum with fewer requirements of geology majors.

The department is well respected within the university and the quality of its graduate program is recognized. The university rewards Geology MS students for ‘best thesis’ about 30% of the time. Over the past 10 years the faculty began to concentrate on growing their graduate program and increasing the number of its graduates. As a result, the department reached a critical mass of students and theirs is now considered a research-intensive Earth Sciences program. With that increase they met the US World and News Report’s university ranking criteria and have been ranked for the first time, which the chair considers very positive. 
When the chair applied to the traveling workshop program the department faced probable elimination within the coming two years. While the Dean told the chair that the Geology Department would probably be safe, the department remained vulnerable because the administration did not take research quality and secured external research funds into account, according to the chair. When he was interviewed last March the chair said that they were “neck to neck” with survival, having appeared on a published list of departments for possible elimination.

The number of students enrolling in geology Gen Ed courses has been declining. A new introductory level course, offered 2009-2010, attracted only 10-12 students and the chair hopes that the department will be able to increase this number. The Geology Department is one of the most expensive within the university in terms of cost/FTE. One factor contributing to low enrollments is a recent increase in general education science classes offered by other departments that may be more attractive to students than Introduction to Geology such as Introduction—for example, Environmental Science and Human Nutrition.

With the future of the department uncertain, students began to look at geology programs at other universities this past year, and professors focused more on issues critical for themselves as professionals and that increased their marketability.
The department held a two and a half-day retreat in the fall of 2009. The chair identified undergraduate curriculum reform as the major topic to be addressed over the coming academic year. With minimal faculty interest and involvement, the chair made a top-down decision for the retreat. Faculty divided into three groups to study the curriculum: 1) existing models of curriculum; 2) an outcomes based approach for undergraduates; and 3) employers’ expectations of graduates. Progress on implementing the action steps the faculty identified was slow. On learning that the traveling workshop was scheduled, faculty “waited for the workshop conveners to come in with all the answers.” Since the chair wrote the workshop application this may have also contributed to slow progress. Other faculty members did not all agree with the defined workshop focus.
Before the workshop most professors did not consider teaching introductory courses important (teaching them was not rewarded) and many viewed teaching 100-level courses negatively. Consequently, those courses were often taught by “not the most dynamic and engaging professors.” In addition, given changes in tenure and promotion requirements some professors felt that they had to increase their research efforts to achieve tenure and promotion. 

Traveling Workshop

Between the time when the chair applied to the traveling workshop program and the few weeks before it took place several factors led the chair to discuss revising the workshop focus with the traveling team. The university had decided to cut 6 to 10 departments, and listed a possible 20 for elimination. The Geology Department learned that they were on the list since they were one of the sixth most expensive departments and were teaching a far lower number of students at the 100-level than any other science department. While committed to curriculum reform the chair believed that in order to address this crisis and the department’s survival, the workshop should focus on increasing Gen Ed FTE, the undergraduate major’s curriculum and other strategies for increasing the department’s value to the university and beyond. 

To prepare his faculty for the workshop the chair gave them the geology department’s metrics and a 1996 article by Dr. Geoffrey Feiss to review in advance—“The Survival of Academic Geology Programs”. (The chair did not know at that time that Dr. Feiss was one of several traveling workshop leaders.) 

Before the workshop the chair also asked the presenters to address a topic of concern to him and some of his colleagues: how does a department equitably allocate teaching, research and service among its members, so that all are recognized as contributing to the department’s mission?  He asked them to mention that all faculty members must share the workload in making change. The presenters brought this up by noting that the type of contribution a faculty member makes should vary depending on the strengths and interests of the faculty member, but that for departments to run smoothly all must contribute. In one presenter’s words, “You can’t ask a horse to bake a cake”.
The workshop, which came at a critical time for the department, took place in mid March at a non-departmental location, and 18/19 professors participated (one was absent from campus).  While most of the faculty were lukewarm about the workshop in advance, at the midpoint all commented on how valuable the workshop was, according to the chair. The traveling team did not meet with the Dean, who was off campus at the time.

The participants completed a post-workshop survey and developed an action plan following the workshop. Survey respondents described what they had learned from the workshop. All professors felt positive about the workshop, and their responses indicate that the chair’s goal in terms faculty member’s involvement had been met. Among other items faculty noted:

· Meeting as one faculty: “In one and a half days we accomplished what we could not do during an infinite number of faculty meetings”. People mentioned that the workshop helped them feel like one team by facilitating learning more about each other and the various points of view as well as helping the entire faculty to focus on how to strengthen the department. The workshop also helped faculty examine the geology curriculum as a whole in contrast to each professor thinking only of her/his own courses.  

· FTE and Gen Ed courses: Professors better understood the importance of increasing their FTE and how to go about it. One realized that everyone in the department should contribute towards this goal, and another learned that the department’s approach to teaching Gen Ed courses was ‘out of date’.

·  Curriculum related: During the workshop faculty discussed possible curriculum revisions, with all agreeing that revisions should be made. One professor commented on the value of faculty reached consensus that the entire undergraduate curriculum needed a major overhaul. Some realized that their perceptions of curricular issues were wrong or outdated, and all realized that there were too many undergraduate course requirements. One noted that all faculty should be involved in curriculum development.

· Other departments: Faculty members described the value of talking with the presenters and learning about other geology/geoscience departments and programs.
· Environment: Several professors noted that the workshop provided a safe environment that facilitated candid discussion. 

The action plan lists the following central goal:

The overall goal stemming from the workshop is to increase our value to our institution and to better serve our undergraduate majors. More specifically, we need to increase our General Education (GE) FTE and also to revise our undergraduate degree programs… Our goal in revising our degree programs are to decrease the total number of required classes for the majors, and also to revitalize our curriculum by a careful study of program learning outcomes across our curriculum. (Action plan)

The plan listed the steps faculty proposed taking to achieve their goals as well as how they would measure success. The chair noted the challenges he expected to face during implementation, including rallying other professors to actively join in:

The fundamental challenge will be getting all faculty members to contribute towards these efforts.  As a faculty, we have a history of many joining in bringing forward many good ideas but fewer putting efforts towards follow-through.  In this regard, I think the workshop did a great job in balancing the expression of urgency with what the outcome of complacency can be, with providing examples of strategies for success and optimism that change can take place even over fairly short (time) scales if faculty are committed. We have a good foundation for an action plan and I think much of this is within our abilities to achieve. (Action plan)
The chair and a number of other professors felt that the workshop format worked well. Being on site so that all faculty members could contribute was very important. Since two people external to the department moderated the workshop, the chair was able to be more relaxed, and listen and participate as a peer with his colleagues. Other faculty members also commented on the value of external moderators.  

Outcomes: what difference did the workshop make, if any?

Faculty members addressed several items in the action plan in the 3 months between the workshop and the final interview for this report. 
Assuming responsibility for implementation

All geology faculty members have assumed responsibility for implementing different activities and are now engaged in working toward the department’s goal of curricular revisions, increasing enrollment in Gen Ed courses, and increasing the department’s perceived value by the university. The faculty works as a team when they focus on issues discussed at the workshop. The department chair described how the workshop was linked to activities that have subsequently taken place:
The workshop helped us to reaffirm the need for some ongoing proactive initiatives to help in this area as well as to engage in some new initiatives.  This was achieved by the workshop leaders outlining some models that work at other Universities as well as by commenting on our vulnerability resulting from our current relatively low GE FTE, and in general getting across the idea that taking care of GE FTE is a responsibility of all faculty, and not one that is reserved for faculty less engaged in research.  This was very helpful. (Email)

Curriculum/FTE 
Members of the faculty first looked at grade distributions for their geology courses, and compared them to other disciplines within the university as well as geology courses at other institutions. They discovered that their introductory courses were too rigorous and that students perceived them as requiring a lot of work. Faculty members subsequently developed standard grade distribution targets ‘for lower level rigor” with the potential to increase the popularity of classes.
We realized we were seen as offering classes with a whole lot of work… We realized that we were being too rigorous with our grades, so this was a welcome thing to stare in the face. Again, with survival in mind, we immediately addressed this.

Next they renamed/re-evaluated the names of all introductory courses, and rewrote course descriptions, removing some potentially intimidating language. Professors from the department have been working with the University General Education Committee to develop grading parity/comparable rigor between GE courses, and examine the criteria and minimum requirements for what constitutes a science GE class. 

The Geology faculty also developed a number of new courses including two distance-learning courses—a mid-semester course, Physical Geography, to be offered fall 2010, and Natural Disasters, to be offered spring 2011. In addition, professors designed three new lecture courses, which they consider both relevant and appealing: Global Warming (fall 2009), Planetary Geology (fall 2010), and Oceanography (fall 2011).

Curriculum revisions/geology majors
While the average number of courses required by geology majors at other universities is ten, Martinson Geology majors are required to take seventeen. Although professors had begun to examine and revise their majors’ curriculum pre-workshop, one outcome of the workshop was that all faculty members recognized the importance of revising that curriculum in specific ways, as soon a possible. As described by the chair,

The workshop elevated the general level of concern among the faculty that this is something that needs to be addressed now rather than later, and perhaps most significantly, convinced our faculty that our program is currently too over-prescribed with required geology classes, too difficult for our students to navigate through in a 4 year time frame, and is focused on training future geologists rather than potentially being a pathway for students who are interested in ultimately working in other career fields.  Curriculum revision now has the full attention of the faculty. (Email)

The faculty is reducing the number of required geology credits in their degree programs, which may have the effect of increasing the appeal of majoring in geology. The faculty hoped that they would reach agreement on curricular revisions and present them to the university for approval this spring. However, professors have yet to reach agreement concerning the four rocks courses in their curriculum. Those professors who teach these courses hope to retain a four-semester course requirement, while other faculty members hope to reduce it to two. The department anticipates reaching a resolution during a one-day retreat before the fall 2010 semester. If they do, they will present their course recommendations for approval. The chair does not anticipate problems at the university level since the revisions they wish to make are in the number of credits, and the department is not recommending new programs.

Efforts to increase the number of students in geology degree programs
Faculty members took several steps to increase the number of students in their degree programs. They gave several recruitment lectures—some in SCI 101, GEOL and GEOG GE classes, (highlighting career opportunities in geology) and one at a local community college. They will make a program presentation to all incoming science students in the fall. The faculty increased outreach efforts to high school students, for example hosting 32 high school honors students at the department’s annual student research symposium last April.
Promoting the department on campus
This spring faculty members visited the college's advising centers and spoke with academic advisors across the campus and placed advertisements about the Geology Department in the student newspaper. 
Politics and survival 
The chair commented that as a result of participating in the workshop he learned to be proactive and make the strongest case to the administration for his department that he could. For example, late this spring when departmental cuts were under discussion, faculty members were awarded four grants from the NSF and NASA. The chair immediately shared this news with the Martinson President and other administrators, with positive feedback. In June the department was told that it is safe from being cut:

During this time period we have gotten very positive feedback from the Vice President for research, and the Dean of the graduate college that our program is finally valued, particularly our graduate program, and we should not be concerned about budget cuts.

Faculty consensus that a quality program and good research were not enough and that they all must immediately concentrate on increasing the department’s value to the university was a crucial step along the way.  Actions they took, described under the preceding headings, were instrumental in changing administrators’ perceptions. The chair noted:
Through the workshop and faculty meetings, we have been successful in coupling the need to increase our value to the institution, and thus take care of our survival, with our need to revise our undergraduate curriculum. (Email)

While the students are more committed to staying at Martinson for the moment than they were, there will be another round of cuts next year and faculty members remain concerned. Faculty members, particularly assistant professors, continue to apply for other jobs at a rate not previously seen, according to the chair.

Benefits to the chair
The chair values the relationship he developed with the two workshop presenters. He has remained in touch with them, and has sought advice on various issues. They have shared resources with him including a recruitment PowerPoint, the content of the workshop presentations, and materials they developed for other geology/geoscience departments. He gratefully commiserates with them about the trials and tribulations of being a departmental chair.
SERC website
Several professors learned about the SERC website at the workshop and since then have been visiting the site for activities to include in their introductory lectures and other courses.

Summary

The changes that the Geology Department is making are aligned with Carleton’s Characteristics of a Thriving Geoscience Department.

· The faculty as one group identified and rallied around a common goal, and all are implementing the steps they identified to revise their program and revitalize the department.
· All professors realized the urgency of increasing the department’s value to the university, particularly through increasing their Gen Ed FTE.
· Professors are developing a more up to date and appealing curriculum for their undergraduates as one strategy to increase course enrollments.
· The department is in the process of cutting back the number of courses required of graduate students, thereby increasing curricular flexibility and better serving those students considering a variety of careers.
· The faculty is increasing recruitment efforts.
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