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This year has been one of transitions in the Integral Honors Program.  With my appointment as Interim Director in June, 2004, the program saw its third director in as many years.  What follows here is an overview of the current program with issues of concern, and a summary of my initiatives and activities as Interim Director.

The Current Program: Some Background 

The Integral Honors Program is one of the strengths of Le Moyne College, and it has a long tradition of excellence.  Focused on the humanities, it offers our best students and challenging educational experience and the opportunity to engage in original scholarly work with a faculty mentor.  The program was formally evaluated by the Curriculum Committee in 2003, and the final evaluation report was accepted by that committee in 2004 (see Appendix I).  The overall evaluation pointed out the strengths of the program as its interdisciplinarity and its teaching faculty; the report also cited areas of weakness and suggested changes that I will address below.

With the change in directorship from Mario Saenz to John Freie (during Mario’s sabbatical) and then not back to Mario, who had resigned, but to myself, the continuity of leadership as perceived by students and also, I believe, faculty was somewhat jeopardized.  Further, differences between previous directors’ expectations and what came to be regarding the directorship seemed to work to the disadvantage of the program from the perspectives of planning and student affairs.  The result was that when I stepped into the Director’s position, there were several procedural, planning, and curricular issues that needed attention.  More effective communication with both faculty and students has been essential to addressing these issues.

Concerns

The issue of most immediate concern when I became Interim Director was that of the status of HON 402 The World of the Other.  That course was offered in Fall 2004 after the trip to Guatemala had taken place during the summer (May 23-June 26), having been arranged before I came on board.  Although the course is an Honors course, only four Honors students enrolled in it; in order for it to run, nine other students outside the Honors Program took the course, in most cases with an understanding that HON 402 would count as one of the senior level seminar courses required by the Core.  One consequence mentioned to me by the two instructors was that the level of preparedness and participation in discussion was on the whole not at the Honors level.  The rather substantial cost of the course, in addition to the faculty time and/or stipend involved seems extremely cost ineffective for a course that under such conditions is pedagogically unsound as an Honors Program offering.  The situation was further complicated by the fact that students who take HON 402 do not take HON 401; nonetheless HON 401 must be offered for the Honors students who do not choose to take HON 402.  The upshot was that HON 401 was taught in the fall to four students by two faculty, again a very inefficient use of faculty resources to teach a course lacking a “critical mass” of students to stimulate exchange of ideas and lively discussion. 

The decision was made not to offer HON 402 during the summer of 2005, based in part upon these problems but also on reports of increasing violence in Guatemala as well as the terrorist-based unrest in the world in general.  I would hope that under more stable political conditions and with more Honors students wanting to take the course, it could again be offered on an alternate-year basis.

The above discussion highlights a set of related concerns:  low student numbers, along with low recruitment into the Honors Program and a relatively high attrition rate over the past several years.  Enrollment data for the classes of 2003 – 2008 are shown in Figure 1, illustrating attrition in each cohort through Fall 2005.  I would point out that in the sophomore year, 1-3 students have been added to each cohort, decreasing the apparent attrition (this year, 4 new students are being added to the sophomore Honors class, bringing the total to 12 in HON 201).  Also, the numbers shown for the junior year (HON 309) are misleading, as variable numbers of students choose this year to study abroad.  Finally, there is some attrition from the beginning of the senior year to attaining an Integral Honors degree, as senior thesis project requirements are not met.  For example, of the eight students who began their senior year with Integral Honors status last year (2004-05), one dropped out at the beginning of the fall semester before enrolling in HON 401 and 480, and a second did not complete the senior thesis project.  Recruitment/attrition issues have begun to be addressed, primarily on two fronts:  working with Admissions to promote the Integral Honors Program more effectively, and revising curricular structure to make the program more compatible with students’ major requirements, student teaching demands, desire to study abroad, etc.

Other concerns about the program are more long-standing problems that have in the past been brought to the attention of a number of administrators by a number of directors.  A major problem is that of staffing of the program; faculty are “borrowed” from departments, primarily Core departments since the majority of Honors course satisfy Core requirements, and are therefore generally considered to be Core courses.  (Therein lies another problem….)  Because the hallmark of the program is its interdisciplinary focus, courses are, and indeed should be, taught by more than one faculty member.  In team-taught courses, both faculty members are expected to participate fully, not divide up the course.  The logistics of this, however, are rather nightmarish, and it is not only very difficult to arrange staffing of courses for any period of time in advance, but it also puts a considerable burden on some of the Core departments, particularly when faculty are on sabbatical, etc.  When there are few students in a class, it is difficult to justify the drain on College resources, and yet to do otherwise would not be acceptable under the current program’s curricular structure.  This issue requires further attention but is being addressed in the revision of programs structure (see below).

Another long-standing issue is that of compensation for faculty mentoring senior thesis research.  While this activity is generally a very rewarding one for the faculty mentor, it is also costly in terms of the time involved working closely with a student.  While this is an issue for all undergraduate research mentors, it is no less so in the Honors Program.  The $100.00 stipend for this activity was indeed doubled this past year to $200.00 for Honors faculty mentors, an excellent start but still inadequate, given that senior research typically begins late in the spring semester of the junior year, intensifies over the summer, is completed in the fall of the senior year, and culminates in a thesis requiring the mentor’s multiple readings and working with the student on revisions in both fall and spring of the senior year.  

A more tangible concern is the condition of the Honors House.  A wonderful resource for the program, especially with the newly renovated “smart” capability in the downstairs classroom and the availability of computers for student use, the house itself nonetheless is in need of a facelift.  The interior needs improvements as per my request, submitted last February (see Appendix) amounting to about $8500, which does not include a new refrigerator in the kitchen, needed to replace the old one that no longer works. The peeling exterior also needs a coat of paint, as well as general repair of awnings and screens.  The students have expressed their willingness to help paint, and also plant and maintain some flowering plants (perennials and/or bushes) in front of the house.  All in all, a relatively small investment in physical upkeep would make this facility much more useful for campus activities, as well as showcase the Honors Program to prospective students and their families.

Oct. 3 – Presidential Scholars retreat, Lincklaen House, Caz

5 – mtg on recruitment

17 – Open House Honors presentation

18 – fac mtg

28 – info mtg for students

Nov. 3 - info mtg for students

7 – Open House Athl Ctr

18 – Honors Comm mtg

Dec 8 – fac mtg

Jan 12 – Honors scholarship mtg, assessment mtg

Mar. 13 – Scholars Day – Honors show

May 18 – fac mtg

May 21 – Honors convocation

23 – 25 - workshop

The structure of the Honors Program makes it very demanding in the first two years, and particularly in the sophomore year, with an intensive six-hour course 

