The Student Faculty Conference: Core Curriculum Committee Suggestion
Physics:

An ARC survey found that 50% of undergraduates feel Physics 1bc is underunited, the majority saying it should be 12 units (which is also the average time undergraduates claim to have spent on Physics 1bc in their TQFRs. However, students were very split between “No Change,” “Having Fewer Quizzes,” “Having Fewer Labs,” and “Increasing the Units.” The Core Curriculum Committee suggested the option of fewer quizzes to match with Physics 1c (which has 4 quizzes instead of the somewhat excessive 8 quizzes of Physics 1b). With this change, it would lighten the weekly Physics load, which allows the class to focus on the labs without spreading itself too thin.

The survey also asked if students would prefer Physics 2bc to be taken second and third term in order to match with the Math 2a Differential Equations course. The majority of students were against extending core to third term. We feel that a solving Differential Equations tutorial put in place during the first week would help students in Physics 2a without pushing it back to second term after Math 2a.


Mathematics:


Mathematics, for the most part, one of the most well taught subjects in the Caltech Core Curriculum. Feedback on Math1 is generally positive. Students feel that there has been an improvement in Math1a and Math1c with Professors Borodin and Dunfield teaching. There are no problems in Core Math that appear to require our immediate attention.
Biology:


There had been numerous complaints about Biology 1, however as the course is currently undergoing changes, we did not focus on it during this year’s SFC. We suggest that the new Biology 1 course be re-examined in two years that the next SFC.

Chemistry:


The Chemistry Core has recently been overhauled with the leaving of Professor MacMillan. Chemistry 1b is now being taught by Professor Rees and initial feedback appears positive. We feel that it is too soon to be evaluating the success of the changes to Ch1b and leave this for the 2009 Student Faculty Conference.

We also examined Ch3a, the only required lab that all students must take at Caltech. There has been much criticism of the requirement from the student body, but after discussing the issue with chemistry faculty, we have agreed that the requirement is necessary for well-roundedness at Caltech. However, we still feel that changes to the course could benefit the Core Curriculum. Currently, the class covers chemical synthesis with an emphasis on teaching basic techniques, something that many of the non-chemistry major undergraduates find irrelevant to their field. We suggest that sometime in the future, changes could be made to the course that would add interdisciplinary techniques in such fields as Physics, Chemistry, Biology and anything else that students may find interesting or valuable. We feel that this would improve the class and remove it’s stigma as a class that students do not wish to take.
Menu Classes

The current Menu Course system requires students to take one class from a list of subjects that are not in most students’ majors. The original idea was to increase the breadth of study into other areas of science outside of Core Math, Physics, Chemistry and Biology. Some of the most successful menu classes have been in fields such as Astronomy and Geology, but that may be due to the fact that these are the only two menus consistently offered. Last year there was an Environmental Science and Engineering class and this year there are two Information Service and Technology courses, but this is not enough to give students the chance to pursue a subject that they are interested in even though it is outside of their major. On top of this, the menu courses are all offered at the same time 3pm-4pm in third term, and many freshman with conflicts choose to postpone their menu course until sophomore year (or later), defeating the purpose of introducing freshmen to new subjects before their major is set in stone. 


We propose a restructuring of the requirement such that all students are required to take two menu courses from a list of specially picked introductory classes. We have found that many subjects (examples being Bi5 or Ch14) have classes that do not require previous course knowledge. These would all make excellent menu courses and would introduce freshmen to new subjects other than Astronomy and Geology. We also feel that this would alleviate the time conflict problem as there could potentially be 10 to 15 menu classes and there would always be one that would fit. Additionally, by requiring two menu courses, students would be forced to take one in their major that they probably would have taken anyway and one outside their major, ensuring that they do receive breadth of knowledge that the Menu Course calls for. This problem will be further looked into by the Core Curriculum Committee and by the Academics and Research Committee in the coming years.
