
AGENDA:  PHYSICAL SCIENCES DEPARTMENT 11 / 7 / 14 
10:00 AM  RGC 328 

 
1. Approve Agenda 

 
2. Approve Minutes from October 

 
3. Information Items: 

 
a. Student Success Grant Program (Carol Johnson) 
b. Report from the Department Chair meeting 
c. Star Parties  
d. Circuits class 

 
4. Safety Officer Report (Chris) 

 
5. Technology Report (June) 

 
6. Committee Chair Reports 

 
a. Assessment (James) 
b. Budget (James) 
c. Curriculum (Joe) 
d. Evaluation (Chris) 
e. Engineering Steering Committee (Saad) 
f. Long Range Planning (Allen) 
g. Professional Development (Paul) 
h. Scheduling (James) 

 
7. Discussion Items 

 
8. Action Items 

 
a.  Letter to Dean about using the Testing Center (See letter below) 

 
9. New Business 

 



Dean Fonken, 
 
Problem solving has become an increasingly important part of our General Physics and Engineering 
Physics courses.  For example, of the 10 course learning objectives listed in the Academic Course 
Guide Manual for PHYS 1401, seven involve some aspect of problem solving.  However, the most 
common problem we have in assessing our students’ problem-solving skills on our exams is the 
element of time.  Students solve problems at different rates, due to differences in processing speed, 
recall speed, and even sheer physical writing speed.  One student may require only 10 minutes to 
solve a particular problem, while another student can solve the problem with equal competence, but 
needing twice the time.  “More time on exams” is a perennial request on the written portion of 
student evaluations. 
 
Additionally, our department places a premium value on comprehensive problem solving where 
students must draw diagrams, create data tables, show all of their work, and in some cases write out a 
justification for their technique.  We also frequently ask the student to make some written 
interpretation of their results. This places an additional time burden on the student.  We would like to 
minimize the effect of the time element, so as to better assess a student’s knowledge and skills at 
problem solving.  While it could be argued that speed is a partial indicator of skill, it will rarely be a 
consideration in our students’ future careers.  We would prefer to develop thorough and rigorous 
problem solvers, and are less concerned with developing fast problem solvers. 
 
Giving shorter exams is not a responsible option.  We have a great deal of material mandated by the 
Coordinating Board – as well as by our own pedagogical strategies – and a great many different types 
of problems and problem solving techniques to assess.   Giving shorter, more frequent exams is also 
not a responsible option. This would further reduce class time for student-professor interaction, 
student peer interaction, and laboratory exploration. 
 
With these student requests and instructor pedagogical considerations in mind, we would like to 
request the ability for faculty in our department to place first exams in the Testing Center.  We 
request this for the following courses:  PHYS 1401, PHYS 1402, PHYS 2425, and PHYS 2426.  This 
would exclude the Final Exams for these courses, which shall still be administered on the last day of 
class for that semester.  We acknowledge the space challenges in the various testing centers, so these 
would be major exams only, not quizzes or other assessments.  
 
If you have questions or suggestions, please do not hesitate to contact me.  Thank you for your 
consideration and assistance in this matter. 
 
Regards, 
Jim Heath 

 


