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******************************

In response to the new accreditation standards, Student Services must specify learning outcomes and then administer assessments to see if students have actually acquired these learning outcomes. Individual units within Student Service can take several steps to begin preparing a meaningful plan for assessing their contribution to student learning outcomes. Following are steps for getting started. (The authors of this presentation wishes to acknowledge Dr. Marilee Bresciani at the University of North Carolina - this presentation is an adapted from her excellent work.)

1.      Review the standards. Take a moment to review the new standards, specifically section II.B which covers expectations for Student Support Services. There you'll encounter an introductory sentence reading, "The institution systematically assesses student support services using student learning outcomes, faculty and staff input, and other appropriate measures in order to improve the effectiveness of these services." After that statement the reader soon encounters two statements clearly hinting at learning outcomes. The first reads, "The institution provides an environment that encourages personal and civic responsibility, as well as intellectual, aesthetic, and personal development for all of its students," and "The institution designs and maintains appropriate programs, practices, and services that support and enhance student understanding and appreciation of diversity." These outcomes should be kept in mind when preparing your unit plan.

2.      Begin the dialogue. Call together those who work in the unit. Provide food at this meeting; sharing a meal together facilitates positive social interaction. Food can be a welcome incentive to attend the meeting.

3.      Discuss and then write the unit's mission statement. The unit mission statement might be based partially on the college's mission statement, and/or the division's mission statement, or perhaps reflect the even the purpose statements of a professional organization associated with the unit's function. Following are a few examples of unit mission statements. "The mission of student government is to promote leadership skills." "The mission of the Health Office is to promote healthy lifestyles among students, faculty, and staff." So think about it. What is your unit's mission?

4.      Write the unit's objectives or goals. The unit objectives should reflect the unit mission statement and describe various learning opportunities the program provides for students. If we look at learning outcomes for student government and leadership, here are some examples provided by the Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) in Higher Education include, "Provide students with opportunities to develop and enhance a personal philosophy of leadership that includes understanding of self, others, and community, and acceptance of responsibilities inherent in community leadership; assist students in gaining varied leadership experience; use multiple leadership techniques, theories, and models; recognize and reward exemplary leadership behavior; and be inclusive and accessible."  Say for example, after considering the CAS statements, your group decides that a very important program objective for student government at your college is to provide students with the opportunity to lead and effectively participate in meetings. 

5.      Discuss, write, and then prioritize the unit's learning outcomes. Learning outcomes are statements describing what you want your students to know and/or be able to do as a consequence of the service provided by the student services function or unit. Learning outcomes are the end result of your efforts, the "deliverables" so to speak. 

There are at least three "source" areas to keep in mind when developing learning outcomes for student services units: 1) the college's "core" or institutional outcomes (many functions in student services make important contributions to these outcomes); 2) learning outcomes that are produced exclusively by your student service unit, and can be thought of as unique to your unit; and 3) learning outcomes prescribed in the accreditation standards II.B.3.b and II.B.3.d.  

Your group may be able to generate a lengthy list of outcomes for your unit. If so, take time to prioritize the outcomes afterwards. Why? Because this outcome business is so new to all of us, it makes good sense, for now,  to concentrate on identifying the very highest priority outcome. 

            What does a good learning outcome statement look like? Bill Scroggins tells us that outcomes are "bridges to the assessment of learning." And, compared to an objective, they "are much more detailed in specifying the conditions, outcomes, and criteria for evaluation." Good outcome statements, to be measurable, require specification of the context of performance and the criterion for what constitutes a successful demonstration of the learning outcome.   

So let's write one for the objective drawn from #4 above, "to provide students with the opportunity to lead and participate effectively in meetings."  An outcome statement for this objective could be, "While leading a regularly scheduled student government meeting, the student will demonstrate proper application and use of Robert's Rules of Order by scoring a minimum of 75% on an observation rubric designed to assess proper use of Robert's Rules of Order." Note that the context of the performance is leading a student government meeting, and the criterion for success is a score of 75% or better on the rubric. 

              But running a meeting involves more than just Robert's Rules. The rubric can be expanded to include other features of effective meeting leadership: timeliness (e.g., starting and ending on time, moving along the agenda in timely fashion), soliciting input from non-participants, tactfully suppressing over-participation, clarifying and summarizing, resolving conflicts, building consensus, and so on. One can easily think of a number of skills, each of which is an important learning outcome associated with running meetings well.

6.      Document, document, document. Finally, be sure to record and save the minutes of your meeting(s) including the date, place, time, attendees, and a summary of the results. Your minutes will serve as a key piece of documentation for the institution, and will be evidence for review by the visiting accreditation team. More important, documentation will give you important proof of your program's contribution to student learning, and you'll have a way to communicate these contributions. Outcome reports also can be used to justify resource requests and to acknowledge good work by staff.

7.      Develop an assessment plan. The next presentation will go into greater depth on assessment, and will include a close up on rubric development and use.

Questions:  Have any of the student service units at your college engaged in dialogues about student learning outcomes? What kinds of student service learning outcomes have been identified? I'll prepare and a summary of your feedback and share it on this listserv.
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