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Of Special Interest

Travels with my
Syllabi: The College
Chemistry Consultant’s

Service (GS)

JEFF C. DAVIS, JR.
Department of Chemistry
University of South Florida
Tampa, FL 33620-5250
davis@chuma.cas.usf.edu

y first call was fran a well-known University

There are GS in the Northeast. The chestry facully there
had decided that it wasne to take a hard look
consultants at their curriculm, which had been in place for

mary mary years, and exane the content and
appropriateness of specific cours&¥ould | be willing to
can tackle just consider these questions and offemsoadvice? That was
about any F:ertainy ar_1 intriguing reguest, especplhfter having been
involved with sane novel ideas for a chestry progran at my
concern for own school, and so | accepted the challenge. | was soon the
recipient of an anful of catalogs, course descriptions, and
departmental statistics.

available who

which a

dEpartment or The visit followed what was to beee a familiar pattern.

institution would Time was spent on the afternoon plane flight refreshiyg

lik memory on several specific itas. The Chair of the Cinastry

ke to urn.... departnent met me at the airport. At that point | wamsore
than happy to have brought along the overcoat | never use in
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Florida. About a half-hour later we were in hisneand | wasneeting sme faculty
and spouses who had gathered for refrestis and brighytlit shelter fron the
descending darkness and cold rain outside. After being deposited at anddehl
spent a bitmore time alternating between checking omgofacts in theydlabi | had in
hand and watching the shenanigans on TV before | called it a day.

The nextmorning one of the facuttstopped B for a brief breakfast; we drove to the
campus and went on a tour of the depamt. After a brief session with the Chair, who
outlined his concerns, | began a fullydaeeting with individual facuit, looking at
their laboratories and other facilities, and filling in a lot of the deyailsnever see on
paper. In this process several of the facddent my ear about personal concerns,
ranging fran the sacredness of specific courses in their current cummcubu
motivations of other facujt and/or adinistrators. Fortunatg] it was notmy job to
make judgnents or report on such issues, but these discussions did and do help put a
deparinents enviroment in a clearer light, seething that is usuatlneeded to help
evelone to act together constructiyeAnother supper with a few facylthat evening
was followed ly same more tme in my room trying to formulate a tentative response
to the issues that had been raised, pasdla departure point for raising questions the
next day.

My second dya includedmore individual conferences, as well agetings with the
Dean and a couple of other depaeht heads. The afternoon was capped gffab
group meeting with all of the facut at which both thg and | could raise specific
guestionsWhile same individualsmight hope that | would eoe down hard on one
side or another of a dispute that had beemdating within the departent, | think
most of the facuit and | recognized that there were no unassailable authorities present
to make such judgpents, certairyl not me. My aim was to lead facujtinto thinking
about sme concernamore broad} than thg might have done individuailand to
deepenmy own understanding of their backgrounds and interests gsrefated to
course structure and curricatu There wasnore note taking andiore questions on
my part. | tried to sonmarize my overall mpressions and the direction | thought the
departnent might take, then see what fagultesponses were to those suggestions. |
wanted to leave a sense of what | thought could be a fruitful path while sagneg
detailed anaises until | had the to put all the infanation together ystematically.
Then it was back to the airport and on the/\wwame. The net result of this visit was a
written report in which | responded to the issues | had been askediimeyand gave
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my impressions of facujtinterest and abilt to respond to the changes that were
sought. My personal ssnmary of the whole activit is that perhaps | gainedore food

for thought thammy clients, but it was gragfng to learn later that the faculhad
indeed mapped out a gee plan and were pleased with the changes that were
underway.

This scenario has beennsewhat ypical forme as a ¢S consultant. Leave Florida in
the afternoon, spend a full yland most of the next visiting a depamnt, and then
leave in the late afternoon or evening fomeo The agenda and schedule have differed
from school to school; both local cincistances and local agenda detee what will
happen and when. Nevertheless, g ikgredient has alwa been private discussions
with individual faculy and sonetimes staff, exaination of facilities and equipent,
usually a meeting with students, and at least omseting with all of the facujtwhere
overall concerns can be discussed. Meetings with Deans and othiarsé@tors are
included, especiall when the College or the institution has initiated a review, and
these alwgs provide an opportunitto represent depanent goals and prohtes to the
administration as well as an opportunito better appreciate the institutisnview of

the deparhents role and circonstances. Again, | dohhesitate to sathat these visits
are thought provoking and inspiring fone and have alost alwgs resulted in
championing some new initiative back here at University of South Florida (USF).

Why invite a GS consultant? Sunglnone of us represent the final word ory &sue.

Still most of us have garnered experience in one area or another that could be useful to
a depamnent when facult or adninistrators feel thg could benefit i having soneone

from the outside to help the gain a useful perspective on their probde For
example, | spent severayears coordinating a large-enrmo#nt general chmsistry
lecture and laboratgiprogran; served two tens as Depanbent Chair under two quite
different kinds of adhinistration; have been imbately involved with articulation
among school districts, twgear colleges, and fowear institutions in Florida; served

as Director of Acadmic Computing for the College of Arts and Sciences at USF; have
hadmany years of experience writing, editing, and testing ACSrexand have been
involved with science litergcissues and curricula fany entire acadmic career. |
certainly have figured out suoe things that work and s® things that dom, and that
provides at least a starting point for considering similar situations at other institutions.
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The circunstances thaimight lead a depamient to request a visit fo a GS
consultant aremany. Several ofmy visits, for exanple, have been to depamnts in
relatively small schools who would like to applfor certification ly the ACS
Committee on Professional Training (CPT)ylu read the CPT guidelingsu are left
with two impressions: (L everythingis laid out specifica}—general disciplinary
categories, hours of class and labomatevork in each categgr depannental
resources, etc. and)(Rothingis laid out specificajt—about course content? Do we
have the right journals in the libggr How often do lower-enratient courses have to
be offeredAVhat kind of depanment budget should we have? Are the labs adequate?
What about facujt teaching loads¥hat about instnomentation and other resources?
Since the CPT does not want to benptetely prescriptive and leaves lots of mador
innovation and flexibiliy, a number of possible alternatives often seanresolvable
without saneone’s adviceWhen the focus is on CPT certificationy approach has
been to ask the depamnt to provide all the detail of infanation that thg would have

to provide to CPT whemaking an application. Aned with that infomation, my job
during a visit has been to size up how depant curricula and resourcesatch CPT
expectations and find grareas in which glaring deficiencies exist. | thinknofself
first as one of the CPT evaluationneahen as the attorgdor the other side. Usually
there are alternate routes tonexlying deficiencies and see will be more viable than
others for a particular depamnt. | tiy to think of those alternatives and passrilwa.

| am pleased that the depawnts | have visited for this purpose have subsequently
attained CPT certification, but the fact is that this goal was reaghtae members of
the faculy themselves based on their own progrand their own vision. A large part
of the process is to show CPT exgatthat your strengths are and one role gfSC
consultants is to help identify those strengths.

In addition to helping with the CPT approval process and working on curriculum
revisions | have been called on as a consultant in a variety of situations including:

* institution- and state-mandated program reviews;
* new degree programs;
* concerns about administration, budgeting and general operations;

» review of health and safety issues;
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* integrating undergraduate research activities into the curriculum; and

» efforts to reduce faculty teaching loads to educationally productive levels.
CsS consultants have helped with many other kinds of issues such as:

* proposal writing;

* implementing multimedia/computing tools;

» student recruiting and retention;

» establishing work-stud prograns and developing career opportunities for
students;

« strengthening industry and community interactions;
« improving student/faculty interactions;

» design of classrooms and laboratories;

» special programs for school teachers.

There are €S consultants available who can tackle just aboytcancern for which a
deparient or institution would like to turn outside for advice. Consultants are not just
sitting around waiting to pass out their own brand of advice either. Periodic workshops
have been conducteds/ land for GS consultants to share infoation, discuss the
appropriateness of different probie and actions, and geneyatlome up to speed on a
variety of areas in which each individual consultamght not otherwise have asuch
experience.

As a consultant it has been interestingri® that inmarny depannents, perhapsost,
there are situations that have not been recognized as mpsoblepotential probles.
I’m hapjy to pass on a couple of thegetis . (Watch out, thisneans | haveny soap
box out.) For exaple, health and safetissues often lurk in the background,
especialy if there has been no institutional thrust tmeey unsatisfactor facilities or
proceduresWhile we allmay feel that regulatgrmandates have ovegrtestricted what
we are allowed to do, ours has bmeoa litigious socigt Not only should we be
concerned about the safeif our students, but we are ev@aore prone to legal action
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If accidents occur. A wisenove for ary depannent is to launch their own stydf
how chenicals are stored, how well the air handlingtem functions, whether hoods
work effectively and that there are enough of thhewhether electrical power and
equipment are sufficient and safe, and how students are instructed to handleathe
and apparatus. The scarred ear amgking finger are no longer the halirks of the
chamical profession and safetawareness should be ingrained in thgcps of any
potential science or technical professional.

A second aspect of chmcal education has bes® more andmore apparent tane

over the past several decadesmiary respects colleges and universities were closed
societies fomarny years. There have alysbeen swme faculyy concerns about whether
students were adequateprepared in science anaathamatics skills when they
entered frestman chenistry courses and an interestnmaking sure students obtained
good jobs or proceeded to a good graduate pngdvat otherwise each institution was
inclined to do its own thing and not wgmuch about aything except how well the
curriculum ticked along. Todg marny institutions work in a cwopletely different
envirorment. There are vast networks of agneats between schoofstans, colleges,
businesses, and other nmmunity agencies that allow and encourage students to
participate in college-level curricula through a variet enty routes and that involve
them in a variey of activities outside of the college enviment. Furthemore, most
students do not have thensa kind of acad®ic preparation we once expected to be
more or less standard for college-bound students. In shaaty faculty and
deparinents are not aware enough of exaethere their students o® from and what

they are supposed to and actydtlave learned at those schools. yriaee not faniliar
enough with how off-acapus prograns affect their studernitsschedules and their
experiences. Theoften do not know enough about what those students are going to be
doing when the graduate and whether their training in college prepares dsewell

as it could for those additional studies or jobs. The jargon for establishing links
between a college deparnt and these sources of students at one end and acceptors
of graduates at the othes articulation and | have cme to realize that better
knowledge about these external factors often helpke the right decisions about
courses and curricula at the college level. This is a facakponsibiliy in todg/’s
society.

The College Chaistry Consultants Service was conceivedrbembers of the ACS
Division of Chenical Education back in the 1960 Tody support and oversight is
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provided ly members of the Division andybthe ACS through its SockeCommittee
on Education. The progmais managed P the Office of College Chmaistry in the
Division of Education and the owination of dedicated staff in that office and
interested professionals in chieal education have helped this effortnaen viable
and useful. The & is to provide resources to depaents thatmight be helpful in
many different areas, only some of which were listed above.

Using GS is a bargain. The basic charges are transportation costs plus $30fba da
consultant visits, and $150 for the written reportfrthe consultant. Institutional
administrations often are willing to bear these costs and #¥difice is able to help
reduce costs imary instances, particularithose that involveminority faculty and
students. This is a nonprofit service under thmeAcan Chenical Sociey umbrella.

So whenyour depaninent begins to focus on e area in whiclyou would likemore
information about what the rest of the scientific and educatiomahcmity is thinking
and doing, what sees to be working and what i¥nget outyour C3S brochure and
look for sane consultants who seelike they might be able to help. Contact one and
talk overyour problen and their possible interest. Call another potential consultant if
necessat. Then give the ¢S5 office at ACS a call tanake it official. | think we will all
enjoy the experience. Fors6 brochures, infonation, or application for consultation
services contact: College Ghistry Consultants Servicemerican Chenical Sociey/
Education Division, 1155 Sixteen StreetWIN Washington, DC 20077-5768;
phone: (202) 872-6269; FAX: (202) 833-7732; or e-mail: m_fitzgerald@acs.org.



