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Purpose Statement: This report is a review of the Department of Biological 

Sciences at Western Nevada College that is focused on the current and future 

goals and roles of the Department.  

 

Introductory Comments: Western Nevada College has been in existence since 

1971 and is accredited by the Northwest Commission on Colleges and 

Universities. The main branch of the college is located in Carson City, with other 

campuses in the cities of Fallon and Minden.  

The Mission statement of the Associate of Science Degree, specifically the 

Biological Sciences emphasis, is in line with the College Mission statement. It 

clearly identifies the primary mission of the Department and the College as 

institutions working to provide students a supporting environment to gain 

additional knowledge and skills and as they prepare for continued higher 

education.  

 

Facilities: With three campuses it is difficult to provide a consistent quality of 

student experience. Having only visited the Carson City campus, at which the 

facilities are adequate, I cannot comment on the other campuses. How does the 

educational experience differ between the three campuses? What is being done 



to ensure quality of student experience? None of these questions have been 

answered. 

Laboratory facilities: 

The laboratory facilities at the Carson City campus are once again only 

adequate. What is the state of the other laboratory facilities? There is 

nothing here to allow me to understand where the facilities need to change 

and grow. I know that updating has occurred, but nothing that tells me 

what still needs to be done to at least bring the other facilities up to the 

standard of the Carson City campus.  

Updating media needs is an ongoing war and updating and equipping lab 

spaces always needs to be at the front of your minds.  

The fact that there are human cadaveric facilities at the Carson City campus 

is definitely a plus. 

 Classroom Facilities: Classrooms on the Carson City campus seem to be  

  adequate, but once again no information was given about the other 2 

  campuses. 

Library Facilities: No information was given about the library facilities at all. 

 

 Curriculum Information: 

Although this is a program review, I believe it is important to include all of the 

different student populations served by the department. Not only do you serve 

the Biology Emphasis tract, and the Health Sciences, but a significant proportion 

of the time, energy and facilities of the department are spent on the General 

Education curriculum. The Biological Science department is a service department 

for the entire college, and that role needs to be acknowledged.  

What are the Student Learning Outcomes on the General Education curriculum? It 

is disconcerting to see that the BIOL AS Program does not meet 3 of the 8 



outcomes. Student learning outcomes should absolutely be included in course 

outlines. 

The fact that the course schedule has now been presented in such a way that 

makes it easier for students to complete the sequence more efficiently is terrific.  

Any movement in the course schedule that will make it easier for student to 

transfer to four year institutions will be helpful. 

I would not like to see the traditional AS BIOL degree not offered, and back-

transfer of classes is a way to increase the graduation rate. There are many 

questions that must be answered if the degree is changed. What would be the 

effect on transfer to 4 year institutions? Is the new degree a viable option for 

students moving on with a Science degree?  What new opportunities would a 

different degree offer?  

I understand the move to standardize the course objectives, but there is danger in 

over defining those course objectives. One of the strengths of a department is the 

diversity of instruction, and by trying to make each section exactly the same you 

will lose some of that diversity.  

 

Faculty Information:  

The ratio of full time faculty to part-time faculty seems to be approximately 

75/25. This is above the commonly set standard of 60/40, so I do not think this is 

a problem. 

Full time Faculty: The only information given about the full time faculty are 

names, educational standing and classes taught. Information should be included 

on tenure and length of service and prior experience. What involvement do 

faculty have with the college as a whole? What professional and scholarly 

activities do they engage in? How are they evaluated by peers and students? 

 

 



Part-time Faculty:  

Part-time instructors are an integral part of the experience at any college, and this 

area was not addressed in the materials provided by the Department. 

Approximately 25% of the sections are taught by part-time faculty. What are their 

credentials? How are they coordinated and trained? How are they mentored in 

regards to curriculum? How are they integrated into the department?  

 

Enrollment: 

Student enrollment (headcount) seems to have stayed relatively stable over the 

last 5 years, with a slight increase over the last year, probably due to the lagging 

economy. 

There is a pronounced dip in the percentage of students who rated their 

educational experience as excellent during the 2007- 2008 academic year.  

Although the overall percentage of students who rated the educational 

experience as commendable and excellent together stayed approximately the 

same as before and after this aberration, it would be interesting to know what 

caused this dip in satisfaction.  

Students rating the effectiveness of the course also took the same dip in 

satisfaction at the same time, again what caused this change in attitude? 

Student demographic information, gender and ethnicity, are what I would have 

assumed for the area of service. 

 

Academic Success Rates: 

I applaud your actions to bring the degree into closer alignment with 4 year 

institutions and implementation of a new course sequence to better ensure 

student success rates is a good step, but I would have liked to see some data on 

why there have been so few graduates from the program. Are they transferring to 

4 year institutions without receiving an AS degree from Western? Are they 



changing their direction in higher education, changing majors?  Are they dropping 

out of school and if so why? Was there a push to get students to declare a major, 

so they just picked one? Students who declare a major usually are not coming to 

take one or two classes so I don’t think this is a factor, but there is no way to tell. 

We have found at CSN, that hard prerequisites do in fact improve student success 

rates in pre-nursing BIOL courses. Delaying enrollment until all prerequisite 

grades have been posted has worked well at CSN. 

The debate about what prerequisite classes will increase the success rate in 

Biology classes, will probably go on forever. I believe it depends on the rigor of 

the prerequisite. Students are not expecting the mass of material and the speed 

of delivery found in a college level biology class, so any class with critical thinking 

and rigor would probably suffice. 

Educating/preparing students for jobs in the health care field in the rural areas is 

to be applauded. 

 

Distance Education: 

I found it very hard to find information about web based classes. Where is the 

data showing low student success rates? 

I can only find BIOL data from 2004-2005 

 

Summary: 

Western Nevada College, the Department of Biological Science and the individual 

faculty perform a vital service for their community, offering opportunities to 

students who rely on a 2 year institution. They have developed a product that 

students see as valuable for attaining their goals.  



Increasing course completion rates to 80% is a lofty goal; I would put my energies 

into ensuring that each student has the opportunity to succeed at their peak 

performance level. 

In the 2005 academic review, the AS Biological Sciences Emphasis was deactivated 

effective in 2004 and changed to AS Biophysical Sciences Emphasis. When was it 

changed back? I was very confused by the information contained in the academic 

review, but that confusion was cleared up during the site visit. 

 

Areas where the report could have been stronger include: 

 I would have liked more information on the backgrounds of the full-time  

  faculty and what professional development opportunities are   

  available for both full-time and part-time faculty. There was no  

  information on the recruitment, training support and retention of  

  part-time faculty. 

 There should be plan developed to follow the progress of students that exit 

  the program. 

 The Department should develop an evaluation plan for the department and 

  not just focus on the AS degree program. 

 Information about ancillary support facilities, such as the library and   

  tutoring services. 

   

 



External Reviewer Report on the Biological Science Program Review 

By Chad McCully 

7/2/2010 

Commendations 

The biological sciences program review team has created a thorough and professional report, 

documenting the degree program’s goals, student learning outcomes, and strategies for improvement.   

Program responsible faculty have an excellent plan to hard-flag prerequisites, adjust the sequence of 

course offerings, and take advantage of WNC’s upgrade to iNtegrate and PeopleSoft.  I agree that this 

effort should improve student success and satisfaction in courses within the biological sciences. 

The report also emphasizes the importance of this program in preparing students for work in the health 

care field, including nursing and surgical technology.   Faculty members have participated in outreach 

through WNC’s College Days, Native American Day, 9th Grade Women in Nontraditional Careers, and 

other events.  This activity has no doubt encouraged a diverse population of students to realize the 

opportunities afforded by this program.   

The program review report also includes an assessment of students’ reading abilities throughout a 

sequence of biological science courses.   While the assessment does show, on average, an increase in 

student reading ability by the end of the semester (no doubt as a result of the challenging material they 

must read during that time), the assessment also illuminates that students, on average, are 

underprepared for reading college level material when they enter these classes.  This assessment is very 

helpful in highlighting a serious concern and challenge for educators in the biological sciences and in 

other disciplines at WNC. 

Furthermore, this program review report proposes future outcomes based assessment using a pre and 

post test that would be piloted by biological sciences faculty.  The aspirations of this program to conduct 

such assessment will no doubt deliver useful data that will help the biological sciences faculty further 

improve instruction in the classroom and the larger degree program.  I encourage them in this effort. 

Finally, I was impressed by my tour of the biological sciences facilities (specifically the labs on the Carson 

Campus).  It was evident to me that biological sciences faculty have been quite resourceful in making the 

most of their equipment and have been responsible stewards of their spending.  There were several 

examples of technology that had been donated by individual faculty or procured in a manner that saved 

money for WNC and taxpayers.   This is particularly commendable given the budget limitations that have 

been effected by recent declines in the local, state, and national economic environment.  

Recommendations 

 While there have been few graduates from the program, this does parallel national trends and does 

not, in the opinion of this reviewer, warrant special concern for retention strategies and graduation 

rates specific to this program.  However, I would agree with the suggestion that the biological sciences 



program at WNC ensures the transferability of all coursework to the two year level (at certain four year 

universities) if a student has earned the biological sciences degree. Program faculty, counselors, and 

other outreach personnel could then market this convenience as an enticing reason to complete and 

earn the degree.  This may have the desired effect of increasing the number of graduates in the 

program. 

My sincerest recommendation is founded on the course scheduling matrix and, more specifically, 

outcome four.  This outcome concerns the development of a student’s “understanding of the history 

and philosophy of science, as well as its relationship to society and the daily lives of students.”   

Currently, no required courses significantly meet this outcome (a few moderately address it).  However, 

such an understanding could potentially affect students as life-long learners and ultimately encourage 

them to enrich their education throughout their lives.   While this goal may not be as relevant to the 

practical application of specific skills in a particular profession, it does have the potential to develop 

critical thinking and improve student satisfaction.  While I understand the constraints placed on required 

courses in a two year program (the limited time, for example, to expose students to required 

competencies in their discipline of study), I think it would be ideal to more significantly address this 

outcome with a specific course.   

In my own experience, I had the good fortune to experience a team-taught philosophy and computer 

science course that addressed the topic of artificial intelligence.  Admittedly, this course was only 

offered to me in my third year of study at a four year institution, but I wish I had taken something similar 

to it in my first two years.  It had the profound effect of enhancing my critical thinking skills and 

encouraged me to appreciate the interconnectivity of academic disciplines and their value to my own 

thinking (even those disciplines that were far outside my focus of study).   This made me appreciate the 

factual and more detailed knowledge that was presented in a subsequent class on artificial intelligence 

and neural networks.  Without the critical thinking that was encouraged in the first class, it would have 

been more difficult for me to value and respond to the factual knowledge I acquired in the second class. 

In the interview with students in the biological sciences program, all of the students appeared to agree 

with one student’s complaint that the exposure to factual information was sometimes overwhelming 

(not unlike students’ complaints in my own classes to the size of reading assignments). Yet, according to 

this same student, there were usually few if any opportunities to respond to the material as critical 

thinkers.  The student described this as “regurgitation.”   It is my hope that a course that emphasizes 

outcome four and which may address bioethical concerns, as noted in the biological sciences’ program 

mission, could be instrumental in transforming a student’s perceived “regurgitation” into the acquisition 

of valuable knowledge.   With biological sciences moving into intriguing and controversial examinations 

of genetic engineering, cloning, and stem cell research, there should be no shortage of interesting 

material for students to examine both with ethical and scientific reasoning.  Granted, this is perhaps an 

idealistic notion on my part, but it is, never-the-less, the recommendation I was most excited to offer.  




