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We discussed the topic of “building a rigorous but flexible curriculum” under the context that most of us were working at universities who have a “mandated” number of hours for completion of a Bachelor’s degree.  Our focus was more on how we can design a rigorous program under these restrictions, because we do not have much flexibility with credit hours.  So we primarily focused on the challenges and possible strategies for designing a rigorous curriculum, without the added challenge of flexibility.

1) What makes a curriculum rigorous:

We thought it might be best to conduct a survey to see what geoscience departments across the country consider “required” and “elective” in their degree plans.  Then we can make more meaningful comparisons between programs at similar sized universities in similar regions (which might be assumed to have similar kinds of employers).  Perhaps the question should be:  is our program out of line with the “norm” for our type of institution located in our specific region?

2) Challenges:

· Not only do we have to deal with a prescribed number of hours, but we receive transfer students with “associate degrees” from 2 year colleges and we often have a mandate to get these students graduated within 2 years with a geology degree

· We must accept most transfer credit and work it into our degree plans

· We work in small departments and we might not be able to offer core courses every year

· How to include writing intensive work into the curriculum and include different kinds of writing styles (e.g. abstract, technical report, journal research article, popular science article)

· How to develop quantitative measures of success?

3) Solutions/Ideas:

· Some of us have worked hard with community colleges to try to articulate our degree plans.  When a student at the community college pulls up an associate’s degree plan leading to a major in geology they are linked to the 4 year college’s degree plan and also given a recommended list of classes to take in the first two years in order to transfer.  Since most 2 year colleges have limited geology offerings, students in these 2 year programs should be urged to focus on getting the math, chemistry and physics requirements for the 4 year program out of the way

· Work to get the required General Education (University Core) courses double counted for both the general education and major (such as the science and math requirements).  In other cases we can try to advise students to choose classes that will complement their majors (e.g. take a course in ethics to fulfill humanity/social science requirement)

· In those programs that require minors try to create a “distributed” minor that allows students to complement their geology background with a number of science (or social science courses) instead of a more traditional minor

· Modular curriculum – cover the essential topics, but maybe not in a semester long format, offer a mini-course, although this may be a problem for employers or graduate schools who might want a more in-depth course

· Integrated, 5 credit hour courses that combine subjects (e.g. earth materials), we felt this might work if there is a research project or other experience that could demonstrate that the material was covered and applied to a specific problem

· Make use of intersession courses to teach intensive topics (like field camp) so that students do not have to forego other experiences (such as internships) during the summer

· Have the department prepare information about courses that might not have traditional course names, so that students can more easily explain to employers or graduate schools what a particular course covered (or have complete syllabi available – ideally on-line – for the course)

· We felt that it would be helpful for professional societies or employers to better articulate what is needed for a “rigorous” program in the geosciences.  This would help us when we go to administrators to ask for support for aspects of the program.  For example it is clear that many employers want our students to have a lot of field experience.  This may help in justifying why we need to continue to teach field geology

· Graduate programs should be more flexible in what they accept for students entering graduate school from smaller universities where credit hours are limited.   On the other hand, students who wish to go to graduate school should realize that they might need to take more than the minimal hours required for the degree, and hopefully the students are not penalized by the university (e.g. increased tuition) for taking the additional coursework

· To insure students make timely progress they should be closely advised and there should be some way to threaten students with “penalties” if they do not following the advisor’s advice.  For example, students should be advised to continue to take a math class every semester until they complete their required math sequence (it is very difficult to remember math if you haven’t used it for a year), and if they do not follow this advice there should be some mechanism in place to say the “four year guarantee” or “minimum credit hour” plan has been violated.

