
 
 
 
 
To: Chris Lauer, Chair of the Philosophy Department 
 
From: Kris Roney, Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs 
 
Subject: VCAA Feedback on Philosophy Program Review 
 
CC:  Bonnie Irwin, Chancellor 

Michael Bitter, Interim Dean for CAS 
Seri Luangphinith, Accreditation Liaison Officer 

 
This document is intended for the department’s reflection on their review and the subsequent 
feedback as they prepare the Academic Plan for the next 5-year cycle for review. The draft 
review was submitted in 2018, but no administrative responses were filed. This response 
should be understood in the context of coming in the middle of a cycle of review. 
 
Assessment 
 
I appreciate the information on assessments. I see ample room for growth in considering not 
only assignment design, but in the alignment of curriculum and outcome. For instance, mastery 
is anticipated in courses rather early in the progress—more attention to what constitutes 
mastery and to scaffolding may be in order. I hope that the efforts have been sustained since 
this review, and I am pleased to see participation in information literacy in 20-21, as I would 
expect Philosophy to be a leader in the area not only of student outcomes, but perhaps in 
pedagogical support for peers. 
 
Resourcing 
 
Please see the notes below on enrollments; however, we should look into strategic use of 
lecturers—even off island—to fill gaps as we work to increase enrollments. It may be 
worthwhile considering shaping a fellows program for ABD students who might benefit from 
guided oversight by seasoned faculty. While the student-faculty ratio for Philosophy is higher 
than average (as is the average class size), neither are so high as to suggest that another full-
time member is necessary immediately.  
 
Enrollment 
 
Since 2013, the average fill rate is about 75% for the department’s courses, though much of 
that would seem to be accounted for by the PHIL 100 rates which are usually consistent (Spring 
2014 is, presumably, anomalous—it certainly is in the outgoing years). I recommend that the 
department look carefully at classes that are not filling at or above even 70%. Are these offered 



too sporadically? Too much? Is there a misalignment between what students are seeking in 
Philosophy and the majors that use PHIL courses and what is being offered? There appears to 
be a pattern to what courses struggled over the years that runs counter to some of our 
assumptions. It is possible that these rates could inform the decisions around the shape of the 
curriculum in the future, as well as faculty workload generally (which could conceivably be 
controlled by attention to some of these low fill rates). This is not, of course, to suggest that the 
maximum class sizes should drop in order to increase percentages, but there may be stories 
that can be surfaced to help shift resourcing choices. 
 
I encourage more engagement with these sorts of details in the self-study, and this office will 
be working with IRO to provide that more readily to departments in the future. 
 
My examination of the enrollments over time does not necessarily suggest the narrative that 
the department projects regarding the necessity of 4 faculty (the need for a particular discipline 
is stronger than any perceived correlations between faculty number and majors). Recall that 
the small program report is about the number of graduates per year, not enrollments (though 
clearly enrollment needs to rise to get to higher graduation numbers, but I am confident that 
the one will easily follow the other in that students will greatly benefit from working with you 
toward their goals). What happened in 2016, for instance, that produced the largest graduating 
class in many years? 
 
Curricular Revision 
 
There is insufficient detail available to assess the viability of the Ethics and Social Justice Track 
in terms of adding new enrollments to UH Hilo, rather than simply moving from another major 
that they would have otherwise successfully completed. I offer, however, that the climate into 
which our students are graduating should give pause when considering the terminology printed 
on transcripts and diplomas. The concepts are critical, but the name has become a flashpoint. 
The first point (enrollment) is, of course, of much more concern here. 
 
However, based on the overall outcomes for Philosophy majors nationally, I urge the 
department to consider another tactic: degree completion. Given the extraordinary outcomes 
in writing and analysis and mid-career success statistically associated with Philosophy majors, it 
would seem an excellent to open to adult learners a Philosophy-centered degree completion 
program. What that would look like, exactly, I can’t say, but it seems it would be a missed 
opportunity not to consider what such a program might look like. How would, for instance, the 
concepts within Ethics and Social Justice provide a foundation for a learner who had a portion 
of a business degree completed, but no particular desire to complete a business degree (or, for 
whatever reason, no ability to do so). 
 
Mahalo for your positive efforts on so many fronts, and I look forward to addressing the 
challenges and possibilities with you as we progress into the future. 
 
 


