September 26, 2006

Board of Trustees

Edmonds Community College

20000 68th Ave. W.

Lynnwood, WA 98036

Dear Board Members:
As you know, there is a project underway in the State of Washington to establish common course numbering (CCN) in the CTC system.  As we understand it, this would apply to a large number of courses that are intended for students planning to transfer to a 4-year college or university.  Renumbering these courses may well require that we renumber the other courses in these departments, so that our internal numbering system makes sense.  CCN will also require that we change the course titles in many cases.  In some cases even the department will change.
At a September meeting of department heads in the Humanities, Social Sciences, and Math Science Divisions, the subject of CCN was brought up. During that meeting, and in subsequent discussions, a number of concerns were brought up by faculty, concerns that I would like to bring to your attention.
The proposed CCN does not involve the 4-year universities in the state; it involves only the CTC system.  Thus, this renumbering will not be of any help to students who go through our program here at Edmonds and then transfer to a 4-year institution.  It is apparently designed to make it easier for students to transfer from one community college to another.  However, it is not clear to us that there is a real problem here that needs to be solved.  Students who transfer must present an official transcript for evaluation, and this is already rather straightforward for students who come from another college in our CTC system.  Our transcript evaluators do this on a routine basis.  (Transcript evaluation can become more challenging when the transcript is from another state or from a foreign country.) 
One major concern is that implementation of CCN will result in confusion for our own students.  Students caught in the transition will have transcripts that start with the current numbers and titles and then abruptly change to the new numbers and titles.  Even after we change all the numbers, titles, departments, and prerequisite references on advising handouts, program description sheets, throughout our website and undoubtedly in places that I haven’t even thought about yet, we will need to maintain for years and years the dual-number information.  (Many of our students are part-time, or need to drop out of school temporarily, and thus take a long time to complete the degree.)  Not only will we need to maintain these dual numbers, we will need to figure out some way to make them highly visible to students.  Advising will become more difficult.  And, no matter how hard we try, probably some students will probably miss the information.  In this confusing environment, with so many new numbers and titles, one can easily imagine a student inadvertently signing up for a course that he/she has already taken.  
Other concerns expressed by faculty stem from the reality that, even though we accept courses from other colleges as “equivalent”, they are not truly identical.  In course sequences, a student who takes the whole sequence may end up learning the same material, but the individual courses may vary, since the content may be broken into two or three courses in different ways.  Or in individual courses, the general content may be similar, but the emphasis very different.  Or the course may have different prerequisites, and thus be taught at a different level.  Using identical numbers may hide these inevitable differences.  Worse than that is the fear that CCN will be followed, eventually, by an effort to impose uniformity of curriculum and thus stifle creativity.

However, as some faculty members mentioned, the stifling of creativity may occur anyhow.  If some courses have common numbers, and some don’t, students may get the (false) notion that CCN courses are somehow more acceptable for transfer to a 4-year college, and thus avoid the ones that don’t have common numbering.  Thus, for example, a course that reflects an instructor’s particular area of expertise and interest, or a course that includes some local cultural aspect, may not flourish.  Likewise, a course that is on the cutting edge of innovation may have more difficulty attracting students until the rest of the state catches up.  In other cases, we may just have to resign ourselves to using titles that don’t seem to fit.  On our campus, in at least one case, a faculty member has worked hard to update and revamp the curriculum in her department, but feels that the CCN titles (including a department name change) that we would be required to use do not reflect this.  Instead, they suggest exactly what she was moving the program away from.  
And finally, there are costs associated with implementing such a huge change.  If we were solving an actual problem, it might be worth all the cost and inconvenience.  Otherwise, wouldn’t it be better to use our limited resources in ways that truly help students?  
The faculty at the department head meeting when this was discussed believed that the same benefit could be provided to students who transfer from one community college to another by placing transfer information on a state website.  Ideally, the website would be sufficiently user-friendly that students could easily check the transferability of their own course without the assistance of an advisor.  We wonder why this solution has been rejected.
I have had only limited contact with faculty members at other community colleges in the state on this issue.  However, I gather that in some cases the faculty members are only this month becoming fully aware of this impending change.  Even on our campus, a number of faculty have not seen the (still evolving?) list of courses proposed for CCN.  At the very least, many of us believe that this project should be delayed to allow time to widely disseminate information to faculty in the CTC system, and receive meaningful input from faculty.  Or perhaps it would be a good time to rethink whether CCN is the best way to assist students who wish to transfer from one community college to another.
Yours truly,
Barbara J. Maly

President, Edmonds CC Federation of Teachers

c:  Jack Oharah, President, Edmonds Community College

