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Introduction


The Biology Student-Faculty Conference (SFC), held biennially, is an opportunity for faculty and undergraduates in the division to discuss the Biology option in an open discussion forum. While other committees - the Biology Curriculum Committee (BCC) and the Biology Undergraduate Student Advisory Committee (BUSAC) - review the curriculum and collect student input year-round, the purpose of the SFC is to summarize the progress and proposed changes made over the past two years in a brief presentation to both faculty and biology majors. By attending the presentation and discussion forum, professors and students can voice their own concerns with the curriculum and ensure that their opinions and desires are being accurately portrayed by their representatives.
Biology Option Requirement Changes


Prof. Rothenberg, with input from the BCC and SFC, has drafted proposed changes to the Biology option requirements. The proposal will be presented to the faculty on Friday (4/6) for approval and/or revision. The changes, described below, would affect entering freshmen and future classes: current students could opt to graduate under the new requirements, but would not be forced to do so.

Specific Course Requirements:


As before, students will be required to take the following courses:

Bi 8  – 
Introduction to Molecular Biology


Bi 9  – 
Cell Biology


Bi 117  –
Developmental Biology


Bi 122  –
Genetics


Bi/CNS 150  – 
Neurobiology


Ch41abc  – 
Organic Chemistry

With the exception of Bi 8, these courses cannot be taken pass/fail.

Freshmen will have the opportunity to place out of Bi 8 and Bi 9. The instructors for these courses will be asked to select suitable placement exams (for example, the final exam from a previous year). Students who place out of Bi 8 or Bi 9 will be required to earn a passing grade in Bi/Ch 111 (Biochemistry of Gene Expression) or Bi/Ch 113 (Biochemistry of the Cell), respectively.

Advisers are reminded to recommend that their advisees take Bi 8 and Bi 9 during their freshman year. The material covered in Bi 8 and Bi 9 is necessary for success in more advanced courses: sophomore biology majors who have not taken these courses are at a disadvantage. In addition, freshmen who take Bi 8 and Bi 9 are not required to take Bi 1 (The Biology and Biophysics of Viruses), an introductory course intended for non-biology majors.

Advanced Lab Requirement:


The number of units of independent research (Bi 22) required to fulfill this requirement will increase from 9 to 12 units. The following courses may be used to fulfill the advanced lab requirement:


Bi 123  – 
Genetics Laboratory


Bi/CNS 162  – 
Cellular and Systems Neuroscience Laboratory

Bi 180  –
Methods in Molecular Genetics

Bi 227  –
Methods in Modern Microscopy

Bi 22  – 
Undergraduate Research (12 units)

Courses used to fulfill this requirement cannot be taken pass/fail if letter grading is offered.

Biochemistry Requirement:

Bi/Ch 110 (Introduction to Biochemistry) will no longer be strictly required. Instead, students will be required to take two of the following courses in biochemistry:


Bi/Ch 110  – 
Introduction to Biochemistry


Bi/Ch 111  – 
Biochemistry of Gene Expression

Bi/Ch 113  –
Biochemistry of the Cell

Ch 24 (a, b, or both)  –
Introduction to Biophysical Chemistry

Bi/Ch 132  – 
Biophysics of Macromolecules
Courses used to fulfill this requirement cannot be taken pass/fail. The purpose of this change is to allow students the option of taking more difficult courses in biochemistry, and to ensure that all students take at least two terms of biochemistry coursework. When taken to fulfill this requirement, Ch 24ab will count as coursework within the biology major, despite the fact that the course is not cross-listed.
Institute Writing and Communication Requirements:


The Biology Option Requirements section of the catalog will be rewritten to reflect the fact that students have multiple options for satisfying the Institute Writing and Communication Requirement. Students can fulfill both the written and oral portions of this requirement by taking Bi 24, or they may opt to take an equivalent course or courses offered through any other division. In some divisions (including Chemistry and Geological & Planetary Sciences), the written and oral communication requirements are fulfilled through separate courses. For a complete list of courses offered in each division and the requirements they fulfill, advisers are encouraged to consult pp.179-180 of this year’s catalog (2006-7).

Faculty who serve as academic advisers should be advised that Bi 24 was reorganized this year by Profs. Grant Jensen, Steven Youra, and Sky Marsen. The course is now offered in two tracks. Students in Track 1 prepare an original article for submission to a scientific journal, either based on their own research or in the form of a review. Students in Track 2 complete a variety of short written assignments and prepare presentations intended for a wide range of audiences. Students in Track 1 may elect to count previous presentations (e.g. SURF talks, journal club presentations, lab meeting presentations, etc.) towards their oral communication requirement (Option Representative approval is required). They may also choose to complete the presentation assignments along with students in Track 2, or take a course offered through another department which is designed to fulfill the oral communication requirement.

The course(s) used to fulfill these requirements cannot be taken pass/fail.

Distribution Requirement:

In order to encourage students to pursue more advanced study in their fields of interest, and to aid students in identifying appropriate courses, the proposed changes would require students to take six courses chosen from two “streams,” sets of related courses in particular subfields of biology. This change would replace the current “pick three” requirement. The streams are defined below:


Biochemistry:
Bi/Ch 110*, Bi/Ch 111*, Bi/Ch 113*, Bi 125, Bi 129, Bi/Ch 132*, Bi/Ch 170, Bi/Ch 174, Bi/Ch 205, Bi/Ch 211


Genetics:
Bi 123*, Bi 125, ESE/Bi 166, ESE/Bi 168, Bi 180*, Bi 188, Bi 190

Microbial Biology subtrack:
ESE/Bi 166, ESE/Bi 168, Bi 180* highly recommended


Developmental Biology & Evolution:
Bi 123*, Bi/CNS 158, Bi 182, Bi 188, Bi 190, Bi 204, Bi 214

Neurobiology:
Bi/CNS/Psy 120, Bi/CNS/Psy 131, Bi/CNS/Psy 133, Bi/CNS/Psy/SS 140, Bi 152, Bi 156, Bi 157, Bi/CNS 162*, Bi/CNS 172, Bi/CNS 176, Bi/CNS/EE 186,  Bi 202, Bi 211, Bi/CNS 216, Bi/CNS 217, Bi 218

Behavior/Psychology subtrack:
Bi/CNS/Psy 120, Bi/CNS/Psy 131, Bi/CNS/Psy 133, Bi/CNS/Psy/SS 140, Bi 152, Bi 156, Bi/CNS 172, Bi/CNS 176, Bi/CNS 216, Bi/CNS 217

Computational & Systems Biology:
Bi/CNS 172, Bi/CNS 176, Bi/BE/CNS/Ph 178, Bi/CNS/EE 186, Bi/CNS/CS/Ph 187, Bi/CS/CNS 191ab, Bi 204, Bi/CNS 221, Bi/CNS 247

Organismal Biology:
Bi 114, Bi 115, Bi 145ab, Bi 157, Bi 158, Bi 188, Bi 202, Bi 214, Bi 215

Cell Biology:
Bi/Ch 113*, Bi 129, Bi 145ab, Bi 205, Bi 211, Bi 215

Interdisciplinary/Technology:
Bi 125, Bi 177, Bi 225, Bi 227

* Cannot be double-counted with biochemistry or advanced lab requirements.

Subtracks are intended to help students with specific interests identify appropriate courses: students are not confined to courses in a given subtrack. Students may elect to take courses toward this requirement on pass/fail grading. However, at least four of the six courses must be taken for grades. At least two of the six courses (one in each stream) must be at least 9 units.
Unit Requirement:


Students must take 146 units of coursework in biology, including the courses listed above. Students must complete at least 486 units across all departments (including core courses and humanities) to graduate.
Other Recent Changes
Teaching Quality Feedback Reports:

In previous years, course evaluations were performed via paper survey at the end of each term. Methods for distributing and collecting the evaluations varied from course to course: often, students would be given the form at the last lecture and asked to return it with their final a week later. Sometimes the evaluations would be forgotten altogether.

To improve the response rate and make student responses more accessible, course evaluations are now being collected through the Teaching Quality Feedback Report (TQFR) system, an online course evaluation system originally designed to gather feedback from Caltech’s core curriculum courses. TQFR evaluation forms are made available online for about three weeks beginning the last week of the term. These forms are customized for each course using information (instructor and TA names, type of course, etc.) provided by the division. An official roster for each course is obtained from the Registrar: only students who are enrolled in a given course can evaluate it. The TQFR system automatically sends out frequent e-mail reminders to students who have not completed all of their TQFRs, ensuring a high response rate (60-70% is typical). At the end of the evaluation period, the TQFRs are published online (http://tqfr.caltech.edu), but are only accessible from the Caltech network. After two years, the results are removed from the website.
BUSAC Ombudspersons and Feedback Form:

End-of-term course evaluations provide opportunities for improvement from year to year. There are situations, however, when a problem arises that must be resolved before the course ends. To help shy students communicate their suggestions and complaints to course instructors, BUSAC will assign an ombudsperson for every biology class. This ombudsperson will announce him- or herself to the students and instructor at the beginning of each course. Students have the option of consulting with their ombudsperson directly, or submitting their complaint anonymously through the feedback form on the BUSAC webpage (http://www.its.caltech.edu/~busac/).
Additional Suggestions

Bi 150, Bi 129, and Bi 202:


Bi 150 (Neurobiology) is currently offered first term. Sophomores typically only have time to take one biology course during their first term because of the core, humanities, and organic chemistry requirements, and many choose to take Bi 122 (Genetics). Therefore Bi 150 is taken primarily by juniors and seniors. The recently-added courses Bi 129 (Cellular Dynamics: Advanced Topics in Cell Biology of Neurons and Nonneuronal Cells) and Bi 202 (Neurobiology of Disease) are natural continuations of Bi 150, but are also offered first term. A typical student has only one opportunity to take these courses after Bi 150 and before graduating, which may result in lower enrollment in Bi 129 and Bi 202.


BUSAC has recommended moving Bi 150 to third term. This would allow third-term sophomores (who will have finished the core curriculum) to take Bi 150. Some sophomores have complained that there are not enough courses offered third term that do not require Bi/Ch 110 (Introduction to Biochemistry, also offered first term) as a prerequisite: moving Bi 150 to third term would also alleviate this problem. However, because seniors must finish their third-term courses one week early, special arrangements would have to be made for them if the course is offered third term.

Another option would be to move the smaller courses (Bi 129 and Bi 202) to second or third term. This would give students who take Bi 150 as juniors two opportunities to take Bi 129 or Bi 202 before graduating.
Conclusions

The SFC hopes that the new Biology option requirements will encourage students to pursue more advanced coursework in their fields of interest. We expect that the additional course feedback options now available to students will help instructors continue to improve. The SFC also reviewed teaching quality and course content, but as of this writing all of our committee’s suggestions for specific courses have been implemented or are no longer relevant. The suggestions presented at the most recent SFC (April 2005) have all been executed. We applaud the faculty on the quality of the undergraduate curriculum.
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