DRAFT
TO: Chris Highley, Chair CCI

FROM: CCI Subcommittee on Social, Behavioral, Mathematical, Physical, and Biological Sciences

RE: Revisions to the Astronomy Major

Dear Chris:

On June 10, 2009 the CCI Sciences Subcommittee considered the proposal to revise the Astronomy Major. The proposal has two components that were discussed separately as outlined below.

1) Request to withdraw Physics 664 from the Astronomy Major Requirements

The Astronomy Major includes many required courses in Physics and many Astronomy majors double major in Physics and Astronomy, therefore the content of these two programs is closely linked.

Last year, the Physics department added CSE 202 and Physics 416 as required pre-requisite courses to Physics 555, 621, and 631. This addition was based on student feedback and assessment of student performance in the Physics courses; those students who had a stronger programming and methods background provided by CSE 202 and Physics 416 were better prepared and more successful in Physics 555, 621 and 631. These three courses are also required for Astronomy majors.

The result is that Astronomy majors now have to take an additional two courses as pre-requisites in preparation for their required major courses, thus adding eight credit hours to their total degree program.

In an effort to alleviate the added credit requirements, Astronomy proposes to withdraw a different course, Physics 664, from their major requirements. Physics 664 has a different focus than the Physics courses that carry the new pre-requisites, but is not as crucial to the major. Also, many students take 664 anyway as part of the double major with Physics, therefore the impact of this withdrawal would be fairly low.

This change, coupled with the addition of the two Physics prerequisite courses, would result in a net increase of four credit hours in total degree requirements.

The subcommittee felt that this change was reasonable and a thoughtful accommodation for students considering that the addition of the pre-requisites in Physics were beyond their control, even though the Astronomy Department fully supports the pedagogical rationale for the additions of the pre-requisites.

2) Request to add the newly approved Astronomy 295 as a requirement to the major

Astronomy 295 is a one-credit course that the department wishes to require students to take two times during recommended quarters at the beginning of their major program. Modeled after a similar second year Physics course, Astronomy 295 is designed to expose students to Astronomy faculty in order to make students aware of the types of research and careers available with an Astronomy major. In addition, Astronomy 295 is designed to formalize students’ degree planning process so that students are better prepared to plan their degree program. Such planning assistance can help students finish their studies in a timely manner in a way that best prepares them for success throughout their program of study and beyond. Another crucial feature of Astronomy 295 is helping students get to know faculty early in their studies so that they can make research connections, which, based on two prior Group Studies offerings of this course (Astronomy 294), has proven successful in retaining new majors (a challenge for the department in the past). It can also function as a way to attract new majors to the discipline.

The subcommittee felt that the rationale for this addition to the major curriculum was solid and it was noted that similar courses exist in other majors and have proven to be effective in the retention and success of students.

The subcommittee did have questions concerning the numbering and offering pattern of Astronomy 295 which they would like the proposers to address, namely:

· 295 is a one-credit course to be taken twice at recommended times during a student’s course of study. Why would this course be taken twice? It was posited that offering the course twice would accommodate faculty availability, ensuring that students could gain exposure to all faculty members, taking into account that all would not be available in any given quarter. However, the description of the course also mentioned degree planning and other more survey-like material. Are students required to sit through this material twice? If a student does not declare an Astronomy major until during their first quarter, are they required to wait a year to take this course? The subcommittee would like clarification on this.

· If students must take 295 twice, and the second offering is more faculty intensive and does not include the degree planning content of the first offering, why not decimalize the course to communicate to students that the content is not identical (i.e. 295.01 and .02)? These would not need to be taken sequentially. Alternatively, could the department create a 295 and 296 to differentiate the two offerings?

Credit Hour Change Summary:

Taking into account both of the above proposed changes to the major, the department is proposing to drop one required course (Physics 664) which will decrease required hours by 4. This withdrawal partially compensates for the addition of two 4-credit pre-requisite course (CSE 202 and Physics 416), which add eight credits to total degree requirements. This results in a net increase of four credits.  Additionally, requiring two credits in the form of 295 results in an increase of 2 credit hours required within the major.

The final net result is an increase of 6 credit hours for students’ total degree program. Thus the new total hours required for the major would be 77 but students would have a total of six additional credits to complete their degree program.
The subcommittee voted unanimously to approve the above proposed revisions contingent upon further clarification of the points bolded above and a summary table which includes the following information in order to provide maximum clarification for CCI and CAA committee vetting:

A table to include the following:
1)  Credit hour totals of the Astronomy program before the addition of CSE 202, Physics 416, and Astronomy 295, broken down by hours required as pre-requisites, hours required in the major, and GEC hours

 2) Credit hour totals of the Astronomy program in its current form with the addition of CSE 202 and Physics 416 , broken down by hours required as pre-requisites, hours required in the major, and GEC hours

3) Credit hour totals of the Astronomy program in its proposed form, including the addition of CSE 202 and Physics 416, Astronomy 295 and the withdrawal of 664, broken down by hours required as pre-requisites, hours required in the major, and GEC hours

Contingent upon the above requirements, the approval of the subcommittee stands as a motion to CCI to approve the revisions to the Astronomy Major.
Respectfully submitted,

CCI Subcommittee on Social, Behavioral, Mathematical, Physical, and Biological Sciences




