The Futures Project Policy Briefing #3
Improving Student Learning
State policy should motivate its institutions of higher education to create a learner-centered environment and a shared responsibility for learning. This is not an easy task, nor is it one that lends itself to traditional forms of state regulation. It requires colleges and universities to define, measure, and improve learning. It requires state lawmakers to look beyond the quick snapshot of standardized test scores.
Yet, both have a stake in creating a campus culture of learning and effective modes of accountability. Higher education leaders have frequently argued that the testing at the elementary and secondary levels at the direct instigation of state policymakers is too simplistic and doesn’t measure the real goals of education, such as critical thinking and the ability to apply concepts to solve real life problems. Community leaders often complain that college graduates aren’t adequately prepared for the work world.
The Futures Project has been examining colleges and universities that are striving to improve student learning. Those institutions are shaking up old formulas and producing good results: students who are more actively engaged in their studies and assessments show students are applying the knowledge they are learning to solve complex problems. Based on these successful experiments, we recommend that academic institutions begin taking an honest measure of student learning, engagement, satisfaction, and post-graduation outcomes, then use that feedback to improve teaching practices and assessments, and finally, share this information with the public.    
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Saving Time, Saving Money, Improving Learning: The Pew Grant Program in Course Redesign
Professors lecture, students take notes and then tests. That’s the pattern repeated every semester in college and university introductory courses across the nation. But in 1999, the Pew Charitable Trusts launched an effort to change the tradition and help academic institutions take some small steps toward creating a culture of learning. 

The Program in Course Redesign challenged schools to use technology to re-design large-enrollment, introductory courses in a way that improved student learning and saved money. Hundreds of schools competed for 30 grants of $200,000. The winners were required to assess a host of learning outcomes, including student achievement, course completion rates, retention, student attitudes and satisfaction. The Center for Academic Transformation at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, which managed the project, also required participating schools to analyze the costs of the traditional and re-designed course formats.

All of the newly re-designed courses used the computer – in the form of instructional software or Web-based resources to improve learning and the mastery of concepts. The amount of tinkering applied to each course ranged from supplementing the existing lecture format with computer activities to replacing it entirely with on-line learning. But all of the courses became more learner-centered – students took a more active role in their learning, got more control over the pacing of their lessons and found more one-on-one help.  

The early results have been encouraging. Twenty of the 30 schools were able to improve student learning. (Ten schools showed no change.) All of the institutions posted significant savings, ranging from 20 percent to 84 percent. In total these re-designed courses saved their colleges and universities $3.6 million annually.

From this example, and others like it, we see that it is possible to measure and improve the learning process.  What is lacking is the will of colleges and universities to invest the time and resources into this process, even when it is seen as critical by so many.  State policy can help to create the right incentives to encourage our institutions of higher learning to assess learner outcomes and use that feedback to improve teaching and learning.

The Futures Project Recommendations
Recommendation 1:  Use incentives to encourage participation in existing measurements of student engagement and learning, such as the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), or the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), and publicly report the results. 
The policy should accomplish four objectives:
· Collect data on the quality of the learning experience and on the level of student engagement with the institution, the academic process, the faculty and other students.
· Help institutions understand how effectively they contribute to student learning. 
· Make data about student engagement and learning on campus accessible and transparent to academic leaders, faculty, students, policymakers and the public.
· Aid in the improvement of all campus courses and activities.
Questions to ask:
· What data is currently being collected on student performance?
· How engaged are first year students?
· How engaged are low-income students, students of color, and first-generation students?
· How engaged are the faculty with their students?
· What teaching methods are used and are they producing successful learner outcomes for all students?
Recommendation 2: Establish state-level competitive grants for the development of effective new practices to prepare students academically and civically.

The policy should accomplish three objectives:  

· Encourage and support effective innovation in teaching and student services, especially when current practices yield mediocre or poor results. 

· Reinforce the concept that the public good is best served when students learn citizenship and service as well as academics.

· Tie financial support for best practices to a competitive, peer-reviewed selection process. 

Questions to ask:
· Are incentives in place to encourage development of the best and most effective new methods of teaching? The best practices for fostering effective student civic engagement and service?

· Is financial support for educational innovation being “watered down” through across-the-board low-level funding, or is it being focused on truly promising efforts identified through a competitive review process?

· Are new pilot programs in teaching, learning and civic engagement systematically evaluated for effectiveness?

· Is there a plan for scaling up and spreading successful new programs and methods to all parts of a campus?  To other appropriate campuses in the state?

Recommendation 3: Create incentives for institutions to develop institutional assessments of learning and to report those results publicly.

The policy should accomplish four objectives:
· Provide incentives for the creation of new assessments that are compatible with an institution’s unique mission.  Institutional assessments should be developed with an understanding of the uniqueness of each college and university, not imposed as one-size-fits-all measures.

· Encourage colleges and universities to continually improve curriculum and programs.
· Replace the emphasis on prestige with information about educational quality and student outcomes. 

· Help prospective students, parents, the business community, and the public understand what type of education tuition and tax dollars support.  

Questions to ask:
· What knowledge do we expect students to acquire to be productive and effective in the workforce and as citizens?  What does it mean to say students are prepared for successful participation in the economy and society? What skills and knowledge are necessary for all students regardless of their major?

· What kinds of changes to teaching methods and curricula have been made to ensure that students are successful in their learning?

· What knowledge and skills do our students currently have when they leave college?  

· What assessment measures should be used to demonstrate mastery of agreed-upon academic goals and knowledge levels?

· What information is currently available to the public?

· Is the information easy to find and understand?

· What other information is required for the public and policy leaders to determine the quality of education institutions provide?  
Conclusion

For far too long, students have shouldered the lion’s share of responsibility in the learning process.  Competitive grant funding focused on innovative teaching practices is one type of incentive for elevating teaching and learning to the same status as research and publishing.  The Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) is a federal-level effort to infuse teaching with the energy and spirit of competitive funding, but it has been historically underfunded and is now in danger of being gutted.
If institutions do not measure what students know, they cannot improve on their teaching and learning and ensure that the students they graduate are more knowledgeable than when they entered the institution.  Institutions must ensure that their students can communicate effectively in an increasingly global world, work effectively with others, think critically, and apply concepts across disciplines to solve complex problems.    Institutions must be proactive in moving to measure what students know or they might just wake up to find that policymakers have imposed one-size-fits-all, or even high-stakes, assessments.
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