To: Larry Krissek

From: James Fredal

Re: Proposed Semester Conversion Plan for Physics Major

December 30, 2010
The Sciences subcommittee of the CCI considered the semester conversion proposal for the Physics Major on November and voted to approve the proposal with several contingencies outlined below.

Because the Physics Major had not undergone revision since 1998, the Department and the Undergraduate Studies Committee used the conversion process to reconsider the major.  The resulting proposal differs from the current Physics major in several ways.  

1) The major went from 6 options or tracks to 4 specializations.  Three of the less popular existing options were folded into one “Applied Physics” specialization for students in Engineering, Law, Journalism, and other sciences.  The remaining four options, Advanced Physics, Physics and Life Sciences, and Physics Teaching options remain the same.
2) An honors option is now available for two upper division Physics sequences, reducing pressure on the required non-honors sequences and adding an enhanced option for students who are academically advanced.

3) A third lab course will now be required for all specializations. Previously, only the Advanced Physics option required the third lab course.

4) Material from the 3rd level writing course will now be included in the Advanced Lab: presentation of data results and analysis.

The Sciences subcommittee had several concerns about the proposed structural changes.  Some of these concerns were minor errors having to do with consistency or clarifications.  Other concerns were more substantive.  
First, we wondered whether the reduction of options or tracks would put pressure on courses in some tracks with a larger number of students.  However, it appears that the new Applied Physics track combined several of the less popular tracks and that in any case the demand for common required courses will remain the same.  
Second, we asked about the new requirement for three labs for all specializations.  The Physics department feels that with some rearrangement of lab space in Smith labs to allow larger classes, and a slight increase in TA staffing for the larger labs, that they will be able to accommodate the new requirement, and that limitations in lab offerings will not slow students’ time to degree.  
Finally, the subcommittee requested a more detailed transition plan.  In the revised proposal, the transition plan describes the bridge courses that will be offered to students who have partially completed the initial Physics sequence  (111-112-113 and 131, 132, 133) and possibly also the Mathematical Methods in Physics sequence.  The department will also implement a Transition Advising Worksheet, to be filled out for every student in the major to assist them in the transition.  The worksheet and the transition process will be discussed in Physics 295 beginning in Autumn 2010.  In addition, a website has been developed with descriptions of the changes and a range of sample transition schedules.   With the dedicated Staff and Faculty advising, the current transition plan should provide students with ample opportunities to adjust their schedule to the semester system without being penalized.

With the current corrections and revisions to the proposal, I feel the contingencies delineated by the Sciences subcommittee have been met and therefore recommend consideration and approval of the proposed semester conversion plan for the Physics major within the Arts and Sciences CCI.
