SFC Follow-Up Report -- Workload, Morale and Quality of Life

This report summarizes the deliberations, discussions and recommendations of the Workload, Morale and Quality of Life Committee constituted for the 2007 Caltech Student Faculty Conference. Student members included Noah Rahman, Leighland Feinman (co-chairs), Andrea Dubin, Haile Xiao, Muzhou Wang, Nathaniel Borneman, Daniel Rowlands and John Hasier. On the faculty side, Profs. John Preskill, Jim Heath and John Eiler were present, as well as Jane Curtis from Caltech Counseling. Thanks is also due to Prof. Cathy Jurca, who in her capacity as ex-MOSH provided us with records of past committee recommendations.
Past recommendations from the committee have been implemented and indeed have made a measurable change in the life of students on campus. The implementation of REGIS, the institution of the Stewardship Committee, TQFR reports, the adjustment of campus office lunch hours, healthier food choices in CDS outlets, and better exam scheduling are all concrete changes that have come about at least partially at the behest of committee suggestions.

In the 2006 Exit Survey, a copy of which Ms. Miriam Feldblum was gracious enough to loan me, 70% of Techers were satisfied by post-Tech employment opportunities, so we are certainly doing an adequate job in preparing them for academia and the marketplace. However, only two-thirds of them would come again and only 58% would recommend it to a similar student like them considering it. There are of course a wide variety of factors at work here, some of which we cannot address without changing fundamental features of Caltech (the small size, the core curriculum). Many students come in and find themselves wishing there were more extracurricular activities or that they had not majored in science but that the narrow class range locks them in. Again we can only address some of these factors, and financial support of students who wish to start extracurriculars is already well-established. I urge efforts to institute a greater variety of humanities classes, in literature, arts, and history especially. 
To compare to peer institutions somewhat I myself spent a summer at MIT and in discussions and observation of the undergraduate student body, the one thing that leapt out at me was the vast number of available undergraduate extracurricular activities, as well as the number of off-campus activities and parties. Of course this is again largely a function of both size and location of the Institute. The recent resumption of Interhouse was an excellent decision, as I think we have to compete with the fact that Pasadena is not going to be any sort of special magnet for students other than occasional restaurant hopping or bar crawling. 
With regard to the academic part of this committees’ jurisdiction, the biggest problem was the advising system. More than half of students and a significant number of faculty felt that the quality of the advising process was unsatisfactory. Students expressed dissatisfaction with the ability to even see their advisors as well as the relevance of the advice received, while faculty thought they were not informed enough on how to advise. 
We propose to rectify this by instituting advisor-student lunches on a one-a-term basis, having discovered that ASCIT has ample unused funding for this purpose. With the cooperation of the MOSH, they could possibly take place in the houses. As far as faculty being informed, the Faculty Guide website is operational, contains relevant information and is considered to be useful, but however a student-led portion of the faculty orientation with partial concentration on advising duty (and also explaining the Honor Code and other things unique to campus from a students’ point of view) is worthy of consideration. Another way to supplement the information gap is to promote the student option representatives, many of whom through informal channels are quite knowledgeable about their major, to advisors and students as a complement to the advising system. Until now their promotion has been largely haphazard. Advisors should also become a conduit for promoting tutoring services and student counseling services if necessary. Perhaps a section of the Faculty Guide website or a small brochure could be prepared that advisors could keep copies of with them to hand out when necessary.
Student-athletes have been raising the issue that their class uniting on teams should not be united the same as other PE classes or should be weighted more heavily to take into account the much greater amount of time spent. We propose a survey of student-athletes to gather data on this issue and see if there exists widespread remediable dissatisfaction with the uniting system of these activities.

The recent formation of a task force in Admissions to explore metrics for admitted students is heartening, and we urge that of course qualified, but also well-balanced students who are able to deal with the possible risks of failure or at least less success then they have ever experienced before be promoted. It can be argued that the opposing mental mindset of some students is a large cause of perceived poor morale.

I hope this report was of some assistance, and if you have any questions please feel free to contact me.

Regards,

Noah Rahman

Co-Chair, Workload, Morale and QoL Committee

Ruddock 225

MSC 818

narahman@caltech.edu

440-391-7690
