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Small Graduate Programs – CAPBR memo
Last year, Council discussed the minimum viable size for a graduate program. Key
issues included:
1.
2.

3.

Quality of the graduate program: The results of the National Research Council
survey suggest that larger graduate programs tend to rank higher.
The level of resources that is required to maintain a small program to educate
a few students: In the case of limited or declining resources, the fact that small
programs require a disproportionate share of resources to educate a student
must be considered.
The educational experience of students in the program: When the entering
cohort has too few students, the opportunity to learn from colleagues is
diminished and the availability of needed courses is jeopardized.

The discussion noted that the disproportionate use of resources by smaller programs
includes faculty and Graduate Council time. So the resources include faculty outside the
program and also include Graduate Studies resources in the case of small graduate
groups.
Dean Gibeling responded to questions about financial resources: the Block Grant never
goes below the minimum, which currently is $15,000. The history has been that
Graduate Studies has always provided a minimum block grant with the theory that when
program enrollment moves toward “0,” the money should not decrease towards “0”
because there is a point where you do not have enough money to do any one thing. If a
program has at least $15,000, it can offer at least one NRT fellowship or fees for one or
two students, but it is hard to have an impact with $2,000 or $3,000. A second issue is
graduate group administrative support: There is a base line of funding that increases with
increasing enrollment. The amount of money that goes into a small program is out of
proportion compared with that of a large program.
A Council member suggested that the base line funds disappear and that funds be
allocated down to “0”. This would give very small groups an incentive to either become
larger or combine with other groups to gain enough administrative support to be able to
function. However, most discussion focused on size related to quality. One Council
member suggested that in general a significant size was a good idea, but in certain cases,
very good reasons exist to have very small programs. 1) Some fields are just small fields
and have been for a long time. 2) An emergent field might begin as a very small
program. When a program is being proposed, consideration should include whether it is
redundant or too expensive per student and the same question should be asked when it is
reviewed. In both cases the programs might function as subdivisions of larger umbrella
programs.

Associate Dean Caswell-Chen noted that one issue that has not been addressed is what
our ideal vision of what graduate education at UC Davis should be and how much
breadth do we want. It could be shortsighted to discourage smaller programs in the sense
of the breadth that some of them provide to the atmosphere on the campus. It was
suggested that Council needs to provide further guidance to allow the Program Review
Committee to consider some metric for size and quality relative to the recommendations
that are made about the program. We could put specific language in to watch particularly
small programs and programs that have declined in numbers of students since the last
review. It is appropriate to compare the size and scope of the program with national
competition. In cases where there may be a very big impact but small numbers we should
not have an arbitrary cutoff. However, if we have small programs that have been that
way a long time and are not competitive, then the program and Graduate Council should
be aware of that. Dean Gibeling noted that the only non-arbitrary number to define
“small” is 4 students. Currently graduate courses are not typically offered with fewer
then 4 students.
Following further discussion, Dean Gibeling made the motion that when the entering
cohort of a program averages fewer then 4 students per year, the program will be asked to
pay special attention in its program review to justifying its quality, use of limited
resources, and a comparison of its size with that of the national competition. The motion
was seconded and approved, to be implemented for 2005-2006 reviews.
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