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Dear Colleagues,

Welcome back to another semester and I hope everyone had time to enjoy their families and friends.  I write this note to seek your advice on the formulation of a policy and process for the undergraduate program reviews that will occur during the 2006‑2007 academic year.  Good progress is being made with the current review of graduate programs now underway in the colleges.  As I indicated earlier, Professor Joe Stoltman will give us a graduate review progress report at the Academic Forum next week, Wednesday, January 18.  The final results of this process will be known and available to the campus during May 2006 and will, in turn, guide the further development and enhancement of graduate programs into the near‑term future.

Concurrently, thoughts and questions are already forming about the undergraduate program reviews scheduled to be conducted during the 2006‑2007 academic year.  I have met with the Faculty Senate's Undergraduate Studies Council (chaired by David Reinhold, Chemistry) to seek their advice and they have initiated serious study of how they believe this task could be done.  I look forward to receiving their recommendations by the end of February. 

Additionally, I want to invite deans, chairs, directors, faculty colleagues, academic advisors and others with leadership responsibility for our academic programs to give me your advice on how this task may be best accomplished.  I am often asked to articulate the expected outcomes or goals for this undergraduate review, which I will next try to do briefly.

(1)  The first expected outcome is to be certain (as much as we can be in an uncertain world) that WMU offers high‑quality programs that are competitive and consistent with WMU's mission.  In other words, programs that are not strong and of demonstrable quality should not be pursued.  

(2) 
The expected second outcome is to align the faculty resource base and program instructional requirements, and within the context of flat or declining faculty numbers, students, and State support.  This second outcome may become clearer when considered within the context statement below.
(3)
The third expected outcome is to reduce course overlaps and content redundancies, and to review systematically both prerequisites and program requirements by conducting curriculum audits of our undergraduate programs.  

(4) 
And the last and fourth expected outcome is to identify which undergraduate programs to (a) resource more heavily, (b) maintaining current resource levels, and (c) reduce support levels carefully and gradually.

The contextual background for these reviews includes the following main points of consideration.  First, other than for the University of Michigan, WMU has the highest number of undergraduate programs in the State ‑ in 2003, WMU had 152 undergraduate programs (with 29,178 students) compared with an MSU count of 126 programs (with 43,162 students and a count of 129 undergraduate programs at Wayne State (with 30,187 students). The number of programs offered by any institution matters since every program has or develops its own curricular platform of courses which, over time, must be taught for program existence.  Fundamentally, the number of academic programs commits the faculty to the instructional requirements in every program.  Obviously, a reduction in the number of degree programs (either graduate or undergraduate) can be accomplished through a variety of means including consolidation, merger, or outright abolition.  IN ALL CASES, WMU is committed to "teaching out" the students enrolled in current programs despite any prospective program changes that may occur in the future.
The second contextual point of consideration is to note that the institution's enrollment has shrunk: we had 29,732 enrolled students fall of 2002 and 26,239 enrolled fall of 2005 for a 12% enrollment decrease, of which two‑thirds was at the undergraduate level.  While there is no perfect symmetry between overall institutional enrollment and the number of graduate or undergraduate programs offered by any university, it can be fairly stated that we have (again except for the University of Michigan) the highest number of undergraduate programs for a disappointingly smaller student body.  As most of you know, we are now working very hard to reverse and increase enrollment. This work takes the talents of both those who recruit students and those colleagues who work to advise, teach, service, and support our qualified students. 

And third, our contextual pattern of curricular change has been one of incrementalism. We have added courses, then minors and majors, and then degree programs without a broad and frank review of content duplications, redundancies among programs and so forth. Certainly faculty colleagues and curricular review committees do review requests and proposals routinely but a vigorous curriculum audit approach will help us identify unnecessary redundancies and thus protect our limited instructional and space resources. The point of any stringent curricular review or audit is to determine if virtually the same content is being delivered under different nomenclature and if this is necessary. In some cases, it well may be for the students' ability to differentiate their programs of study and degrees.  In other cases, it may not be necessary and the rationale offered 20 or 30 years ago may no longer either be valid or sustainable.

Thus, today, I write to ask for your advice on the undergraduate program review process and its participants. Clearly, the most knowledge about any academic program rests with the faculty and chairs within departments, yet they often need and welcome ideas from other colleagues on tough issues such as those intrinsic to program reviews.  When you send your ideas to me, and not later than noon on Thursday, February 23, 2006, please indicate which of the general categories you are addressing:

a) 
program review criteria and the definition of the criteria

b) 
compositions and participants for review panels or review teams

c) 
timetable within the confines of October 2006 through March 2007, and

d) 
process of the actual review, for example, by the entire department, and then the college, or a  cross‑campus team, etc.

Our present and emerging fiscal and environmental reality of fewer State dollars with high tuition costs means very tough competition for good students and higher expectations of both students and their parents about our capacity to deliver programs of quality and strength. We cannot escape our present reality no matter how we wish it were not so. Thus, I ask every person to be a citizen of the University, and to work with intelligence and careful stewardship on this central task for the 2006‑2007 academic year. Rumors and outright negative speculation about the outcomes of this process will be detrimental to both our students and the entire University.  This type of program review is normal, fairly frequent, and one that lays the foundation for program review to become an ordinary process for the comprehensive evaluation of academic programs.

When I have received advice from colleagues across campus and the Undergraduate Studies Council, I will formulate a policy and procedure to be followed during the next academic year for the undergraduate program reviews.  Hopefully that document will be available for final comment in April of 2006 so the campus is informed before the end of year of the current academic year as to how those reviews will proceed next year.  

None of this is simple nor easy but I remain firmly committed to using our few resources most effectively to enhance and preserve programs of merit and excellence that do challenge and serve our students.  Your comments and advice on this issue are most welcome.   

Linda M. Delene, Ph.D.

Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs

Western Michigan University

1903 W Michigan Ave

Kalamazoo MI 49008

"Finish every day and be done with it. You have done what you could. Some blunders and absurdities, no doubt, crept in. Forget them as soon as you can. Tomorrow is a new day; begin it well and serenely, with too high a spirit to be encumbered with your old nonsense.  This new day is too dear, with its hopes and invitations, to waste a moment on the yesterdays."
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