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STARTING UP A NEW BIOTECHNOLOGY PROGRAM: 

EXPERIENCES AT MADISON AREA TECHNICAL COLLEGE
 Joy McMillan, Ph.D.  

I'm the associate dean for the Agriscience, Apprenticeship, Technical 

and Industrial Division and the former program director for the Madison Area Technical College Biotechnology Program.  I am also the codirector of the North Central Region of the Bio-Link Center for Biotechnology Education.  I developed the Biotechnology Program back in 1985-1987 and we started offering classes in the fall of 1987.  I am often asked for advice by individuals interested in starting a new biotechnology program at their own institution.  There are, in fact, different ways to start-up and fund a new biotechnology program.  Also, biotechnology programs vary from one another partly because the structures of our institutions vary and partly because the nature of the biotechnology industry is different in different communities.  Therefore, I have put together this question-answer summary of how our program began, but your experiences may be different.

Question:  Did you try to identify ALL local industry needs, both biotech and general before designing courses?  
We started the database for program design by surveying as many biotech and 

bioscience companies we could.  This included mostly companies located in the 

Madison, Wisconsin area but we also surveyed companies in Milwaukee (90 miles 

east of Madison) and others companies in the state we were aware of.  The 

University of Wisconsin - Madison had put together a database of biotech 

companies through the UW Biotechnology Center and we added more as companies 

emerged.  The proposal for a two-year program was greeted with mixed feelings. 

Larger companies that successfully recruited BS grads as technicians were unsure that 

a two-year program could meet their needs.  However, the smaller companies were 

looking for technicians that had specific skills in specific technologies and technicians  

that were able to use the newer equipment.  The survey served as a base of 

information.  From that we set up a team of individuals and held a DACUM. 

Basically, a DACUM involves having a group of technicians and their supervisors spend two days telling us what they do, how important each task is, and then what was absolutely necessary prior to employment and what was learned on the job.  

Question:  Did you already have a laboratory technician program?
MATC did not have a bioscience technician program but we had a medical laboratory technician program back in '87.

Question:  Did you have any industry scientists help design your courses?  

Yes, we had an ad hoc committee that provided oversight to the process.  In 

addition, we hired a molecular biologist who worked with me one semester to 

write curriculum prior to the fall of '87.

Question:  Do you have a review board (local or national) that evaluates the program and makes recommendations?

The Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS) has a requirement that all 

occupational programs have an advisory committee.  The advisory committee is 

made up of employers, employees, graduates and other interested industry support 

personnel.  The committee meets at least twice each year and provides feedback 

to the program staff.  In addition, the college conducts a program evaluation 

every 5 to 7 years.  This evaluation process looks at content, level of support 

internally and externally, and value added to the district/ state.

Question:  Do you have any industry scientists teach any of the courses, or training modules?

Over the years we have had a number of research scientists from industry and the

UW-Madison teach program core courses and our technical training courses.  The 

partnerships with local industries and research laboratories is invaluable in 

helping the faculty maintain currency and accessing "real-life" applications for

the technologies taught in the program.

Question:  What sort of statewide curriculum constraints do you have to satisfy to have an AS degree in biotech?
The associate degree offered through the WTCS is formatted in a consistent way 

prescribed by the general rules of WTCS.  Each associate degree has 15 credits 

of general education (communication skills, psych, soc and econ), 6 credits of 

electives, 12 -15 credits of occupational support classes (for biotechnology, this is 

the general chemistry - 8 credits and microbiology - 4 credits), and finally, 32

- 37 cr of occupational core classes.  The core classes are specifically 

designed to meet the occupational competencies and should be unique to the 

program.  In general, these classes offer the bulk of the laboratories for students to 

have the hands-on experience with equipment and techniques.

Question:  What sort of rules does your regional accrediting body have over 2-year programs: program length, number of hours of general education, number of hours of free electives, etc.?

See above.  The biotech program at MATC is designed to meet the WTCS guidelines.

 We don't have any other external accrediting agency.  The North Central

Accrediting body accredits the college and under that umbrella the program must 

meet the basic guidelines for associate degree programs.  

Question:  Does your program articulate to an upper-division program?  If so, is it an individual agreement with each university or a general AS to BS articulation?

Two types of articulations exist.  First, the 15 cr of general education are 

supposed to be articulated with all of the UW system schools.  That means the 

communication skills are supposed to meet the communication requirements at 

those schools.  However, in reality, the courses are often accepted as meeting 

some entry requirement and do not actually replace a course in the receiving 

school's curriculum.  The program-to-program articulation is more common.  We 

have generated specific articulations with 3 of the University of Wisconsin system schools: UW-Platteville, UW-River Falls and UW-Whitewater, as well as with Northern Iowa University.  Some of our students have completed a BS at UW-Madison (the flagship school of the University of Wisconsin system) with advanced 

standing given for some of the courses on a one to one basis.  
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