APPLIED LEARNING ACTION PROJECT

DRAFT 2005 Update

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 11. In the past year, what have you accomplished on this Action Project? What is its current status?

This Action Project focused on assessment.  Having met our goal to have 75% of graduates having participated in credit-bearing applied learning (it is now 78%), we turn to focus on documenting the quality of these experiences:
· In November 2004 a proposal for $100,000 in funding from the college’s Strategic Plan Implementation Fund (SPIF) was prepared, and funded.
· A first qualitative assessment was completed in February 2005, with the report from that assessment posted on the Academic and Student Affairs website in March.  This semi-structured interview methodology targeted academic department chairs.
· A second qualitative assessment finished in June.  A more elaborate interview based on literature review targeted faculty the department chairs identified as involved in applied learning.  The report will be posted in July 2005.
· The first Applied Learning Poster Session was held on April 28, 2005 to showcase faculty work funded in 2004.  This also provided a venue to communicate new funding opportunities for applied learning travel and research.  
· Two travel and five research projects related to applied learning were funded using the SPIF dollars for the summer and fall terms.  
· A Campus Compact Institution-Wide Grant to study service-learning was funded in May 2005.   

2. How did you involve people in your work on this Action Project?

The very nature of the assessment methodologies employed in the Spring 2005 included a large percentage of the faculty involved in applied learning.  All 18 department chairs completed an interview in February, and later during that semester and early summer at least 50 additional faculty members were interviewed as well—nearly 40% of the faculty between the two interview projects together were involved.  
Secondly, the Applied Learning Poster Session was a campus-wide event.  This session gave faculty an opportunity to see what sort of travel had been funded by Applied Learning SPIF dollars in the past calendar year, and to talk with the new Applied Learning Director about upcoming funding opportunities.  Approximately 40 faculty attended.

Finally, we continued to use formal meetings as a mechanism to involve both faculty and staff.  One meeting of the full Action Project committee was held in the Spring Semester, and two meetings of a subcommittee charged with evaluating internal travel and research funding applications were also held.  Asynchronous e-meetings of the co-curricular evaluation committee were held throughout the fall and spring to review applications, as well.  There is no overlap between the two evaluation sub-committees’ composition, allowing for wider involvement.  
3. What are your planned next steps on this project?

First, based on the interviews described above, a quantitative tool for assessing the quality of credit-bearing applied learning activity will be developed and used for the first time in the Fall 2005 semester.  This tool will be validated against subject matter expert rankings, and refined for continued use.  It will provide the basis for a systematic and continuous assessment of credit-bearing applied learning to be tracked in a database over time.  We will also seek to increase the participation rate in credit-bearing applied learning from 78% to 90%.  

Once that process is in place, qualitative assessments of complementary co-curricular applied learning will begin so that a corresponding assessment program of those activities can be developed.  The Campus Compact Grant described above will fund an assessment that contrasts outcomes from volunteer service to those of service learning activities, as well.  

Additional SPIF dollars will be sought to continue funding faculty development activities such as:  (1) travel to applied learning conferences, (2) conducting research on applied learning, and (3) bringing keynote speakers to grow the previous year’s poster session into a symposium. 
Finally, to better establish applied learning as signatory to Western, a stronger web-presence related to applied learning will be developed.   
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?

Once the quantitative assessment tools described in #2 have been developed and validated, dissemination of the development process and the tools themselves will occur.  First, they will be submitted for presentation at the National Society for Experiential Education’s Annual meeting.  Based on any feedback received at that event, submission for publication will occur. Additionally, as the poster session grows into a campus-wide symposium, we hope to transform it into a national conference focused on Applied Learning within 2-3 year.  Then, we aim to use that conference as a platform to launch a peer-reviewed journal—Journal of Applied Learning in Higher Education.  This journal will be a unique outlet for the variety of applied learning activities that tend to be treated in different sources in spite of their commonalities.  It will provide an outlet for any best practices Western develops, as well as an outlet for other applied learning scholars across the country.   
5. What challenges or problems are you still facing in regard to this Action Project?

Faculty involvement in applied learning activity hovers at approximately 50%, which is lower than ideal for an institutional signature.  This has been evidenced by fairly low response rate to internal RFP’s for applied learning travel and research funds (we received only 13 applications during the spring RFP for summer and fall funding), as well as lower than desirable turnout for the Applied Learning Poster Session.  Increasing involvement of faculty will be a continuing challenge as departments struggle with how to deal with faculty load related to applied learning.  Institutionally, we need to begin to address this challenge to dramatically affect faculty involvement.  More modest effects will hopefully result from smaller workshops that target particular areas of applied learning more specifically.    
A second challenge will be to focus more heavily on external funding sources.  Although a Campus Compact Institution-Wide Grant has been secured, identifying larger and more long-term funding sources will be important to the long-term success of applied learning as Western’s signature.  This is related to the faculty load issues, as many faculty report a lack of available time for writing such large-scale grants.  

