November 17, 2006

Suanne Carlson, Project Director

Common Course Numbering Project

WA State Board for Community and Technical Colleges
PO Box 42495
Olympia, WA 98504-2495

Re:
NWBIO Faculty Comment regarding CCN
Dear Ms. Carlson and Members of the CCN Steering Committee,

NWBIO (Northwest Biology Instructors’ Organization) has an active membership of over 100 community college and other higher education biology instructors throughout Washington and the greater Pacific Northwest, including British Columbia.  After an extensive and ongoing email conversation about the Common Course Numbering (CCN) system currently being proposed by the SBCTC under the directive of the WACTC Education Committee, we offer the following for consideration.
NWBIO does not support the proposal to develop and implement a common course numbering system for the community colleges in the State of Washington, for the following reasons:
1.
CCN is inconsistent with the legislative intent of Substitute HB 2382.


While the original HB 2382 did include a section requiring the Higher Education Coordinating Board (HECB) to “[d]evelop and implement a common course numbering system as a way to communicate course equivalency”, that section was eliminated from the bill that was passed (Substitute HB 2382).  We suggest that the legislative intent is against development of a common course numbering system.

2.
The proposed CCN system does not eliminate the need for other ways of establishing and conveying course applicability to students, faculty, and advisors.


CCN only addresses courses that are common to all community colleges.  Institutions will still have to have other systems in place for courses that are not part of the CCN system, courses that are unique to particular institutions.  Implementing and maintaining two systems seems inherently inefficient and wasteful, and introduces the prospect of more confusion to students, faculty, and advisors, not less.  Any vision of a system in which all community college courses are common to all institutions seems quite contrary to the innovation of curriculum.
3.
CCN is not being adopted by the four year schools.

CCN would only serve students transferring between Washington State community colleges and would not benefit students transferring to four year schools.  In biology we have far more students transferring from community colleges to UW, WWU, CWU, EWU and WSU than we have transferring from one community college to another.  To our knowledge, the four year schools have made no motions to suggest that their response to Substitute HB 2382 will involve a common course numbering system.  Presumably the four year colleges and universities will be developing and implementing a statewide system based on common course matrices or some other strategy.  This places the community colleges in the awkward position of implementing and maintaining two systems, one that deals with students transferring upward and the other (Community College CCN) that deals with students transferring laterally within the community college system.  Is that really the best use of our limited fiscal and personnel resources?
4. 
Lack of data

The proponents of the CCN system claim it will increase the ease of transfer between Washington State community colleges.  Yet, we really do not have a clear sense of specifically how many students each year are struggling to articulate from one community college to another because of course equivalency issues.  Are there data to support this, or is the evidence just anecdotal?    We doubt that a CCN system for community colleges will significantly improve articulation for our students, especially in light of the fact that the four year schools will not be participating.
5.
CCN does not support the innovation of curriculum

We are very concerned that, by setting up a two tiered system of classes (courses in the CCN system and those that are not), CCN will inappropriately shift enrollment from courses not in the CCN system into those that are.  Do we really want to penalize our most creative and innovative faculty by making it even more difficult to successfully market and sustain enrollment in new courses than it already is?
If the State Board of Technical and Community colleges does decide to proceed with the development and implementation of a common course numbering system for the community and technical colleges, then please consider the following concerns related directly to the numbers currently proposed for various biology classes
:

1.
The course numbers proposed for the science majors’ biology sequence (Biol 121,122,123) are inconsistent with current pedagogy.
Most of the community colleges in the State of Washington have developed the biology majors’ sequence as a sophomore level program with freshman level prerequisites.  Only seven of the community colleges in the state identify their majors’ sequence at the 100 level, and most of those sequences have prerequisites.  Through NWBIO, the UWCCUP (the unfortunately now defunct Community College and University Partnership program sponsored by the UW Biology Department), and other collaborations, community college biology faculty have long worked closely with biology faculty at the four year colleges and universities to develop curricula that have the rigor expected of sophomore level students.  
If a CCN system is implemented, we strongly recommend that the biology majors’ sequence be given 200 level numbers.  Importantly, prerequisite courses should not have higher numbers than the upper level courses they serve.
2.
Common course numbering of the science majors’ biology sequence does not allow for alternate sequencing of content.


Biology instructors have long recognized that there are alternate ways, all valid, of sequencing the content in biology courses.  Currently in Washington there are two models commonly used, illustrated by comparing, for example, the sequence at Peninsula CC to that at Highline CC.

At Highline, students take Biol 201 (Cell Biology), Biol 202 (Animal Biology), and Biol 203 (Botany, Ecology, and Evolution).  At Peninsula, students take Biol 204 (Ecology and Evolution), Biol 205 (Molecular and Cellular Biology) and Biol 206 (Organismal Biology).  Attempting to define a common course numbering sequence for these two programs that accurately reflects the content is problematic.  If we used Highline’s numbers (Biol 201, 202, 203) as the CCN, for example, then Peninsula students covering the equivalent content would take a sequence numbered Biol 203, 201, 202.  We believe that many students, faculty, and advisors would find that confusing.

NWBIO members, as well as our colleagues at the transfer institutions, support both of these pedagogical strategies.  Moreover, we also recognize that there are other creative ways to organize a biology sequence, and we wonder whether a CCN system could effectively handle majors’ sequences that are innovative and responsive to the dynamic nature of the discipline.
3.
The current CCN course list designates common course numbers for a three quarter anatomy and physiology sequence (Biol 111, 112, 113), not the most common model.

Currently, there are only three community colleges in the state of Washington that offer a three quarter anatomy and physiology sequence (Clark, Tacoma, and Walla Walla).  Obviously, three quarter sequences are not the norm.  We recommend, if the SBCTC proceeds with a common course numbering system, that the more prevailing model (two quarter A&P sequences) be commonly numbered.  Alternatively, there should be numbers for both options.
Even amongst the two-quarter-based anatomy and physiology programs, common course numbering is problematic because some community colleges offer anatomy as one class and physiology as the other, while others offer an integrated, human systems-based sequence.  To correctly convey equivalency, those types of classes would need distinctly different numbers.

Importantly, whether looking at a two quarter sequence, a two quarter “stand alone” model, or a three quarter sequence, anatomy and physiology is a sophomore level biology program and should receive 200, not 100 level numbers.  Of note, currently none of the community colleges in Washington designate their A&P sequences as freshman level classes.  
4.
We do not know what common course sequence is represented by the “new, for review” Biol 131 and 132 (General Biology I & II)


If there are colleges that offer a two quarter general biology sequence, it does not seem appropriate that it should be numbered higher than the three quarter majors’ sequence.  Of course, appropriately renumbering the majors’ sequence (per point 1 above) could obviate this particular concern.
NWBIO supports alternative strategies for improving articulation for our students.
While we are opposed to a common course numbering system, NWBIO would support alternative approaches for clarifying and better conveying the equivalency of courses at various institutions to our students, faculty, and advisors.  For example, the user-friendly transfer equivalency guides already developed and maintained by the four-year colleges and universities (with input provided by faculty and staff of the community colleges) are excellent models for developing a statewide system that depends on common course matrices, rather than on common course numbers.   Such a system is far more flexible and responsive to curricular innovation than a common course numbering system.  Moreover, a single statewide matrix system that serves all of the public colleges and universities in the state would more clearly respond to the intent of Substitute HB 2382.

Finally, we are willing to schedule sessions at our next NWBIO meeting (Spring, 2007) in which we develop simple strategies that could, in lieu of CCN, be implemented immediately to clarify and more effectively communicate to our students, faculty, and advisors the equivalency of various community college biology courses throughout the state.
For the reasons enumerated above, and because CCN actually introduces far more problems than it solves, we do not think that CCN is the most effective way to address articulation issues for our students.  We strongly and most sincerely encourage the SBCTC to consider other options.
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Northwest Biology Instructors’ Organization
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� The CCN course numbers referenced herein are those provided on the SBCTC website:  http://apps.sbctc.ctc.edu/ccn/CommonCourseList.aspx (accessed November 15, 2006)





