Comments on PRC report by Dave Johnson (shared with FS Undergraduate Education Committee on 1/23)

As this is long enough already, I will follow the time-honored academic tradition of saying little that isn't critical about this report.  I do realize that this committee faced a thankless task, and that no such process will please everyone—or perhaps even anyone.  I also recognize that the state is breathing down our neck; that SIUC may well have too many programs for our current number of faculty; that there may be new programs we should offer but cannot offer without shifting faculty lines out of older programs; and that program efficiency is one vital criterion in evaluating a program. I will say that I find section VI ("Complementary Practices and Academic Efficiencies") far less problematic than other parts of the report, and that I applaud the authors of the report for daring to include in that section the sorts of concrete examples that make their argument clear, even at the risk of raising taboo issues. 

My main points
1.  The assumption that small programs are inefficient is unwarranted.  

2.  We must decide whether the initial metrics are "flags" for follow up or death-knells. 

3.  Mission had damn well mean more than credit hour production.

4.  If this process isn't coordinated with the FA it will produce a train wreck.  

Full disclosure: I'm writing from a department (Foreign Languages & Literatures--DFLL) that has multiple small majors that will in any foreseeable future have less than 25 first majors (Classics, French, and German), two that have occasionally fallen below 25 first majors (Spanish, Foreign Language & International Trade) and one new major that is currently just under 25 but may well grow (International Studies).  If nothing changes, my department will be overwhelmed by this Program Review process, and could itself perhaps overwhelm the program review committee with at least three and potentially five undergraduate programs that warrant review.  

The department, not being utterly oblivious, is considering a move to restructure so that many or all of our majors are consolidated, at least formally, into a single rubric.  I.e., German majors won't also study French, but both may be coded as "language majors" (LANG?) or the like.  As we score well under the program cost criterion, this move might save us from any scrutiny under this plan.  But if all we do is recode our majors (as with most departments, there are other things worth doing--but that is another matter), this move would, in itself, neither increase the efficiency of our offerings, nor increase our overall number of majors. There would be no elimination of redundancy, inasmuch as a French class cannot replace a German one.  There would be no savings in office staff: the same office staff already serves the multiple majors. This recoding would not, that is, improve anything at all.

One can draw two conclusions from this.  Either DFLL is massively inefficient, but will have resorted to fixing the books to escape scrutiny, or DFLL is quite efficient, and the proposed plan is a very poor way of measuring efficiency. I naturally prefer the latter conclusion, though, as usual, the truth lies somewhere in the middle.  

Perhaps, of course, my department is simply an outlier, and this plan will work well for most. 

II. Primary standards
I understand that the external metrics have essentially been handed to us by the state.  And no metric is perfect.  But I thought that we had the flexibility to alter them for internal considerations.  Of the three metrics listed only one is rational to me--the cost study standard (though of course it too is problematic, in part because the data entered for the study are something of a mess, I believe).  But small programs are not ipso facto "underperforming", "unsatisfactory", or "inefficient".  If few faculty produce few majors and do so relatively efficiently, that should be okay: the problem lies where many faculty produce relatively few majors.  

III.  Remediation
I find the process here a bit confusing.  In the next section we will read of certain mitigating factors that would allow the Review Committee to rule that a department need take no action (including "remediation") regarding the relevant program, despite failure to meet one of the metrics.  But prior to the Review Committee's involvement, the department has to present a plan to bring itself into line with the standard it fails to meet.  There may well be programs on campus that cannot and need not meet all of the metrics, and that should not, therefore, be required to submit a plan to meet them.  It therefore seems to me that departments ought to be given the chance to defend their programs to the Review Committee before being asked to prepare plans to improve them.  That is, a departmental plan for remediation ought to be one possible result to follow upon the Review Committee's.  

Departments may well, of course, want to pull together plans to produce more majors before they go before the program committee. But the plan as written seems inconsistent inasmuch as it first treat the metrics as an absolute gold standard requiring remediation, then allows as how, after the Review Committee weighs in and considers other factors, the metrics may be allowed to function, after all, merely as flags to indicate a program may require remediation or more desperate measures.  

In short, we need to decide whether these metrics are true and irrevocable indications of program failure, which will doom programs that cannot meet them, even after 'remediation', or merely flags for programs that may be inefficient. If the metrics are allowed to have the former status, this report will result in a process that will do far more harm than good, destroying good programs on ill-considered grounds.  

IV. Evaluation (i.e., mitigating factors)

I applaud inclusion of all factors in this list--but will carp about the absence of one sort of consideration I find crucial.  
B. Centrality of mission
Our mission is here defined as the production of credit hours. I find this a rather debased understanding of our mission. Credit hour production is an indirect measure of centrality to our mission, as such hours may be driven by core curriculum or other requirements instituted to meet educational ends. But of course credit hour production can be driven by a multitude of factors.  The report does not, as far as I can gather, anywhere recognize that this university ought to promote teaching or research in certain disciplines because those disciplines have some intrinsic, academic value. Shall we eliminate philosophy, physics, or French, to pick some fricatives, should they fail to meet these numerical guidelines? Perhaps we must; "we've always had a program in X" is not a decisive argument, and there may well be some traditional fields that we can no longer afford to sponsor (as a classicist, of course, I am more fond of traditional fields than most!).  But if we nowhere allow consideration of our academic mission in our planning we have, in my view, abdicated an essential part of our role as academics. There are some things that a university with our ambitions must offer in both teaching and research. Not all of us will agree about what these things are, and arguments about intrinsic value should not always trump those based on the cold hard facts of student demand and efficiency.  But to ignore them simply because they cannot be readily counted is to neglect much of what so many of us value about higher education.
  

I'm not sure why production of credit hours will only save a program from the euphemistically named "sunset status"; such a program will still be required to either increase its number of majors or restructure or merge.  It is not clear to me why factors B and G are limited in this way, and only factors B and G. 

Coordination with the faculty contract and the FA
While this report duly says that program changes shall be governed by the contract with the FA (at the outset of section 2), outside this sentence, there is no mention of that contract.  Article 9 of the contract (which is essentially unchanged since the last contract), lays out a rather different process for program changes.  It may well be possible to coordinate the process envisioned here with that in the contract, but no effort has been done so far; there is no mention of this portion of the contract in this report, there has been no consultation with the FA, and no consultation is planned in the process outlined by the report. This strikes me as reckless. Given the obvious sensitivity of program elimination, leaving the FA and its contract out in the cold is guaranteed to produce extra conflict when the program review policy gets underway.  Failure to follow the contract will result in grievances that will certainly slow and could even stop this process.  While critics of the FA may assume that any attempt to work with the FA will result in conflict, the chances for conflict, and for that conflict becoming heated, increase exponentially if the FA is ignored while policies that affect its legal sphere of influence are developed.  
� In section VI we are told that "faculty, departments and colleges should give primacy to academic considerations".  I'm not quite sure what this statement means, but in context, outside the section on program review, it may mean that the purpose of this section of the document is not to eliminate academic programs (an academic consideration) but to promote more efficient administrative structures that would preserve or expand existing academic programs.  





