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Notes on Subcommittee D’s Response to the McHale Report, Regarding Freshman Seminars

From our discussion on 11/22, the consensus is that if OSU wishes to maintain the original goals of the Freshman Seminar Program, the recommendations made in the McHale Report will not work for curricular and administrative reasons. However, a variation of the current Freshman Seminars may be smoothly integrated into the proposed Freshman Clusters. 
Areas of Concern

Subcommittee has two main areas of concern regarding the McHale Report’s proposals concerning the Freshman Seminar Program: Curricular and Administrative.

Curricular Concerns
1) The Original Goals of the Freshman Seminar Program – the original goals were to:

· Afford first-year students opportunities for contact with faculty in small group settings.

· Present an introduction to disciplines that provides students exposure to unfamiliar academic areas. 

· Offer an introduction to frontier areas of scholarly pursuit, allowing freshmen a glimpse at current topics of research and study.

· Provide insight into how faculty pursue scholarship in their disciplines. 

While many of these goals could be met under the changes proposed within the McHale Report, two key qualities would be at risk. First, because the Seminars would be “worth more” both in terms of time in the classroom and workload outside, students could be disinclined to expose themselves to “unfamiliar academic areas.” Nearly all of the Seminars taught in Autumn 2005 are attended by a broad spectrum of students from across campus – evidence that students are trying something out. This becomes especially relevant when connected with students’ 72% agreement that they would take more classes in the area of the Seminar (collected in surveys from 2004 and 2005). While still too new to accurately judge, such numbers hint that the Freshman Seminar Program acts as a sort of recruiting tool for areas of interest. Remaking the Seminars along the lines of a regular course may affect this.

Second, three- to five-credit Seminars would have to go beyond “allowing freshmen a glimpse at current topics of research and study.” Some of the adventurous academic nature of the Seminars could easily be lost as faculty attempt to make them more like a regular class. 
2) “Increased Flexibility and Student Choice” – one of the main goals of the McHale Report is to provide students with increased flexibility and choice in how they complete their NMRs. Subcommittee D worries, however, that changing the Freshman Seminars to a three-to-five credit course may actually decrease flexibility and choice.

Because of the change in credit-hours, Freshman Seminars would inevitably have to become more structured and rigorous than current offerings. While the increased class time could enhance the depth of discussion, it would also require students to both read and produce more tangible work in the form of research, papers, lab work, etc. The student, then, who may eagerly register for a one-credit seminar outside of their area, knowing they will be getting just a “taste” of the topic, may be disinclined to commit to a full three-credit class. 

Additionally, a longer class, meeting multiple times per week, will be harder for the student to schedule. Logistically, this may make it less likely to provide the flexibility and choice desired by the McHale Report.

Finally, the variety of topics that faculty propose and teach could also decrease as the faculty struggle to justify why their seminar should count for NMR credit. The broad choice of Seminar topics – a feature praised often in student evaluations – could become lost as the Seminars become indistinguishable from any other class.

Administrative Concerns
1) Budget – Many faculty would greatly appreciate teaching a topic about which they are passionate to a class of 18 students, rather than lecture in an introductory survey class to hundreds. However, under the current budgetary model in which much of a department’s funding springs from the numbers of students taught, it is hard to imagine many departments will happily allow faculty to replace the large class for a small one in their instructional load.
2) Organization – Allowing a three-credit Freshman Seminar to substitute for a regular five-credit NMR-core course raises many questions.

a. Who will decide under which of the four “breadth of knowledge” areas the Freshman Seminar sits? Will a seminar in the science of “Jurassic Park” (taught Winter 2006) be a substitute for an Introductory Biology or American Literature course? Can such interdisciplinary courses be listed jointly under multiple “breadth of knowledge” areas?

b. Does such a seminar accomplish the breadth goals desired in an NMR course? Are the seminars narrow enough for their own purposes but too narrow for the NMR’s?
c. Will courses be taught centrally out of Arts & Sciences, as they are now, or out of individual departments? Will there be any central administration for the proposed Freshman Seminars?
d. Will the variety of Seminars narrow as faculty struggle to justify fitting their area of interest into one of the “breadth of knowledge” areas?
Alternatives
Rather than changing the Freshman Seminars to three-to-five credit hour courses that will count as NMR credit, as proposed in the McHale Report, Subcommittee D offers two alternatives. 

1) Leave the Seminars as they are – In only its third year, the Freshman Seminar Program has grown substantially in terms of both offerings and enrollment.

Table 1 – Freshman Seminar Enrollment 2004-2006
	
	# of Courses
	Students Enrolled
	% of Seats Filled

	Winter/Spring 2004
	24
	228
	47.50%

	Winter/Spring 2005
	25
	286
	57.20%

	Autumn 2005/Winter 2006

	37 
(plus 17 in SP 2006)
	447
	67.11%


As Table 1 shows, enrollment on the Seminars has steadily risen as word about them has spread more effectively to incoming students. Additionally, the number of seminars offered has doubled in our third year with more participation from faculty. We expect that 2006-2007 will continue to see growth in both offerings and enrollment.
Another argument for leaving the Freshman Seminar Program stems from evaluations gathered from students and faculty over the last two years. 

Table 2 – Freshman Seminar Evaluations 2004-2006
	
	% Who Agree/Strongly Agree

	Students
	

	I would recommend this seminar to other students.
	89.7%

	I would take another one-hour seminar if permitted.


	79.5%

	Faculty
	

	I would recommend teaching a freshman seminar to other faculty.
	90.6%

	I would like to teach this seminar again.
	90.0%


As Table 2 displays, satisfaction runs high from both students and faculty, further bolstering our optimism about the Program’s potential for growth. Changing the Program in any way may actually hurt the Freshman Seminars at a time when they are on the verge truly establishing themselves as a valuable part of the first-year experience.
2) Insert Sections of the Freshman Seminar Program into the Freshman Cluster – The McHale Report proposes establishing a Freshman Cluster series that runs during the students’ first year and allows them to get five courses worth of NMR credit for three courses attended. 

Subcommittee D proposes that a Freshman Seminar, as currently structured, could be a required component of the Freshman Clusters. As we envision it, multiple Seminars would be appropriate to the theme of the Cluster, allowing students the flexibility to take their Seminar in either the Autumn or Winter quarters and the choice to take the Seminar that most interested them. 
Requiring a Freshman Seminar in one of the first two quarters offers two advantages. First, the 18-student Seminar offers an intimate counterpoint to the 200+-student lecture course they’ll be taking, allowing them the opportunity to interact with a full faculty member in a way they cannot in the lecture courses. Second, the small Freshman Seminar will initiate students into the expectations of a discussion-based class and better prepare them for the larger 25-stduent seminar they’ll take in Spring as the wrap-up to the Freshman Cluster.

Although required as part of the Freshman Cluster, the Seminars would still not count for NMR credit – to do so would require those Seminars that are not part of the Clusters to meet NMR criteria, and thus have the problems listed above. However, the students would still get college credit for the Seminar. Moreover, the Clusters essentially allow a student to skip two full courses, so adding a one-to-two credit hour Seminar seems a minor price to pay.

This solution would show students that Ohio State University values the Freshman Seminars as an integral part of their education, worthy of being a required component of the restructuring plan. This solution also allows the Program to continue to grow on its own merits as students and faculty not involved in the Freshman Clusters could still participate in Freshman Seminars.   

� Enrollment figures for Winter 2006 as of November 28, 2005.





