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A.  Academic Unit Description and Strategic Plan 
Please evaluate the following: 

 Excellent Very Good Appropriate Needs 
Improvement 

Vision, Mission and Goals ☐ ☒ ☐ ☒ 
Strategic Plan ☐ ☒ ☐ ☒ 
 
Please elaborate if you have identified any items in this section as Excellent.  
      
  
 
Please elaborate if you identified any items in this section as Needs Improvement. Provide recommendations in the 
area of Strategic Planning.  
Click here to enter text. 
 
 
Other comments (optional) 
Mission & Vision statement is reasonably informative and forward-looking. Assessment goals could be developed 
into benchmarks that would help chart upward progress.  There is a concern about adequate resources (e.g., student 
stipend levels, lack of 12-mo support) and no apparent commitment to multi-year TA support for incoming students, 
which may hinder recruitment of top PhD students and new faculty. I would encourage the department establish a 
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graduate MSc/PhD tracking database to assess achievement of program goals. Assuming a high placement of 
graduate products into positions in their field of choice, and documentation of progress beyond placement (e.g., 
tenure/promotion), such data would be a highly useful recruiting tool for high-quality prospective students/faculty. 
 
 

 

B. Program Curriculum 
Please evaluate the following: 

 Excellent Very Good Appropriate Needs 
Improvement 

NA 

Alignment of program with 
stated program and 
institutional goals and 
purposes 

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Curriculum development, 
coordination, and delivery 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

Student learning outcomes 
assessment 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

Program curriculum 
compared to peer programs 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

 
Please elaborate if you have identified any items in this section as Excellent. 
Click here to enter text. 
 
Please elaborate if you identified any items in this section as Needs Improvement. Provide recommendations in the 
area of Program Curriculum.  
1. Recommend implementation of a graduate core curriculum to help orient incoming students in foundational areas 
of biology, particularly PhD students.  Currently, only BIOL 6202 & 6301 are required, both of which appear to 
emphasize teaching methods rather than core content, with some faculty/students expressing that the 2-course 
sequence is unnecessary. Discussions with the faculty and the chair suggest that the breadth of disciplines precludes 
a single core curriculum for all DBS students, whereas a minimal core requirement (e.g., evolution, molecular biology, 
statistics) coupled with a discipline-specific (i.e., CMB/EEB) core could help standardize content across the 
department. As an example, the core requirement could follow a modularized 1-2 semester sequence taught by 
multiple faculty within the subject areas, whereas the tracked core could include already developed graduate 
coursework in the subdiscipline.  
2. Several students asserted the need for true graduate (vs. stacked) courses to advance  knowledge of their research 
area and related subdisciplines. Developing such courses, while highly appropriate, would cause increases in faculty 
teaching loads, which currently  appear to be in line with the peer institutions (~250 SCH/FTE); however, DBS faculty 
workloads have increased substantially since 2010 relative to college and university levels. It is unclear whether less 
research-active faculty or instructors (i.e., teaching postdocs) could be called on to teach more lower-division 
sections, allowing expansion of graduate courses by active faculty, or whether additional instructors could be 
recruited for this purpose.  
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3. Several faculty felt that CMB courses/programs were not adequately supported for these students. An absence of 
both a core curriculum and laboratory rotations would suggest that incoming students are not appropriately trained 
in molecular techniques/methods in their first year to allow them to formulate a focused research question. 
Rotations would require non-sponsorship by faculty initially for students to matriculate into the lab they best fit. The 
department may be too small to implement a rotational system, but if linked with other molecular programs beyond 
DBS (i.e., Colleges of Human Sciences, Agricultural Sciences, etc.) and, if resources for first-year fellowships (RAs with 
tuition waivers) could support the rotations, there may be a critical mass to allow such an interdepartmental CMB 
program to serve these broad-based students. At a minimum, implementation of virtual strength areas in CMB (if 
TTU-IT can support) could better inform students about opportunities for learning about methods used in other 
laboratories that could be adopted for thesis/dissertation research. 
 
Other comments (optional) 
Click here to enter text. 
 
 

C. Faculty Productivity 
Please evaluate the following: 

 Excellent Very Good Appropriate Needs 
Improvement 

NA 

Qualifications ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Faculty/Student Ratio ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Publications ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Teaching Load ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
External Grants ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Profile ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Teaching Evaluations ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
Professional Service ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Community Service ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 
 

 
Please elaborate if you have identified any items in this section as Excellent.  
Faculty have strong credentials, and appear highly qualified in the various subdisciplines to be successful in scholarly activity. 
The high degree of senior leadership serving as grant panelists,  NSF program officers, and on editorial boards should provide 
strong mentoring of junior faculty, assuming such interactions occur, formally or informally, within the department. I would 
encourage continued enhancement of senior-junior faculty interactions designed to to develop academic programs of the 
junior faculty. This mentorship may be particularly important in guiding graduate student recruitment and retention, as junior 
faculty have limited experience in managing graduate programs, and many students, unfortunately, are unlike their faculty 
mentors. 
 
Please elaborate if you identified any items in this section as Needs Improvement. Provide recommendations in the 
area of Faculty Productivity.  
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1. As above, while in line with peer institutions, DBS faculty teaching loads are higher that other academic units in the college 
and university. It is unclear how faculty workload is determined, as no departmental  policy appears to exist, although the 
Chair indicated research-inactive faculty have higher loads (2/3 to 3/3) than active faculty. I would recommend a careful (if not 
quantitative) assessment of individual teaching/service loads balanced against efforts in proposal/manuscript production and 
graduate student mentoring.  
2. Publications/year (~2/faculty) are appropriate, given teaching load, but could be improved with increased release time. 
Faculty time spent mentoring graduate and undergraduate researchers also should be integrated into workloads.  
3. I was unclear about the degree to which junior faculty have reduced teaching/service loads to allow development of 
research profiles adequate for achievement of tenure and/or promotion. We heard from at least one faculty member with a 
high service teaching load who felt the latter greatly hampered time for scholarly work. If funding/resource reallocation is 
available, the use of curriculum specialists assisting with lectures, TA training,  grading, etc.  could help assuage this 
undesirable situation. 
 
Other comments (optional) 
Click here to enter text. 
 

D. Students and Graduates 
Please evaluate the following: 

 Excellent Very Good Appropriate Needs 
Improvement 

NA 

Time to degree ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
Retention ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Graduate rates ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Enrollment ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Demographics ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Number of degrees 
conferred annually 

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Support Services ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Job Placement ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
 
Please elaborate if you have identified any items in this section as Excellent.  
Click here to enter text. 
 
Please elaborate if you identified any items in this section as Needs Improvement. Provide recommendations in the 
area of Students and Graduates.  
1. Discrepancies existed within the self study re: time to degree (PhD, between 4.5-6 y). Additional information from the Chair 
suggested TTD was 4-5 y, which is close to, if not below, the national average. Other discrepancies existed re: number of 
graduate students (i.e., 102-127 depending on source). Assuming a total of 102 TAs and RAs are available in fall or spring, as 
many as 25 students may lack support, which increases substantially in the summer as T/RAs are only  9 mo.    
2. Several students, particularly internationals, claimed undue financial hardship in reconciling summer fees to remain 
active/in good standing. Similarly, some faculty  asserted international students are not appropriately supported/respected by 
the administration.  In other discussions with students, there was some concerns expressed about the disparity between those 
with (vs. without) access to RAs from grants, and the associated difference between time conducting research on funded 
projects vs. time as a TA. However, it was unclear whether TTD or quality of research differed between students funded in 
these contrasting ways. 
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Other comments (optional) 
1. Enrollment, graduate rates, and retention are good; given the size of the faculty, graduate enrollment could be increased by 
15-20%. According to the graduate students TA commitments are year-to-year, with no assurance of long-term support during 
or after recruitment. Given the highly competitive nature of US graduate programs, particularly in CMB, some consideration 
should be given to implement regular (multiyear) TA support positions. Multiyear support commitments  will help recruit top 
students.  
2. On a positive note, the department should be commended for working with the Graduate School and allocating internal 
funds to support as many summer RAs for finishing students at are currently provide; the same is true for identifying critical 
student support to attend meetings. No information was provided on job placement; implementation of a graduate tracking 
system could enhance dissemination of adequacy of the degree programs, and aid in recruitment.  
3. Students (and some faculty) appeared uninformed about departmental budgetary constraints, whereas the Chair intimated 
that he was forthcoming in communicating about such constraints. It may be advisable for the Graduate Advisor and/or Chair 
to more regularly apprise the students about departmental budgetary limits. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

E. Facilities and Resources 
Please evaluate the following: 

 Excellent Very Good Appropriate Needs 
Improvement 

NA 

Facilities ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Facility Support Resources ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
Financial Resources ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
Staff Resources ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Developmental Resources ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 

 
Please elaborate if you have identified any items in this section as Excellent.  
Click here to enter text. 
 
Please elaborate if you identified any items in this section as Needs Improvement. Provide recommendations in the 
area of Facilities and Resources.  
1. Financial resources (TA stipends) for graduate students are low (i.e., $14-15K/ 9mo depending on degree), particularly given 
TAs have 50%-time appointments. It is unclear if there is an expectation that students do structured work 20h/wk (teaching, 
prepping, grading, proctoring, etc.) or whether this is a soft standard (i.e., mostly personal [vs. structured] contact/prep). If the 
latter, then perhaps default appointment levels could  be decreased to 33%-time and stipends for students with higher 
structured expectations (more sections/higher contact hours, etc.) could be adjusted accordingly.   
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2. Facilities seem reasonably good; faculty/programs were located in buildings within the same precinct, and dedicated 
common-use functions (greenhouse/animal rooms, genomics/imaging center in ESB) suggest high efficiency/functionality in 
core facilities. Staffing of facilities also seemed adequate.  
3. I commend the department for renovating former teaching labs for research space in the main building. It was unclear, 
however, how basic renovations (minus equipment) are funded. If done solely by the department I would recommend 
consideration of College, Provost, and/or OVPR cost-sharing. I  also would advise that such basic renovations not be 
considered part of new faculty startup, but rather a provision of primary infrastructure necessary for research.  
4. Several faculty reported limited support for upgrading equipment in their laboratories. Evidently, limited funding is 
available for maintaining/replacing aging equipment. This is another reason for considering implementing a CMB program 
(see B.3) that could provide infrastructural support re: shared equipment. Assuming new resources may not exist for the latter, 
an alternative approach would be for the department/college to develop cluster laboratories linked with hires that could 
house several PIs and their students in a focal area. Such clusters can synergize research capacity/scholarship while also 
reducing capital equipment redundancy/support costs. 
 
Other comments (optional) 
Click here to enter text. 
 

F. Overall Ranking 
 
 Excellent Very Good Appropriate Needs 

Improvement 
Overall Ranking ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
 

 
Please provide summative conclusions based on the overall review. 
The Department of Biological Sciences at TTU is performing at high level in achieving its mission of advancing 
graduate education in the life sciences, despite high workloads and limited resources.  It has a diverse and well-
trained faculty in several core areas of the biological sciences, who are highly committed to succeeding in their 
academic programs. There are no obvious major limitations or concerns re: DBS structure or basic operation. 
However, to increase the size and scope of the graduate program associated with the TTU Strategic Initiative to grow 
the university, substantial additional resources will be required. Even without such program growth, current stipends 
are not competitive with peer institutions and may significantly impact recruitment/retention of high-quality 
students, particularly in the Cell/Molecular Biology area. 

 
 

Please provide summative recommendations based on the overall review.  
The following are recommendations at several levels of the department. Admittedly, many recommendations will 
require resources, whereas others are more revenue-neutral that could be implemented in the near term. 
 
Faculty:   
1) Consider developing a workload policy that integrates a balance among teaching, research, and service 
expectations. The policy should provide opportunities for faculty active and successful in research to lighten their 
teaching loads accordingly, or those with high teaching  loads being given release time to develop/rekindle their 
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scholarship. Accumulated teaching could be covered by a combination of 1) new hires (including full-or part-time 
lecturers/GPTI) in appropriate areas, and/or 2) reassignment of teaching to less research-active faculty. 
2) Consider implementing more team-taught courses to 1) integrate research specialties of various faculty within a 
given subdiscipline, and 2) increase faculty release time during part of the semester for scholarly field/lab work. 
Team-taught upper-division/graduate courses can be highly effective in providing content as long as 1) co-instructors 
carefully design the syllabus so that the course is both integrative and complementary (e.g., adopting a similar exam 
format), and 2) students can effectively (separately) evaluate each co-instructor in the team-taught course.  This 
recommendation also applies to the development of a graduate core curriculum (below), which may take several 
forms depending on needs and available resources. 
 
Space: 
-Facilities are generally good, but increased oversight of the use of office/lab space is recommended. The department 
has a Space Committee for this general function, but it appears the committee plays no role in assessing 
appropriateness of space allocation given research productivity of individual faculty.  I learned during my visit that in 
recent history no space has been re-assigned from research-inactive to active/new faculty, including inactive faculty 
without graduate students. Unless the department expects to be awarded more space associated with programmatic 
growth, it may be wise for the Space Committee/Chair to study space allocation and research productivity and 
consider reallocating poorly used laboratories to growing/productive areas of the department.  
 
Students: 
-TA stipends are low, especially given 50%-time (20h/wk) expectation. If resources cannot be identified to bring 
stipends to competitive levels, consider implementing lower  appointments/loads as a default (i.e., convert from 50% 
to 33% time FTEs), and increasing appointments/loads/compensation where the need is greater. Reduced-time 
appointments will decrease the work expectation and help right-size the current compensation levels, and higher 
appointments will better reflect the work required.  
-Consider offering multi-year TAs (e.g., 2 y of support for MSc, 4-5y for PhD) for outside applicants. Knowing that the 
department will commit to a new student for more than one year may be critical for strong applicants to accept 
positions, given multiyear commitments are commonplace among many peer institutions.  
-12-mo appointments are strongly desired by the graduate students, yet they are often unavailable across many peer 
institutions. I applaud the department in providing critical support for student travel to meetings, and 1-semester 
RAs for finishing students.  I encourage DBS to continue to exploring opportunities with the Graduate School for 
implementing year-round support for its students. 
 
Curriculum: 
-Beyond requiring incoming graduate students to complete undergraduate foundational coursework in their first 
year, consider implementing a discipline-specific core curriculum for first-year PhD students, and possibly MSc 
students.  Actively engage the faculty and students in the development process, perhaps through an online survey to 
identify appropriately tracked models (e.g., CMB and EEB), track-specific course work, and course format (stand-
alone courses, modularized course in key areas, etc.). Give some consideration to the appropriateness of requiring 
both BIOL 6202 & 6203 in lieu of other more relevant content-based core courses.  
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-Consider implementing a rotational system for incoming CMB students so that they may  become more aware of 
opportunities for learning about methods in multiple laboratories that could be adopted for thesis/dissertation 
research. 
 
Departmental organization: 
-The functions and operations of the graduate program could be more centralized. Consider forming a Graduate 
Studies Committee, consisting of faculty representing a full range of DBS subdisciplines, to oversee graduate 
admission, financial aid (assistantship awards), academic affairs/policy, and recruitment. The Graduate Program 
Director could serve as GSC chair.   
-It is clear that several DBS students feel separated, if not disenfranchised, from the operations of the department 
and, in turn, the Chair has been frustrated with lack of student awareness/appreciation of the financial constraints of 
the department.  More communication between students and faculty/administrators is needed. One way to address 
this problem is to increase student involvement/ownership in departmental governance. I recommend that DBS 
consider having a student representative on all standing committees (except promotion and tenure), including 
faculty search committees. The outstanding TTUAB could play an important role in helping identify/select 
appropriate student reps. 
 


