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This Memorandum of Understanding outlines the consensus reached by the BS Aerospace Engineering Program, the Department of Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering, the College of Engineering, and the Division of Academic Affairs, based on the recently conducted program review.  It describes the goals to be achieved, and the actions to be undertaken by all parties to this MOU to achieve these goals, during the next program review cycle.  Progress toward goals is to be addressed in the annual report.

The BS in Aerospace Engineering wrote its self-study for ABET in July 2006.  The site visit took place in November 2006.  In August 2007, the program was accredited by ABET, Inc., for the maximum possible six years, through September 30, 2013.  The Program Assessment and Review Council completed an expedited review of this degree program in spring 2009.  

The BS in Aerospace Engineering program displays a number of strengths.  The ABET report noted that the small faculty is dedicated to the undergraduate teaching mission and that industry specialists who teach part time add an excellent applied component to the program.  The existing teaching and research labs clearly contribute to the program’s reputation and support the inclusion of undergraduate students in research.  The final design project provides students with unique and extensive experience in designing, building, and testing components.  

A few concerns emerged from the internal program review by PARC, including:

1.
The BSAE program was approved in 1996 and has been accredited twice since then (in 2000 and in 2006).  Although its establishment coincided with a downturn in the aerospace industry, the program has been very active in recruiting students.  However, the program does not appear to have a formal strategic plan for the BSAE.  This may be especially important because priorities may have changed with the relatively recent merger of the two departments (Mechanical Engineering and Aerospace Engineering).  The BSAE program’s plans can be intuited from the questions asked on the various evaluation and assessment methods in use, but a formal statement of short and long-terms goals that addresses the number of expected students and the number of expected faculty would be useful to guide the program through the current and next accreditation cycles.

2.
The number of current faculty was judged by ABET to be sufficient to sustain the quality of the degree program at present.  However, the program anticipates a growth in enrollment in the undergraduate program, accompanied by several faculty FERPs and/or retirements.  The tenure density has decreased from a high of 94% to its current 71%. 

3.  
The four-year graduation rate for native BSAE juniors averaged about 75% until a low point for the 2003 cohort of 58%.  The graduation rate for transfer juniors over the same time period showed much more variation, from a low of 33% to a high of 71%, dropping to its lowest point for the 2002 cohort (14%).  These low points coincided with the merger of the two previously separate departments.  It now appears that the four-year graduation rates are again trending upward for the most recent cohorts, at 67% for native juniors and 64% for transfers.  It is not clear, however, whether any mechanisms are in place for continued tracking of graduation rates for both native and transfer juniors.

4.
In response to an ABET criticism, the program clarified the difference between the department’s overall educational goals and the program’s expected learning outcomes for students.  The department also developed an elaborate system for evaluating the department’s progress at meeting its educational goals and for assessing student performance on the expected learning outcomes.  However, the BSAE assessment program appears to be overly ambitious, combining many indirect measures of student success (surveys of students, alumni, graduating seniors, etc.) with multiple assessments of direct student learning in required courses, which could lead to assessment burnout.

It is therefore agreed that:

1.
Over the next two years, the BSAE program, in conjunction with the MAE Department, the College of Engineering, and industry partners, will undertake a strategic planning exercise to plot a course for the BSAE over the short- and long-term.  The College will assist the program in these efforts.

2.
The College of Engineering will monitor the number of majors in the BSAE program, the student/faculty ratio, and changes in department faculty due to retirements or FERPS, to assess the need for recruitment of new faculty.

3.
The BSAE program, the MAE Department, and the College of Engineering will monitor the graduation rate for native and transfer juniors to ensure that the trend continues in an upward direction and that the gap continues to narrow between native and transfer student graduation rates.

4.
The BSAE program will seek assistance from the College of Engineering and the Division of Academic Affairs to ensure that it has both a meaningful and a manageable plan for assessment of student learning.  The College of Engineering will seek opportunities to lower the cost of gathering assessment data on student performance in individual degree programs by adopting college-wide assessment mechanisms where feasible.
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