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To: Dean Phillip R. Certain 

From: Jeff Hardin and Janet Batzli, Biocore 

Re: Biocore Self-Assessment 

Overview and Purpose 
The Biology Core Curriculum (Biocore) is an honors program devoted entirely to undergraduate 
teaching and learning. Our mission is to provide a solid foundation in biology and encourage students to 
become actively engaged in all aspects of scientific discovery. Students that choose this track are 
challenged throughout a sequence of 7 courses (lecture and laboratory) that integrate with and build on 
each other over 4 semesters. Our faculty come from across campus to plan courses and teach as a 
cohesive team. In the 200 1 external review of the Biocore program, committee members were 
unanimous in their support. They acknowledged the unique nature of the program and concluded that 
"Biocore is the sort of program that distinguishes excellent universities from good universities". These 
unique qualities contributed to Biocore being'awarded the 2001 Chancellor's Award for Departmental 
Excellence in Teaching. Although Biocore is a resource-intensive program, the 2001 program review 
committee was convinced that the university has a responsibility "to maintain especially challenging 
learning experiences for our best students and it has an obligation to provide the best preparation for 
those students motivated to put forth extra effort because when they succeed, the university succeeds". 

We understand that the State of Wisconsin faces difficult budgetary times forcing the University to 
reexamine college, departmental, and programmatic spending. We also appreciate the concern and 
reluctance of the administration to ask programs to increase course sizes or restrict course access given 
the potential negative impact on quality and student learning. Thus when we were asked in fall 2002 to 
identify areas from which to recover budget savings, we eliminated all Biocore administrative TA 
positions, resulting in a permanent savings to the college of $8,366 (FTE 0.68, corresponding to 3 % of 
our budget). This change brought an overload to our faculty, TAs and staff as they absorbed new 
administrative responsibilities, but allowed us to maintain current course access and enrollment levels. 
As the College seeks additional spending cuts, we have examined our program carefully and have 
concluded that further cuts can be accommodated only by a reduction in enrollment. Students in our 
research-intensive, writing-intensive courses require a great deal of interaction and feedback from 
faculty, staff and TAs and we find TAs are hard-pressed to keep up given the current grading workload. 
If we were to reduce assignments and lower expectations, we would cease to be a challenging honors 
program. Further cuts would force section closures, decrease student access, compromise the student's 
experience, and shortcut the program's mission. We provide the following review to highlight the role 
that Biocore staff and faculty volunteers play in the strategic plan of the University to allow for further 
evaluation of our program's activities. 

Context 
Biocore was initiated in 1967 as a challenging course sequence for motivated, ambitious students 
looking for a rigorous introduction to the biological sciences. Since that time Biocore has evolved into 
an honors biology sequence filling a unique niche and providing an alternative to the mainstream 
Introductory Biology sequences (BotIZoo 1511152 or Bot130/Zoo101). Biocore serves an important role 
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in L&S by providing 18 honors credits, as well as writing-intensive courses in the natural sciences. We 
rely on four permanent staff, 15 faculty volunteers, and 2 1 teaching assistants to staff and carry out 7 
team-taught courses over four semesters. Admission into Biocore is competitive, requiring students to 
apply in the spring of their freshman year. In the fall of 2002, 163 sophomores entered their first 
semester lecture/lab, joining 107 juniors as they continued in the third semester lecture and laboratory 
courses. Biocore is distinguished from other introductory biology course sequences on campus by (1) its 
two-year structure, which allows courses to build on one other sequentially, (2) its high expectations of 
students, (3) its emphasis on the process of learning and discovery, and (4) high student-instructor 
contact. This last feature of Biocore makes it very consistent with the stated College priorities of 
increasing faculty contact hours and providing tight, well-established student learning communities. 

Goals 
In the following section, we describe the efforts of Biocore to upllold and strengthen UW-Madison's 
strategic plan. 

Goal One: Promoting Research 
Within the context of a "Research One" University, Biocore is an atypical program in that its primary 
mission is advancing learning through novel educational experiences. As a science program, much of the 
teaching and learning occurs through a research model; however, the primary goal of this research has 
been educational in nature. 

Biocore Prairie 
Biocore provides opportunities for students to become actively involved in research in a 5-acre prairie 
restoration project first established in 1997 in an old agricultural field near the base of Picnic Point. The 
prairie provides our students with a living laboratory where ecological concepts can be explored through 
real problems. These problems include research on soils, hydrology, seedling establishment, plant 
community structure, herbivores, pollinators, succession, weed ecology, restoration techniques and 
management. Students' first exposure to the Biocore Prairie comes in the beginning of their first semester 
in the program, where students study, design, and implement experiments, gather data, analyze results, 
and communicate their findings to the next cohort of students. In addition, small groups of students have 
been awarded apprenticeships to study a variety of current problems in restoration ecology research. 
Granfi received: Evelyn Howell. Curt Caslavka, and Ann Burgess received two grants to help support this project: a Kemper 
Knapp Bequest Award (1 998-99; $4250) and a Teaching Et~hancement Grant from the Provost's Ofice (1 999-00; $4,400). J 

Janet Batzli, and Evelyn Howell received a Kemper Knapp Bequest award (2003-04; $4950) to continue research on this site. 

Investigations in Physiology using Real Time Computerized Data Acquisition 
In 1997, the third semester Organismal Biology staff began developing and implementing a series of 
laboratory units to allow students to develop experiments focusing on various aspects of plant and human 
physiology. For the human studies, students use a variety of sensors to detect signals (e.g. heat rate, blood 
pressure, respiration, muscle contraction) that are then transferred to a computer that shows their data on 
the screen in real time. In recent years, students have extended their studies to more in-depth independent 
projects providing research opportunities for Hilldale fellows. We hope to expand resqrch opportunities 
for our third semester students by bridging laboratory research to field-based studies in the Biocore 
Prairie. 
Granfi received: Donata Oertel and Marcie Meyers received a grantfiom the Educational Research and Development Grant 
Program, UW-Medical School to initiate this project ($5000. 1996-97) 

Bioinformatics and Molecular Modeling' 
Biocore7s laboratory units are continually updated to keep pace with current research in genomics and 
information technology. In 200 1, Michelle Harris from Biocore's Cellular Biology team developed a unit 








