Perspectives on the Liberal Arts and Sciences: Course Proposal Narrative

General Education Advisory Committee 
Queens College, City University of New York

Course Title: 
[image: image1]
Justification

Please describe how the course will address criteria for Perspectives on the Liberal Arts and Sciences courses. 
Be sure to include an explanation of the course’s specific learning goals for students to make a connection between these and the general criteria for Perspectives courses.
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Criteria Checklist

Please be sure that your justification addresses all three criteria 1-3, below.  For criteria 4-8, please check all that apply and discuss these in your justification.

	A Perspectives course must:

1. Be designed to introduce students to how a particular discipline creates knowledge and understanding.

2. Position the discipline(s) within the liberal arts and the larger society.

3. Address the goals defined for the particular Area(s) of Knowledge the course is designed to fulfill.


	In addition, a Perspectives course will, where appropriate to its discipline(s) and subject matter:


[image: image3] 4. Be global or comparative in approach.


[image: image4] 5. Consider diversity and the nature and construction of forms of difference.


[image: image5] 6. Engage students in active inquiry.


[image: image6] 7. Reveal the existence and importance of change over time.


[image: image7] 8. Use primary documents and materials.


Course Materials, Assignments, and Activities

Please provide an annotated list of course readings and descriptions of major assignments or exams for the course, as well as distinctive student activities that will engage students in working toward the course goals discussed in the course description and/or justification.

Please include the author and title for each reading or text, along with a short description providing information about how the reading will contribute to course goals.
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Assessment

Perspectives courses must be recertified every five years, and we are seeking ideas for how to best carry out this assessment.  What forms of evidence that the course is meeting its goals as a Perspectives course would be appropriate to collect for this course during the next five years?  How would you prefer assessment to be conducted?  How might evidence of effective teaching and student learning be collected and evaluated?
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Administration

What process will your department develop to oversee this course, suggest and approve changes, and conduct assessment?  Who will be in charge of this process?  Also indicate whether the course will be primarily taught by full-time or adjunct faculty, or by a combination of the two types of instructor.
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ENSCI 100. Our Planet in the 21st Century: Challenges to Humanity





This course will incorporate primary scientific literature to explore the interactions between humans and the environment that have motivated and defined the research questions in environmental science. The 20th century witnessed exponential growth of the human population. Humans have domesticated nature with a net benefit to themselves such as enhancing food supplies, reducing exposure to predators and diseases, and promoting commerce, often at a cost to other species. The environment has provided resources to meet our ever increasing energy, water and food demands. On the global scale, our planetary experiment of climate change presents fundamental challenges for humans to sustain and improve our life quality in the 21st century. At the individual level, human impact on the environment is of great concern when human health is affected by hazards including those from anthropogenic pollution.  The policies and regulations that are developed in the US and globally to rise to these challenges to humanity in the 21st century demand fundamental knowledge of how the environment works.  Therefore, the course introduces students to how knowledge in environmental science is obtained to address the pressing issues of global climate change and to understand the risks humans face when exposed to pollutants (criteria 1 and 2). Because of the multidisciplinary nature inherent in environmental science requires that basic concepts of physics (e.g., conservation of energy and mass, radiation), chemistry (e.g., equilibrium, steady state), and biology (photosynthesis and respiration) be emphasized (criterion 3). 





The proposed course is global and comparative because it deals with environmental issues that will impact developed and developing countries differently (criterion 4). An example of how diversity is considered is that ethnic cultural differences and socio-economic status result in different exposure levels to lead (criterion 5). Students will be engaged in active inquiry by conducting debates and by performing hands-on, quantitative laboratory experiments built on field observations (criterion 6). The observational data of recent climate change reveal the importance of change over time (criterion 7). Seminal papers suitable for undergraduate students will be presented by the faculty members team teaching the course and are incorporated in the laboratory manual (criterion 8). 





Because this course provides the scientific literacy for a responsible citizen in the 21st century from an environmental science perspective, non-science majors taking this course will learn critical thinking skills that will benefit their careers in non-science fields. For example, they will understand the environmental science context of the newspaper. They will also become informed consumers and responsible voters on environmental issues. 
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The course syllabus, with a list of course readings is attached as appendix 1.  





In addition to reading assignments, a series of 5 exams and 5 pop quizes will be given by 5 faculty members, each responsible for a section of the course on a coherent set of topics. 





Distinctive student activities include:


Usage of “Clicker” to assess student understanding during the lecture. 


Extensive computation and data analysis performed during laboratory exercises. 


Debate on policy issues during laboratory section.





The preface to the laboratory manual and syllabus is attached as appendix 2. 





Our overarching objective is to provide the scientific literacy required for a responsible citizen in the 21st century from an environmental science perspective. In the laboratory, the students learn the approaches used by environmental scientists that are of fundamental importance to our quality of life. The specific aims are: 


a. Learn science as a process to solve problems instead of a set of facts.


b. Learn common approaches used in environmental science.


c. Understand the environmental science context of the newspaper. 


d. Become informed consumers and responsible voters on environmental issues. 


e. Make decisions based on incomplete information that are justifiable.


g. Build the basis for the next generation of environmental professionals by producing ENSCI majors.





To assess short term student learning outcome, a set of questions specifically designed for each of the aims described above can be given at the beginning and end of the course. We propose that the Center of Teaching and Learning Technology designate an assessment specialist, or hire consultants to work with faculty teaching PLAS courses to design such questionnaires. The questionnaire should be in a multiple choice format and conducted electronically so that data can be made easily analyzed. 





To assess long term student learning outcome, the College may wish to consider surveying graduating seniors systematically about the PLAS courses. Students can be randomly selected for the PLAS courses they’ve taken while at the College. 





This course has been co-taught as a pilot seminar course by 5 faculty members, Hendrey, Yi, Stewart, Bird and Zheng in the Spring of 2008. Zheng has been in charge of launching the course and significant progress has been made.  We have finalized our syllabus, our list of required and supplementary reading materials consisted of chapters in books and journal articles, delivered lectures and provided comments to each other.  This proposal thus reflects a collective intellectual effort and we expect that we will continue to do so in the future for improvements and assessments.  The collaborative teaching approach is time-consuming but is entirely appropriate, reflecting the multidisciplinary nature of environmental science. Our goal is have each and every single lecture delivered to meet the standard of those we would give at a professional conference. 





The team has also agreed to an implementation plan that addresses the coordination of lecture styles, exam and quiz format, and office hours. 





With this level of investment of faculty time, we hope that we will develop an online course that can either be live broadcasted or recorded, should such venues be adopted by the College. 





The laboratory section of the course will be taught primarily by graduate students and adjunct faculty. The laboratory manual is initially developed by Zheng and has been used by ENSCI 111 introduction to the environment for several years, with modifications made each year.  Modifications made this year include addition of a debate session, and development of three new laboratory exercises: 1) weather and climate; 2) putting food on the table; and 3) nuclear waste. The many laboratory sections will be coordinated by a lecture instructor to provide guidance and resources. We have developed a laboratory instructor’s manual and online resources to aid the instruction of the laboratory sections. The laboratory coordinator has weekly meetings and office hours to provide support and training for the graduate students and adjunct faculty members who teach the course. 





The grade the student will receive is based on 60% of performance in the lecture and 40% of performance in the laboratory. 
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