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I.  Committee Information
Student Members


Andrea Dubin (Geochemistry, 2009), Student co-chair
Christine Tung (Biology, 2008), Student co-chair
David Renshaw (Math, 2009)
Derek Chan (Engineering and Applied Science, 2008)
Harold Martin (2010)
Mitchell Wang (Chemical Engineering, 2009)
Faculty Members

Dr. Richard Murray, Professor of Control and Dynamical Systems, Chair of the 

WASC accreditation committee for Undergraduate Education 
Dr. Cindy Weinstein, Professor of English
Dr. Richard Flagan, Professor of Chemical Engineering and Professor of 

Environmental Science and Engineering
Dr. John Eiler, Professor of Geochemistry

II.  Research

a. Feedback Collection
i.  Committee Meetings

The students and faculty on the committee met on four separate occasions to discuss issues of importance to the committee.  The first meeting, which was a meeting of just the students, was to brainstorm possible areas of focus for the committee.  The second meeting of both the faculty and students was to discuss these issues with the faculty and narrow the focus of the committee.  The third and fourth meetings were called to discuss the methods of collecting feedback.
ii.  Donut Survey

A survey was posted on Donut, the official website of the Associated Students of the California Institute of Technology, and all undergraduate students were encouraged to participate.  The survey questions focused on concerns of the committee that the committee deemed more generalized and thus inappropriate to include in a midterm survey.

iii.  Midterm Survey

The student members of the committee asked their professors to distribute surveys along with the midterms in their classes.  The purpose of this method of distribution was to encourage participation in the survey.  The questions asked on this survey referred to the specific class the survey was distributed to, and some students may have taken multiple surveys for different classes.

b.  Areas of Focus
i.  Teaching Quality
While Caltech has moved from #1 on the Princeton Review’s list of schools where “Professors Get Low Marks” to #3, the committee is concerned about the quality of teaching.  On the donut survey put out, 18% of students were generally not satisfied with the quality of teaching.  In addition, 86% of students surveyed said they would be willing to attend meetings in order to improve teaching quality, so it is an issue of importance to the student body.  Students agreed that there is a general problem with uneven teaching.  Some professors are very good teachers, while others are less satisfactory.  Students indicated that they felt that lectures were the most helpful for their understanding of the material, followed by the textbook, the course website, collaboration with other students, homework solutions, recitation sections, and office hours.  In addition 95% of students felt that class websites were helpful.
ii.  Professor Feedback

The committee decided to investigate different methods of providing feedback to professors.  30% of students who answered the question on the donut survey if they felt there was an effective means of providing feedback to faculty felt that there was not.  Many students claimed that while they fill out surveys or TQFRs for their classes, things don’t change.  Students feel that faculty do not read or change their classes as a result of the surveys.  Many students would like to see a system set up where they can see the changes made as a result of the feedback provided.  Students also commented that having surveys at the end of term was less effective, because changes could not be implemented until the following year.  There is also concern about upper level classes, where surveys are not distributed and there are no ombuds.  In these classes, students don’t feel that there is a clear way that they can give feedback.  Of the 10 classes surveyed by the midterm questionnaires, only half of the classes had ombuds representatives, and in some of the classes, a good portion of students were unaware of the ombuds.  Many students are also concerned with being anonymous with their feedback.  21% of students said they did not feel comfortable approaching professors with questions or comments.  Thus if no surveys or anonymous feedback forms are provided, students do not have a means to provide feedback.  Common responses on why students didn’t feel comfortable were because the professor seemed busy, because they were worried the professor would see their question as stupid or their comment as offensive, or they are intimidated by the faculty member.  The most common responses to a question on the donut asking what students felt was the most effective means of providing feedback were ombuds representatives (22%), year-end surveys (19.6%), and directly through the professor (19.3%).
iii.  Teaching Assistants

The committee was interested in investigating the quality and helpfulness of TAs in classes.  The midterm surveys indicated that 39% of students do not seek help from their TAs.  54% students said they didn’t ask for help because they did not find the TA’s explanations effective.  13% said the TA’s didn’t know the answers, and 10% said the TA’s were too hard to get in touch with.  Many people also complained about the difficulty understanding the TA’s since some don’t speak English well.
iv.  Undergraduate Workload

The committee was concerned that undergraduate workload was too heavy.  It was felt that a major cause of this is that classes are not properly united.  The faculty expressed concern that it was very difficult to change the number of units a class is worth, so the units don’t always reflect the amount of time a class will actually take.  Also, 11% of students are overloading on units according to the donut survey.  Of these, 20% said they were overloading because certain required classes are not always offered and another 8% said they were overloading in order to graduate on time.
v.  Class Attendance

The committee is concerned about the low attendance in many classes.  The midterm surveys showed that students attended on average about 76% of their classes, although in one class the average was as low as 55%.  17% of students attended less than 50% of their classes.  Of those who said that they attended less than 50% of lectures, 66% said it was because they needed time to do other work or sleep.  41% said they didn’t attend because they didn’t like the lecture style or the lecturer, and 41% said they didn’t attend because the lecture materials were available elsewhere.  In addition, 28% said they weren’t attending because the class was too early/late in the day, and 22% said they didn’t attend because the class was irrelevant for their homework.  Of the students who did attend 50% or more of their classes, 61% said it was because the lecturer was engaging, 60% said going to lecture helped them learn the material, 57% said that the material was of interest, 29% said they went to lecture because it was necessary for the homework, and 16% said they went because attendance was required.
vi.  Student Advisors

Since student advisors are supposed to help students plan their class schedules and make sure they are not taking too many units, the committee felt that looking into this issue might be worthwhile.  It was felt that advisors might not be helping students schedule their classes properly, which may be leading to student taking extra time or having to overload units.  From the donut survey, almost 11% of students said they had never met with their advisor, and 3 students stated that they didn’t even know who their advisor is.  In addition, over 30% of the students said that they didn’t find their advisor helpful.  Common responses as to why they didn’t find him/her helpful include that the advisor is to busy to help the student, that the advisor doesn’t seem to care about the student, and that the advisors aren’t knowledgeable about undergraduate courses.  Of the students that do meet with their advisors, 75% said they mainly do so to get add/drop cards signed.  Only 37% of students said they talked to their advisors about scheduling classes.  Some students also indicated that they find their advisors to be intimidating.  While online registration is very convenient, it cuts down on the amount of interaction between advisors and students.
I.  Recommendations

i.  Teaching Quality
The committee suggests an establishment of seminars on better teaching.  These could cover effective methods of presenting material.  In addition, a program could be set up for new faculty introducing them to different methods of effective teaching.  The seminars should encourage professors to write legibly, and should include information on voice-projection.  Faculty should also be encourage to incorporate technology into their teaching, and keep materials up-to-date.  Since students feel that course websites are really helpful, but not all classes have them, professors should be encouraged to post websites.  Because some professors may not know how or may not have the time to build a website from scratch, templates should be provided so all they have to do is post notes/lecture slide/homework solutions.  Other suggestions include encouraging faculty to attend other professor’s lectures, particularly those that have won awards for their teaching such as an ASCIT Teaching award.  It would also be useful for faculty to have a forum where they can discuss effective teaching methods with each other.  Professors should also be encouraged to communicate regularly with the TAs for the class in order to make sure that they know what the professor wants.
ii.  Professor Feedback
One commonly proposed suggestion on the donut survey is that professors should have anonymous feedback forms available either in paper form or online throughout the course so students can give feedback during the course instead of at the end of it.  While surveys at the end of term are a good way to provide feedback, it is important to make sure that professors read them.  One possibility is to have the division heads look at all of the course surveys (such as the TQFRs) and talk to each professor individually about what should be improved about their class.  It would also be helpful if professors would let students know about changes that are occurring so that students feel that their feedback is being listened to.  Midterm feedback surveys should be given in addition to surveys at the end of term so that changes can be made during the term.  Since students found ombuds very effective for providing feedback, ombuds should be selected for all classes, including upper level classes, and the ombuds should be required to meet with the professor or division chair at least once during the term to provide feedback.  Professors should also make clear what times they are available for students to ask questions or make comments about the course, since not all are available right after the end of class.
iii.  Teaching Assistants
The committee suggests that seminars could be instituted to help teaching assistants learn how to be effective.  In addition, TAs who are less fluent in English should be assigned to TA classes that do not require them to give explanations, or there should be more than one TA assigned to such classes such that students can contact a TA who is fluent in English.  TAs should also be required to communicate with the professor on a regular basis.
iv.  Undergraduate Workload

In order to ensure that undergraduates do not need to overload on units, students should be required to meet with their advisor or the registrar to discuss what classes they need to take in order to graduate without having to overload.  In addition, course uniting should accurately reflect the amount of work required in that class.  In order to accomplish this, changing the number of units a class is should be made easier, and professors should ask for feedback from the class as to how many hours per week they are putting into the class.
v.  Class Attendance

Since the most common reasons students gave for not attending lectures is a lack of time and finding the lecturer’s style unhelpful, attendance will most likely improve by trying to improve the teaching quality and trying to alleviate undergraduate workload.  In addition, scheduling classes at more convenient times and including in lectures material that is necessary for homework and not available elsewhere might also help increase class attendance.
vi.  Student Advisors

Since many students feel their advisors don’t care about them, it was suggested that advisors should have to sign up to be advisors to ensure that they will provide their students with the help they need.  Advisors should also be required to contact the student if the student does not attempt to contact the advisor.  Advisors should also be required to be familiar with undergraduate courses and requirements so that they can effectively assist undergraduates in scheduling.  Also, events could be planned for the advisor and all of his/her advisees to allow for students and advisors to meet on a more informal basis.
