Organic Chemistry

A case study for the CfAO Professional Development Program workshop “Addressing Diversity and Equity”.

Professor Davis was proud of his efforts to be an excellent teacher, and was happy to see his students succeed. He worked hard to organize the material as clearly as possible and deliver excellent lectures. He wrote out detailed solutions to the assigned problem sets that displayed his thinking process as well as his obvious love for the discipline. And at a time when others in the Department had let lecture and lab sections grow apart, he made a point of teaching the lab himself. This semester he was excited to try something new – structuring the labs around complex, multi-week-long synthesis projects.

On the first day of class, he enjoyed giving an overview. “I know that Organic Chemistry has a reputation as a ‘weed out’ class. It was so at my University as well. It is true that there is a lot of material to learn – functional groups, reactions, and so on. But in my class, if you can think about the mechanisms involved, then you will be able to predict how molecules react. You will not need to memorize all the reactions.”

He couldn’t help but smile to himself as he got to this part. Although he was usually careful not to boast, he had recently compiled statistics for his tenure-review file and he knew:  More than his fair share of students had gone on to the most prestigious MD-PhD programs in the nation. He finished his overview of the course, “Those of you who receive an A in my class are welcome to ask me for a letter of recommendation. I believe that success in this course is a good indicator of success in graduate school.”

“Now, without further delay… what I am passing around is 10 synthesis projects. I realize you do not yet know the chemistry behind these projects but I have written a short description that should give you enough background to interest you. I believe each project will take approximately 6 weeks to complete, but that depends on how you schedule your time. You will need to form groups and choose a project by the end of this week…”

↔  … at the same time …  ↔

As he’d entered Prof. Davis’s class, DeMarcus was excited and anxious about being at the University. If I can do this, he thought, then maybe I’ll go to med school… or maybe I want to do drug research. Anything to help people. A couple of years back he’d enrolled at the community college with no particular ambitions, but his mother’s illness that year focused his drive. He’d worked hard in the science and math sequences, catching up on his pre-reqs, earning a respectable B+ average, and gaining transfer admission to the University. DeMarcus knew OChem had a reputation, but he figured he was motivated to out-work, out-memorize, and out-compete any other student there. However, Davis’s emphasis on group work and critical thinking skills made him nervous; this wasn’t what he’d expected. I’ll have to see how this goes, he thought, maybe I should check out the policy and politics programs too…
↔  … two weeks later …  ↔

By the class-drop deadline – two weeks into the semester – Ashley was still on the waiting list for subsidized University day care. Paying for her son’s child care was expensive; she was pulling extra evening shifts at the library beyond her work-study assignment and was about to take out another student loan. Good thing Drew can look after the baby in the evening while I work – I don’t know what we’d do if we were both in school, she thought. She knew she’d taken on too much course load. Something had to give. She logged into the online registration system. She couldn’t continue as a chemistry major and hope to graduate on time if she didn’t do OChem this semester. But her synthesis project group always wanted to meet in the evenings, and she had to work. I really like chemistry but I can’t fit in all this evening group work right now.  She checked the box beside Organic Chemistry and clicked “drop”.  
On the back of this page, take a moment to reflect: What issues does this case study raise?

