Recommendation for the future of GEC Clusters

Office of Interdisciplinary Programs
The General Education Curriculum Clusters pilot program, created in Spring 2007, is an effort to address the Report of the Committee on the University-Wide Review of Undergraduate Education (McHale Report) call for innovative GEC Curriculum. The Clusters program aimed to offer a more substantial sense of coherence to students’ General Education Curriculum and allow alternate means for students to satisfy general education requirements. The pilot program focuses on Clusters aimed at freshmen and sophomores, although any undergraduate student is allowed to participate. The Clusters are meant to be a series of integrated, interdisciplinary courses built around a broad theme that satisfy General Education Curriculum requirements. Faculty from multiple academic units were encouraged to jointly develop and execute the Cluster in order to give the courses a coherence unavailable in distinct classes.
The first Cluster, Before History: The Science of Origins, was offered for Autumn Quarter, 2007. Because the program itself was not approved until May 2007, the window for returning student registration had long passed before the Before History Cluster was approved which left incoming freshmen as the target population. Due to major and GEC requirement for first quarter freshmen, the first course of the cluster did not have enough enrollments to run and was postponed until Winter Quarter. 

In the 2008-2009 academic year three additional clusters were offered (‘Media and Representation,’ ‘Image, Presence and Religious Identity,’ and ‘Human-Animal Interactions’).  Image, Presence and Religious Identity only offered one course during the 2008-09 academic year (in WI09), but will offer another course in autumn 2009.  Living Chemistry was also offered but was cancelled due to low concurrent enrollment between the two courses.
Two clusters will commence during the 2009-2010 school year (‘History of the Body’ and ‘Living Chemistry’).  No new proposals from faculty for the 2009-2010 academic year were received. 
Current student enrollments of the three clusters offered are:

	Cluster
	Students enrolled in 2 courses
	Students Enrolled in 3 courses

	Before History
	14
	4

	Human-Animal Interactions
	43*
	4

	Media and Representation
	5
	0


*Students were required to be enrolled in two courses concurrently

Although we have only completed two years of the three year pilot program, a number of substantial barriers have become evident. 
1. Other than our understanding (as faculty and administrators) of the cohesiveness the program provides for the GEC, students do not gain anything additional by taking clusters courses. The possibility of providing additional opportunities and experiences for students may be needed to help encourage students to participate.

2. The current budget model requires that seats be open to all students, severely limiting the interdisciplinarity by limiting the references that may be made to previous courses in clusters without having to retrace content for those that are outside of the cluster. 

3. Faculty who are thinking about proposing a cluster have expressed concern that the amount of work to develop and teach their courses will not be reflected in what students experience, and therefore are reluctant to devote the time.

4. Each Cluster team is alerted to deadlines for having a new GEC course approved in time for student registration, but few faculty seem to truly understand the process and getting them to propose their courses on time has been a struggle. The resulting effect is that the launch date for proposed clusters keeps being delayed, or worse, clusters that begin with a current course start to run without have a second course in place for the following quarter. Both of these situations cause confusion to students and academic advisors.

5. Academic Advisors, while supportive of the concept of Clusters, have expressed some concern regarding the additional complexity Clusters add to scheduling. While it is helpful to be able to point students to specific courses based on their interests (our goal of value added through curricular cohesiveness), the restrictions of when those courses are offered on top of trying to schedule major classes might prove to be another impediment. 
6. Although we heavily advertised all clusters for the past two years, we have seen very low enrollment numbers.  
It is the recommendation of Special Interdisciplinary Programs that the GEC Clusters program not be continued beyond the 2009-2010 academic year. The cluster concept might be reconsidered under the new semester system when more flexibility in scheduling, such as two half semester courses, might be an option. We will continue to advertise the clusters currently part of the program through Spring 2010. 

