1

Questions and issues for President Shepard from the Biology Department

The Biology Department has an excellent and diverse faculty who are committed to integrating high quality teaching, research, and service at Western.  Our department plays a key role in the College of Science and Technology; we have one of the largest numbers of majors in the College and many graduates find employment in biotechnology, environmental sciences and teaching.  Since 2005, we have been strategically hiring new faculty.   Our job searches have been highly successful, and we have been consistently able to recruit our top choices.  The Department now has 8 outstanding Assistant Professors who have expanded and enhanced our teaching and research expertise.  The Department is committed to the success of these junior faculty members; they shall play a key role in the success of our Strategic Plan.

 Over the past several years the Biology Department developed a Strategic Plan that addresses our goals for the next 5 years.  From that Strategic Plan, we set priorities which are outlined in our Action Plan.  Both of these documents have been sent to you.  Our goals were set in the context of a different funding environment.  For our meeting with you on Dec. 1, we desire to hear your views on the questions and issues raised below (these are listed in order of our priority for our discussion).  Further, given the current economic climate, we seek your input on these issues in relation to what you view as the core missions of the university, how our Department fits into those core missions, and how we can help you achieve those missions.

1.  Teaching

a. Enrollment pressures.  We are teaching increasing numbers of students, both non-majors and majors.  Currently, we have approximately 425 biology majors.  Non-majors are enrolled not only in Biol 101, but also in our 200-level set of core courses (Biol 204, 205, 206), which serve as prerequisites for Environmental Sciences and PEHR students.  The number of students in these majors is also increasing, creating greater enrollment pressure on our 200-level courses.  What are your plans, with regard to the strategic allocation of resources, either to limit further increases in class size that compromise the student experience or to provide more resources to accommodate these additional students?
b. Mentoring students and teaching loads.  We consider mentoring undergraduate and master’s students on research projects in our laboratories as essential for their training as future scientists.  While we spend substantial amounts of time doing this mentoring, it does not ‘count’ toward our teaching loads.  Do you have ideas for how to factor research mentorship into teaching loads?

c. Cuts in library holdings. The understanding of biological processes is advancing at a high rate.  We take pride in offering courses that teach students latest findings in the field, particularly in our 300-, 400-, and 500-level courses.  However, this has become increasingly difficult because WWU’s library lacks many top-flight journals in biology.  Further, the journal holdings in biology are scheduled to suffer yet another substantial cut soon.  What are your plans to increase the library’s budget so that it can purchase more scientific journals?

2.  Research
a. Start-up funds.  Biological research is expensive, and the cost of equipment and supplies increase faster than the rate of inflation.  However, funds for faculty startups are limited, making it challenging to continue to successfully recruit new faculty and for new faculty to establish viable research programs necessary for their professional success and for our Strategic Plan.  Do you have plans to increase the startup funds available for new faculty?

b. Graduate student support.  Graduate students are critical for our research mission and provide invaluable teaching assistance.  Stipends and tuition waivers for graduate students are diminishing and institutional funding for graduate research is quite limited.  These conditions challenge our efforts to recruit top students.  What are your plans for the graduate program at the university level?  How would those plans affect our graduate program specifically?

c. Institutional support for research.  An active research program involving undergraduates and masters’ students requires a substantial amount of time.  It would be very helpful to have periodic release time from teaching on a more frequent basis than sabbatical leaves.  Do you have ideas for how faculty release time could become more available?  Further, Western’s mission is specifically geared toward undergraduate education.   The research efforts of faculty enhance the undergraduate experience in numerous ways.  How can the university institute a reward structure for faculty engaged in research with students?
d. Inadequate library holdings.  In order to remain competitive, it is essential that we are able to have access to the current literature. Unfortunately, WWU’s library does not have adequate journal holdings in biology.  We are very successful in generating external funding for research, yet the university does not recognize this by providing essential journals to support this research.   When will funding the library holdings in biology (and other sciences) become a priority for the university?  How can we help accomplish making journal access in biology a high priority, beyond our current lobbying of the Dean of the Library and the various committees who make recommendations for the allocation of library resources?
3.  Salaries

a. Salary compression.  From 1989-2003, faculty members hired as Assistant Professors in Biology were consistently offered starting salaries significantly less than new Assistant Professors in Chemistry and Geology.  This inequity has created two related problems:  1. This group of faculty members continue to be underpaid compared to their peers in Chemistry and Geology (e.g., Professors in Biology who were hired during this period are paid approximately $8,000/year less than their peers in other departments in the College).  2. The Biology Department suffers more severe salary compression than most departments because the Associate and Full Professors hired during this period have never had a unit adjustment to compensate for their original salaries.  Please see the attached salary data for more information.  Do you have plans to analyze salaries within units to make adjustments when necessary?

b. Salary inequity for staff.  There is also inequity in the salary increases the Professional Staff and Classified Staff received over the past 10 years.  From 1997-2007, Professional staff received increases of 37.5% while Classified Staff received only 16.9%.  Further, there is no mechanism for Classified Staff to receive any sort of merit increases. An employee who consistently goes above and beyond in their performance is paid the exactly the same as someone who is doing the bare minimum; salary is simply based on time in the position.   Do you have plans to address these inequities?

