APPLIED LEARNING ACTION PROJECT
2006 Update

1. In the past year, what have you accomplished on this Action Project?  What is its current status?  
Based on qualitative assessments from 2005, we identified areas for faculty development in applied learning. Using these to guide keynote speaker invitations, we hosted a statewide Conference on Applied Learning in Higher Education on February 10-11. Approximately 28 institutions of higher education sent representatives to this conference, with 58 of the presenters coming from outside of Western. Over 25% of Western faculty/staff members also presented. 
This Action Project continued its emphasis on assessment. As suggested by previous reviewers, we developed a quantitative tool for assessing student perceptions of the quality of their applied learning experiences. This tool was distributed to every student enrolled in a credit-bearing applied learning experience during the F2005 and S2006 semesters, yielding nearly a 60 percent response rate.  Student ratings were overwhelmingly positive—exceeding scale midpoints.  

In addition to progress on these fronts, we presented the results of early assessments at the NCAHLC Annual Meeting. A related publication appeared in the conference proceedings.  A publication of the quantitative student tool developed is also in progress, as adequate psychometric data now exists on the instrument. Finally, we continued to fund faculty travel and research related to applied learning, and saw an increase in the request for such funds.  
2.  How did you involve people in your work on this Action Project?
The assessment focus of the project, again, involved a large number of persons. Faculty supervising applied learning experiences cooperated to disseminate the assessment tool to students enrolled in their courses. Over 2,000 questionnaires were distributed during the Fall 2005 and Spring 2006 semesters to students enrolled in applied learning courses, with over 1300 questionnaires returned. This number represents over 20 percent of Western’s student population.  
Second, the Conference on Applied Learning in Higher Education was a state-wide event. Fifty-one faculty and staff members from Western presented their work at the meeting, and 28 institutions from across the state were also represented. This venue represents significant progress compared to the previous year’s campus-wide poster session, including both internal and external participants from higher education as well as individuals from the workforce.

Finally, we continued to use formal meetings to involve faculty and staff. Subcommittees charged with evaluating internal travel and research funding met three times throughout the year, and asynchronous e-meetings of the co-curricular evaluation committee were held as needed.  Because the membership on the subcommittees does not overlap, it maximizes faculty involvement.  
3.  What are your planned next steps on this project?

Having successfully developed a quantitative tool to assess the quality of credit-bearing applied learning, we aim to disseminate this tool through conference presentations and publication. We will use the results of this tool to continue to develop a database to track the quality of our applied learning activity.  

Second, we aim to transform the statewide Conference on Applied Learning into a regional, and ultimately, a national event.The regional status should be achieved by February 2007, and national status should be reached by 2010. Once national status is established, we intend to launch a Journal of Applied Learning in Higher Education that will be published quarterly.  
Third, we will begin to develop mechanisms for assessing co-curricular activity related to applied learning. This includes both a quality assessment, as well as a co-curricular transcript.  

Finally, we intend to seek funding through new sources. This action project has received three years of Strategic Planning Implementation Funds, and is now in its final year of funding.  Although the project will continue to be supported, now through base funding, finding external sources of support will be increasingly important to its visibility and success on a national scale.  
4.  Has your work on this project resulted in an effective practice of which you are proud and that we could share with the broader higher education community?
We have already begun to share our results on the national stage. This spring, we presented results from assessments collected during the early part of 2005 at the NCAHLC Annual Meeting in Chicago. This presentation focused on the use of qualitative assessment strategies in conjunction with quantitative tools, and how institutions can manage and use qualitative data.  A related publication was included in conference proceedings. Furthermore, the development of the quantitative tool for assessing student perceptions of quality was completed this spring, and will be submitted for presentation at a national meeting during 2007. A related publication is in preparation. Finally, we have made significant strides by moving in a single year’s time from a campus-wide poster session to a statewide conference, with an eye to going regional by February 2007, and national by 2010. This conference, also the launching pad for the Journal of Applied Learning in Higher Education, provides a unique outlet for the variety of applied learning activities that tend to be treated piecemeal at most institutions. The conference provides (and the journal will provide) an outlet for our own, as well as colleagues,’ best practices.  
5.  What challenges or problems are you still facing in regard to this Action Project?  
Although student involvement has reached its 75 percent goal, we aim to increase that involvement to 90 percent. This represents a large stretch goal and will be challenging to meet as Western moves forward. Additionally, we continue to strive to increase faculty involvement in the applied learning initiative beyond the 50 percent mark. We hope that the conference will provide some support to faculty interested in the applied learning initiative who have not yet joined in. Certainly the feedback from our assessment processes continues to be that the institutional strategies for calculating “workload” functions as an impediment to faculty involvement, and this issue will need to be addressed either through incentive funding (which we have begun to attempt) or through policy change.  

A second challenge will be developing the parameters of the co-curricular transcript. The variety of activities that might be included in this document are many, and we must work together as a faculty and staff to define what activities “count,” and will be certified by the institution.  Achieving consensus on these matters is often difficult, and will involve a great many people.  

Finally, we continue to struggle to increase the number of external funding sources to support the applied learning initiative.  
