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RE: Program Review Summary Narrative 
 
 
Dear Dr. Arnold, 
 
The Program Review Committee met on March 12th, 2026, to discuss the self-study report and the 
site visit which was conducted on February 9th, 2026. Below we will detail the results of our review 
for each of the self-study standards focusing on any strengths or concerns, and providing 
recommendations from the committee when applicable. Our comments were compiled from the 
evidence provided in your self-study, the observations made during the site visit, and discussions 
between the committee members for each standard. 
 
STANDARD A: MISSION STATEMENT 
 
The mission statement of the Department of Physics and Astronomy clearly lays out the 
department’s goals and priorities, which include the multiple groups across campus and the 
community it serves. The mission statement also aligns well with the goals of the College of Science 
and Weber State University. In future iterations of the mission of the department, it could be possible 
to include the role of program-level strategic planning; however, at the same time, this is asking a 
great deal of a mission statement. 
 
STANDARD B: CURRICULUM 
 
The curriculum of the Department of Physics and Astronomy is thoughtfully designed and clearly 
reflects careful planning and review by the faculty. The sequence of courses provides students with a 
strong foundation in core physics concepts while progressively building toward advanced coursework 
and laboratory experiences. The program structure allows students to develop both theoretical 
understanding and practical experimental skills, which are essential for success in graduate school 
and technical careers. 
 
The laboratory facilities supporting the curriculum are particularly noteworthy. The department 
provides students with access to high-quality instructional laboratories and modern equipment that 
significantly exceed what is typically expected for an undergraduate physics program. These facilities 
enable meaningful hands-on experiences that reinforce classroom instruction and contribute to a 
deeper understanding of physical concepts. 
 
The curriculum is well aligned with the mission and strategic goals of both the department and the 
institution. Courses appear to be offered regularly enough to allow students to complete degree 
requirements in a timely manner. While the current curriculum is delivered effectively, the reduction 
in faculty numbers raises some concern regarding long-term sustainability and the department’s 
ability to maintain course rotations and support potential future program growth. Continued attention 
to faculty hiring will be important to ensure that the curriculum remains robust and flexible. 
 
STANDARD C: STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES AND ASSESSMENT 



The Department of Physics and Astronomy offer a variety of courses that serve a number of 
stakeholders on campus. The self-study identifies and characterizes learning outcomes related to 
program majors and minors, collaborative degree offerings (e.g., Environmental Sciences), and 
general education courses. These outcomes align with the overall program goals and the department 
mission statement. The learning outcomes described in the self-study are identified and described by 
program offerings and service courses. A detailed curriculum map is presented in Standard B of the 
self-study that outlines the content and depth of each learning outcome across the department’s 
course offerings. The department discusses a plan to assess and review each learning outcome 
across their programs. In the evidence of learning section of the self-study a good example is 
presented where a learning threshold is stated based on a set of questions and if the students met 
that threshold. In other areas, the measures, assessment, and interpretation are vague but appear 
to be applied in the curriculum. 
 
The narrative and defined thresholds in the self-study demonstrate that each learning outcome is 
assessed in at least one direct measure in the department’s curriculum. The self-study describes the 
review of learning outcomes by department focus groups and the presentation of these findings to 
the department. There isn’t mention of the timeframe and process of how often these are performed 
and reported. The department states that learning outcomes are reviewed and monitored across the 
curriculum. The committee recommends the definition of measurable threshold to determine if the 
learning outcomes are being met and a timeframe for these assessments to be performed on a 
regular basis. The department does not show evidence from assessing learning outcomes and how 
those findings drive future development and changes. It does however show detailed considerations 
of both course and program level challenges that face their curriculum and students, and they 
discuss approaches to meet those challenges. 
 
 
STANDARD D: ACADEMIC ADVISING AND STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 
 
Academic advising in the Department of Physics and Astronomy works quite well. The department 
chair primarily handles the advising for students in the department, and this seems to generally be 
sufficient. Student feedback demonstrates that students feel well supported in their advising needs, 
and students have relationships with other faculty members they feel comfortable reaching out to for 
additional and specialized guidance, if necessary. While the current system seems to function well 
and students can talk with faculty throughout the department to better understand requirements for 
graduate school, some students believe more formalized advising for graduate school would be 
beneficial, including required classes and assistance seeking research opportunities. It could be 
possible for tenured and fully promoted faculty to be more integrated into advising responsibilities 
for the department.  
 
It is important to note that classes and research experiences may be limited if there are not 
sufficient faculty in the department. Lack of personnel also can make it challenging to appropriately 
develop and follow through on a plan for student recruitment and retention; although, events like the 
Science Open House (formerly Physics and Phriends Open House) and those at the Ott Planetarium, 
increase the department’s visibility, which helps with recruitment and retention. 
  
Across the department, students are engaged. This was evident in meeting with students. They feel 
as though they belong in the department, and this is a testament to the atmosphere that the faculty 
and staff cultivate. An active Physics Club also helps create this type of environment. As mentioned 
earlier, while there is no formal recruitment and retention strategy, a welcoming environment goes a 
long way toward this goal. 
 



STANDARD E: FACULTY 
 
The faculty of the Department of Physics and Astronomy demonstrate strong commitment to 
teaching, student mentorship, and maintaining a high-quality academic program. Faculty members 
appear highly engaged in departmental governance, curriculum planning, and fostering a positive 
learning environment for students. Early-career faculty show strong motivation and dedication to 
their roles, while senior faculty provide leadership and institutional knowledge that support the 
stability of the program. 
 
Despite these strengths, the most significant concern identified by the review team relates to 
the size of the faculty. The department has experienced attrition due to retirements, and 
replacements have not been made at a pace that maintains the previous level of staffing. As a 
result, the remaining faculty have assumed increased teaching, advising, and service 
responsibilities. While the faculty have managed these demands effectively thus far, continued 
reductions in faculty numbers could threaten the long-term sustainability of the program and limit 
opportunities for curricular innovation, student research experiences, and program growth. 
 
Adjunct and contract faculty appear to be academically and professionally qualified and provide 
valuable instructional support. The department also demonstrates effective practices for monitoring 
teaching quality and supporting ongoing instructional improvement. Overall, the faculty are 
dedicated and capable, but strategic hiring will be essential to ensure the program’s continued 
strength and stability. 
 
STANDARD F: PROGRAM SUPPORT 
 
Through the review of the self-study and site visit the committee recognizes the incredible work the 
faculty and staff do to support the needs of the department. The committee is concerned that 
through recent retirements, budget restrictions, and personnel demands the support for the 
program’s various experiment laboratories is being placed mostly on faculty members. The 
committee recommends the addition of a laboratory support staff member to alleviate this workload 
currently put on faculty. After discussions with the faculty, staff, chair, and dean the committee finds 
that while budgetary restrictions are present it is important that a laboratory support staff member 
be hired to maintain the variety of complex technologies in the student laboratories and to reduce 
current and potential faculty burnout. The department has superb facilities and equipment to 
support their highly complex and technical curriculum. This includes highly specialized technology 
and instrumentation, along with several dedicated student spaces to conduct research and study. 
The library needs of the department appear to be met. 
 
STANDARD G: RELATIONSHIP WITH EXTERNAL COMMUNITIES 
 
The department has formal and informal relationships with the external community. Formal 
relationships include working with Hill Air Force Base and collaborations with other USHE schools 
and state organizations. The department also offers various events for the local community (see 
Standard D). Among faculty in the department, roles are not clearly defined, which can make it 
challenging for faculty to find the time to engage with the external community. Additionally, as 
mentioned in the self-study, the department does not have its own advisory board, but does seek 
input from community partners and the College of Science advisory board. It could be worthwhile for 
the department to officially convene an advisory board as it would formalize the relationship with 
community partners who can provide guidance on knowledge, skills, and abilities future employees 
should have for success at work. 
 



STANDARD H: PROGRAM SUMMARY (RESULTS OF THE PREVIOUS PROGRAM REVIEWS) 
 
The department has made progress in addressing several recommendations from the previous 
program review. In particular, the implementation of active learning pedagogies in courses 
demonstrates a clear effort to improve instructional effectiveness and enhance student 
engagement. The department has also taken steps to strengthen collaborations with other programs 
and institutions, although these efforts appear to be only partially developed at this stage. 
 
One recommendation that remains unresolved is the need for additional staffing and instructional 
support. While this issue was identified in the previous review, progress has been limited, largely due 
to resource constraints beyond the department’s direct control. The lack of sufficient personnel 
continues to place additional strain on existing faculty and staff. 
 
Overall, the department has demonstrated a willingness to consider prior recommendations and to 
make improvements where feasible. However, some challenges identified in the previous review 
persist, particularly those related to staffing and resource limitations. It is important to note that the 
department has sought to address these resource challenges, but that new forces arose that have 
resulted in the department unfortunately being in a similar situation as in the prior review.  Actively 
addressing these structural issues will be critical for the department to fully realize its goals and 
continue strengthening the program. 
 
STANDARD I: CAREER OUTCOMES; ONGOING PROGRAM DEMAND AND CAREER ADVISING 
 
The department demonstrates thorough consideration of changes in their field and how to adapt 
their curriculum to meet those needs. Their students are incredibly well trained and educated, which 
is demonstrated by the quality and success of their alumni in graduate level programs. The 
department chair does the majority of student advisement, and the students appear to be successful 
in finding career paths. The committee feels the program should focus some of their advertisement 
to encourage pursuit of graduate degrees and programs. The students during their interview 
expressed an overwhelming desire to apply to graduate programs but this doesn’t appear to be a 
focus of the advisement within the department. 
 
The department provides evidence from national studies looking at career and job placement but 
only provides anecdotal information regarding their own graduates. The committee recommends the 
development of graduate and alumni surveys to capture job placement rates, career selection, job 
satisfaction, and for it to communicate with professional and academic partners to assess the 
quality of their graduates/alumni. 
 
OVERALL SUMMARY: 
 
Strengths - The Department of Physics and Astronomy is an exceptional academic unit at Weber 
State University with superbly trained and dedicated faculty that produce extremely well-prepared 
graduates. The department offers a variety of degrees and courses that serve the university and 
local community to a high degree. Their students are exposed to a curriculum full of theoretical and 
foundational physics that also incorporates practical laboratory skills that prepares them well for 
succeeding in graduate level programs. The laboratories and student resources in Tracy Hall are top 
notch. The students were passionate about how much they enjoyed their classes and professors, 
which reflects the high quality of educational professionals in this department. 
 
Concerns - Our review found very little to be concerned with in the Department of Physics and 
Astronomy. Most of the concerns cited are related to faculty composition, departmental workload, 



and burnout. There has been a lot of faculty turnover in recent years, which can be a struggle for any 
department in losing institutional knowledge and skill. We are also concerned with the workload 
distribution with most of the senior faculty possessing reassigned time due to other academic 
assignments, and the responsibility to maintain one of the core strengths of the department – the 
technical laboratory training – falling to very few faculty and staff. 
 
Recommendations -  

• The committee recommends the addition of a dedicated laboratory instructor to help 
maintain and setup up the student laboratory spaces.  

• As noted under Standard E, the committee's biggest concern is with the overall size and 
workload of the faculty members. The committee feels efforts should be directed to hiring 
not only an additional faculty member but, if funds are present, to hire at the associate 
faculty level paying particular attention to the candidate's skill set as to bring in the right mix 
of discipline specific knowledge. 

• The committee also recommends formalizing of the department assessment plan with clear 
measurables that define success and a scheduled periodic review of the assessment 
evidence with the department. 

 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Matthew Nicholaou, DrPH, MLS(ASCP) 
Professor and Program Review Committee Chair 
Department of Medical Laboratory Sciences 
Weber State University 
 
Program Review Committee Members 
James I. Cohen, PhD 
Associate Professor and Chair 
Department of Botany and Plant Ecology 
Weber State university 
 
Ganesh Balakrishnan, PhD, MS 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Electrical and Computer Engineering 
University of New Mexico 
 
 
Cc: 
Gail Niklason, Ed.D. 
Executive Director, Institutional Effectiveness and Accreditation 
Weber State Unviersity 


