Annual Report of the Committee on the Undergraduate Curriculum AY 2008-‘09

The voting membership of the Committee consisted of the following faculty:

Radcliffe Edmonds (Classics)

Michelle Francl (Chemistry; on leave Spring ’09)

Ignacio Gallup-Diaz (History; Chair)

Peter Kasius (Mathematics)

Michael Rock (Economics)

H. Rosi Song (Spanish)

The Provost, the Dean of the Undergraduate College, (who both serve ex officio), and a student, Judy Barr  -- selected by the student curriculum committee -- were non-voting members of the Committee.  In addition, the Committee invited a member of the Dean’s Office (Judy Balthazar), and the Registrar to be in regular attendance at its meetings. (The non-voting members are invited to attend all Committee meetings, except when the voting members decided to meet in executive session.)

What follows is a summary of the discussions and actions taken by the Committee this year.

I. Credentialing and Majors
The Curriculum Committee resumed its discussion of the counting of courses across majors, minors, and concentrations.  In the previous academic year, a proposal was brought to the faculty that urged the limitation of the number of credentials a student could accumulate to either two Majors, one Major and one Minor, or one Major and a Concentration.  (The proposal, discussed at a faculty meeting, was never brought to a faculty vote.)  The Committee’s consensus is that each credential should represent a substantial body of work that is independent of any other credentials; students should be discouraged from accumulating credentials simply for the purpose of having them on their transcripts.  A subcommittee examined the requirements of the College’s six Concentrations (as well as the Minors that exist separate from departments) and their enrollments in the past several years.  The subcommittee recommends that: (1) a student be allowed to have a Concentration and one Minor in addition to their Major; (2) the courses in the Minor should have only minimal overlap, if any, with those counting towards the Major; (3) if the student chooses not to have a Minor, then she may have a second Major (which could be linked to an associated Concentration).  

The Curricular Renewal Work Group has been discussing this question as well, and the next step in the process is for the CC to share the results of its research with the CRWG in the furtherance of enhanced coordination.

II. Writing Across the Curriculum
The Committee approved a proposal developed by the Writing subgroup of the Curricular Renewal Work Group; the faculty endorsed these changes at the April 22nd meeting.  What follows is a summary of its 4 key elements:

1. CSems
a. CSems can be either cross-disciplinary or disciplinary in content.  If disciplinary, the CSem cannot be a survey course or a broad introduction to the discipline.  It should instead focus on a topic of interest to the discipline that can be explored by entering first-year non-majors.  Departments may decide to give major credit for a CSem, or may choose not to.  The Committee recommends that allocation of major credit be handled at a later moment in time – as a retrospective move in mapping the student’s academic path during major advising; first-semester freshmen would not be encouraged to take a particular CSem because it might count towards a major, nor would any preference be given to students in the selection lottery on the basis of hypothetical credit in a presumed major.
b. CSem courses must be approved by the College Seminar Co-Directors in consultation with the Curriculum Committee.

c. At the end of the Fall semester, a small team of faculty (including the CSem co-directors) will serve as a panel of readers for student work.  Students will select one piece of CSem writing (from near the end of the semester) for assessment by this panel.  From this assessment the faculty panel will make recommendations as to whether the student will be strongly encouraged to take an additional course on learning to write (English 125, Writing Workshop).

d. Beginning in Fall 2009, Junior Faculty who teach two CSEM courses (cumulatively) while they are assistant professors will receive one course release as compensation.  Senior faculty who teach three CSEM courses (cumulatively) will receive one course release as compensation.

2. Writing Intensive Courses

Establishing a pilot program to explore the feasibility of a writing requirement to be satisfied by disciplinary courses designed to teach – among other things – writing in the discipline.  Several departments (Art History, History, Cities, Mathematics, and French) have expressed an interest in taking part in this pilot program in the coming year.  Departments are invited to offer courses that would be designated as writing intensive on a voluntary basis, allowing for the identification of strengths, weaknesses and resource needs.  Individual faculty, departments, or discipline-based groups can propose a new writing intensive course, or renovate an existing course to meet writing intensive criteria.  Courses can be submitted to a WI faculty committee comprised of two members of the Curriculum Committee and the Director of the Writing Support Services.
3. Assisting Departments: Capstone Sequences

The nature of the capstone experience must be determined by the departments, according to the needs and conventions of the disciplines, as well as by their existing departmental resources.  The Writing Group has generated a number of questions that are intended to help the faculty produce and articulate a set of goals and guidelines that may be generally applicable, and might serve to assist departments in formulating the nature of their senior capstone experience.

4. Renaming the CSem Program

The College Seminar External Review Committee did not like the “College Seminar” name, or the nickname (“CSEM”), and strongly recommended that it be changed.  President McAuliffe suggests naming the program after a prestigious Bryn Mawr graduate, for example, “The Emily Balch First Year Seminar Program.”  The Curriculum Committee will work with the Dean, Provost and President to explore the possibility of such a renaming.

III. Abu Dhabi Feasibility Study

The Committee considered potential models for a curriculum for the Abu Dhabi opportunity, as a component of the feasibility study for the project.   The committee met with Robert Dostal, who discussed the initial curriculum that had been proposed by the Abu Dhabi Work Group in the summer of 2008. Michelle Francl developed a start-up curriculum that offered a limited number of courses for the initial group of 50 or so first-year students – it accommodated three majors, and could be implemented with a small group of faculty.  While the consensus of the committee was that the model of a more expansive initial curriculum would need to be developed and considered, the termination of the opportunity followed this initial conversation.

IV. Departmental External Reviews

a. The Committee is integrated into the process of external reviews of departments and programs, tasking a faculty representative from the Committee to serve as a liaison to each specific review.  Professor Michael Rock served as the liaison to the Political Science department, and Professor H. Rosi Song was the liaison to the Cities Program. The liaisons acted as observers, sources of assistance and information, and provided a conduit for information between the departments, the Committee, and the review teams.  The Committee has access to departmental self-studies and the final reports submitted by the external review teams.

b. This year departments responding to recent external reviews were invited to a meeting with the Provost, the Dean of the College, a CAP representative, and a representative from the Curriculum Committee; the following departments engaged in this process:

Anthropology (Michael Rock representing the CC)

English (Radcliffe Edmonds representing the CC)

Biology (Peter Kasius representing the CC)

Chemistry (Peter Kasius representing the CC)

V. New Course Proposals

During the year 62 new course proposals were submitted and approved; some required that questions or concerns of the Committee be addressed prior to approval.  Although a good number of these courses are introductory, the majority of them are at the 200-level and 300-level.

VI. Changes to Majors and Programs

a. The Committee approved a concentration in Middle Eastern Studies.

b. The Committee approved the Peace and Conflict Studies concentration’s creation of a “strand” in Social Justice to exist within the concentration.

c. The Hispanic and Hispanic American Studies concentration was re-named the concentration for the Study of Latin American, Latino, and Iberian People and Cultures. 

d. The Committee approved changes to the Italian department’s major requirements and course of study.

f. The minor in East Asian Studies was re-organized into a minor in Chinese language and a minor in Japanese language (with a change from five courses plus a Sophomore Seminar to six courses)

g. Rather than approve a new minor in Secondary Education Leading to Certification within the Education Program, the Committee approved that students seeking certification would also be minors in the Education program. 

h. Changes to the numbering or content of courses: the Russian, History, English, and Dance departments proposed changes that were approved by the Committee.

VII. Credit/No Credit Grades
Dasha Mikic ’09 met with the Committee and discussed a SGA plenary resolution in favor of the following actions: 

a. changing the College’s Credit/No Credit (CR/NC) policy to allow students to uncover grades received in a course taken CR/NC; 

b. requiring students to request uncovering of a grade by the end of the first week of classes the semester after taking a CR/NC class, as is the case at Haverford; 

c. making an exception for current Bryn Mawr students who have taken classes CR/NC, and that they should be required to request to have their grades uncovered by the end of the first week of the semester after the policy is changed, or at a time to be decided by the deans of the college; and 

d. maintaining the limit of four CR/NC classes in the case of uncovered grades. 

The Committee communicated the following concerns:

1) Under our current system, the College can honestly tell employers, professional schools, etc, that grades of “Cr” could be covering any grade between 1.0 and 4.0 and that no assumptions should be made about how the student actually performed.  If we made this change, we could no longer make this statement, because students who performed well would uncover their grades and students who performed poorly would not do so.  The implication would be that any grade of “Cr” that remained on the transcript would be covering a low grade.   Making this change therefore undermines the intent of the CR/NC system.

2) Haverford’s ‘No Numerical Grade’ option, which inspired the SGA plenary resolution, does allow students to uncover grades of NNG through the first week of the subsequent semester.   Why has Haverford accepted the negative implications noted above?  In part, we think, because Haverford’s NNG option differs significantly from Bryn Mawr’s CR/NC option in one important respect: unlike Bryn Mawr students, who may use the CR/NC option for courses that might count towards graduation requirements (the College Seminar, quantitative, foreign language and divisional requirements), Haverford students may only take purely elective courses for NNG.

The Committee concluded that the option of uncovering grades, though still problematic, made more sense within Haverford’s system than it did within Bryn Mawr’s.   Haverford students are using the NNG option to take courses that are entirely optional.   If a student chose to take a risky course, declared the course NNG, and performed poorly enough to decide to leave the NNG covering his or her grade, he or she had full control every step of the way.

While the Bryn Mawr system certainly allows students to use the CR/NC option to take elective courses that feel risky, it also allows them to use it to cover grades in courses taken to satisfy requirements in areas that they find difficult.  In the latter scenario, which accounts for most of the courses taken CR/NC, the decision to take these risky courses is not at all optional and the student is likely to have less control over her performance.  As a result, the committee worries that it would be especially unfair to such students to have “Cr” come to signify “weak performance.”

Recommendations:

The Committee would consider a revised proposal that addresses these two concerns.  As students grapple with these issues, we encourage them to consider the following:

1) Because their system is more restrictive, only about 100 Haverford students take courses for NNG every semester.  Approximately, 200 Bryn Mawr students take courses CR/NC every semester.

2) Bryn Mawr’s current system requires extra work from the registrar and deans, who need to keep track of whether students meet the 2.0 requirement for courses that count towards college requirements, even though the transcript records the grade as simply “Cr”.  The registrar and deans have been willing to put in this extra work because we believe that the current CR/NC system provides students with a valuable alternative. 

VIII. Coordination with CAP, the Bi-Co, and the GSSWSR

The Committee worked throughout the year to establish effective mechanisms of communication and coordination with CAP.  Members of the Committee met with CAP to discuss common points of planning and interest, and the Chair was invited to the meeting in which members of CAP, Haverford College’s EPC and FCAE met to discuss the academic year’s discussions, activities, and decisions.

Marsha Martin attended a meeting of the Committee at which was discussed the coordination of the Committee’s review of a select body of the course offerings by faculty at the GSSWSR – those to which undergraduate students would be welcome to enroll – each semester.

IX. Curricular Renewal Work Group
The CRWG pursued a variety of issues in AY '08-'09, ranging from new ways of characterizing the goals of the curriculum as a whole to recommending particular curricular changes.

Three subcommittees of the CRWG are developing far-reaching proposals. The Group's subcommittee on writing proposed a revision of the CSem program aimed at involving more continuing Faculty in the teaching of our first-year seminars, as well as a plan for developing writing-intensive courses throughout the curriculum.  These proposals have been approved by the Curriculum Committee, and were endorsed by the faculty at the April 22 meeting. 

The subcommittee on language instruction has convened chairs and Faculty from the relevant departments, and is considering not only possible changes in the language requirement, but also broader issues concerning language instruction at Bryn Mawr.  The work of this subcommittee will continue into the fall and Faculty are encouraged to participate in and support these discussions. 

The subcommittee on the first-year experience is moving toward proposals to increase Faculty involvement in student advising, to streamline the quantitative requirement, and in general to make the first year experience less dominated by the need to meet various requirements.

As a whole, the CRWG has been discussing ways of better connecting divisional/distributional requirements to the overall goals of a liberal arts education, including three models of how such requirements might be structured.  The CRWG convened a forum to discuss these models on April 15th.

The CRWG has collected statements from departments about the relation of our major programs to the broad aims of a liberal arts education; and it is continuing to review and discuss those responses. 

Finally, the CRWG is debating ways -- both curricular and co-curricular -- to promote the idea that global consciousness (variously defined) is central to our vision of a liberal education at Bryn Mawr.

The work of the CRWG will continue in AY2009-2010 (including adding a new sub-committee on globalization).

X. Guidelines for Secure Submission of Student Papers and Assignments

Due to sporadic problems associated with the electronic submission of student papers, as well as hard copies, the Curriculum Committee devised a set of suggested guidelines.  Although faculty and students would not be required to follow these rules, following them would probably eliminate most of the difficulties that have arisen.

XI. Curriculum Committee Website
The Curriculum Committee has established a website.  Links to the site are available at the pages of the Provost’s Office and the office of the Undergraduate Dean.  The site provides a listing of the committee’s members, reports of the committee, guidelines for submission of new course proposals, and other useful information.

PAGE  
1

