Provost Letter February 02, 2009

Dear Senators:

I would recommend that if you are going to look at the document that

Steve forwarded to you that you skip down to page 2 under "II Analysis."  The questions and answers in section one are somewhat terse and may seem as non sequiturs to the issue of small class size as they follow hours of discussion with the OUS provosts.

That response to Susan Weeks (Chancellor's office) is my contribution to a white paper that she is building to present to the Board answering the pressure from the legislature on class size. The Chancellor spent several hours with the Provosts a few weeks back discussing this issue and relating the view of some legislatures that universities can reduce costs by increasing efficiency by cutting small classes.  (The OUS data shows that the system taught over 6000 sections with smaller than 10 students this last Fall.)

It appears that the "Less than 10 rule" is gaining momentum and that it will likely hit the board as a policy or at least a report this next session.  I think it is another example of policy makers seeking a simple solution aimed at fixing a complex situation. The position I have brought to this conversation is summarized in my email to Susan and the other Provosts:

Susan and Provosts:

I have been looking at the 10-less data. My small venue here gives me a chance of seeing all of the problems that this sort of process will create for us. In scanning our identified sections we have a host of "exceptions" that should be eliminated from the data including any course that is paid on a per-student-per-credit basis, merged courses that combine two CRNS in one section which boost enrollment to over 10, courses that are loaded for substantially less credits than the posted sum--for example, student teaching carries 10 hours and may have a section size of 3 but only is loaded at 1 hour, any practicum/internship/seminar/lab that is not given the same load as a regular class, etc. As I looked at Bob's listing, over half the sections we have are not truly (as I would define it) a small section of less than 10 because we are not paying the faculty member  the direct proportion of salary to teach the course. Just for our small place I am looking at hundreds of sections to identify and correct.  I cannot imagine the scope of the problem as some of you are looking at thousands of sections.

I think it would be very helpful to create an operational definition of a less than 10 policy where we have the ability of   winnowing down the data to focus on the real/perceived problems.  I would prefer to link it to professor productivity in a way that says "Which courses are we paying a full salary to teach less than 10 students?"  Perhaps there is an elegant way to put this in a policy statement.

Bob will have to weigh-in on the process. My weeding will take days to create a real list of sections as Deans/Chairs will have to go through each area to determine which CRNs are the real sections we should be concerned about.  I am not sure how Bob will be ever able to create a report that can possibly be accurate to accommodate all of the oddities that pop-up in a normal schedule.  We will have to send in a corrected report or perhaps give Bob a list of all course numbers that should not be reported.  I doubt either of these methods will please us very much.

It seems that as usual, we have a complicated problem that we are trying to solve with a simple solution. 

Finally, after I have done this process and found the list, I still have probably 100-200 sections a year that must be offered else we start losing majors.  We have already densified the course offerings to a point where I cannot afford to not offer an upper division requirement else students cannot graduate.  I wonder what tolerance we are thinking for these waivers we were talking about.  What proportion of necessary small sections seems reasonable?

As I look at his data I am more convinced that although the less than 10 rule sounds simple and reasonable, that what is more reasonable and wise is to look at program productivity from the perspective of a department or prefix. I did an analysis of our mathematics department, for example.  We have a number of upper division sections that are small.  This is a logical follower of the fact we only have about 7-9 graduates in mathematics per year.  We have densified the curriculum, offered two-year cycles on upper division requirements, and otherwise have no pork in the curriculum. With less than 10 rule I am forever explaining these small sections with waivers and in so doing bringing light on a program that has a small number of graduates.  When one looks at the productivity of the faculty, however, when you add all their sections of lower division service courses, their average is 16.7 per course overall.  In a way we earn the right to teach a small class because we have bigger sections that bring us into balance.  I think this is a better way of identifying small programs or poor performing areas that need some scrutiny. 

Alas, this may be too complicated to explain to others.  My question is, which complication would you rather have, a better conceptual solution that requires some explaining, or a simple solution that requires a great deal of data manipulation and waiver getting?

Michael

