6

4




[image: image1.wmf]Fostering Residential Learning at Bowling Green State University:  Some Ideas and Directions
• Kevin Bailey • Chris Dobek • James Jackson • Tom Klein • Ellie McCreery • 

• Roger Thibault • Jodi Webb • Clyde Willis •

• Michael Coomes, Co-chair •  Linda Newman, Co-chair •

February 23, 2000

Introduction

The past 15 years have seen American higher education look closely at its mission and purpose.  That examination, spurred on by a spate of reports, beginning with Involvement in Learning (Study Group on the Conditions of Excellence in American Higher Education, 1984) and moving through to the recent Powerful Partnerships:  A Shared Responsibility for Learning (Joint Task Force on Student Learning, 1998), has concluded that undergraduate education must be reemphasized and strengthened on the nation’s campuses.  In addition, many of those reports, supported by a growing body of research (Astin, 1995; Goodsell Love, 1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993), have concluded that student learning must be supported throughout the student’s college career both in and out of the classroom.  This type of “seamless learning” (American College Student Personnel Association, 1994) requires all colleges to look carefully at how they support learning through all of their activities.  Many colleges have responded to this challenge by developing learning communities.  According to Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews, & Smith (1990) learning communities 

purposefully restructure the curriculum to link together courses or course work, so that students find greater coherence in what they are learning as well as increased intellectual interaction with faculty and fellow students.  . . . learning communities are also associated with collaborative and active approaches to learning, some form of team teaching, and interdisciplinary themes.  (p.5)

With that definition in mind, Goodsell Love (1998) concluded that learning communities “provide an opportunity to integrate courses in an interdisciplinary manner, . . . help students form social networks among their peers, . . . increase student involvement, . . . improve student performance, . . impact student retention, . . . provide opportunities for faculty development, . . shift the focus to student learning outcomes, . . . allow educators to rethink the ways by which students are taught, and . . . can become a lens through which the experiences of students at a particular college can be understood” (pp. 2, 3, 4).

Bowling Green State University, in its mission to be the “premier learning community in Ohio,” has implemented a number of new learning initiatives to respond to the goal of developing a seamless learning community.  As BGSU moves forward in pursuit of its mission, it is important that the University have a set of policies in place to weigh the value and encourage the growth of further learning community proposals.  At the request of Steven Richardson, then Vice Provost for Undergraduate Affairs, and Bud Beatty, Assistant Vice-president of Student Affairs and Director of Residence Life, a Task Force was appointed to propose a set of policies for directing the development of residential learning communities at BGSU.

The Task Force was charged with:

1.
Identifying the types of residential options that Bowling Green State University should offer its students.

2.
Determining whether every residential facility should have a theme or interest program.

3.
Exploring whether these programs should only be directed toward first-year students, and whether all first-year students should be required to live in theme-based learning communities.

4.
Determining whether every residential program should have an academic focus, or if special interest programs should also be created and supported.

5.
Developing an application process for proposing new programs.

6.
Identifying a department’s responsibility in funding such an initiative, including how existing resources will be allocated or new resource obtained.

7.
Determining the financial obligations of the Office of Residence Life.

8.
Identifying basic, minimum standards by which all programs should operate.

9.
Developing an assessment component to evaluate all programs.

10.
Creating a review process for all programs.

It should be noted that, while the earlier section of this report defined learning communities in general, the charge of the task force is to develop a set of campus policies for fostering, implementing, and evaluating residential learning communities.  The former is a more inclusive term that includes student cohorts in larger classes (e.g., Freshman Interest Groups--FIGS), paired or clustered classes, and team-taught programs (Goodsell Love & Tokuno, 1999).  All of these options, as well as others, may be considered when developing residential learning communities.  However, the Task Force has taken as its charge the examination of options that combine both active learning and residential living.  Examples of residential learning communities include:  residential colleges (granting their own baccalaureate degrees), living-learning centers, academic residential programs, and residential learning communities (Residential College Task Force, n.d.).

Guiding Assumptions

With the above charges in mind the Task Force operated under the following assumptions:

•
Bowling Green State University is committed to enhancing undergraduate learning.  The current vision statement of the University states: “Bowling Green State University aspires to be the premier learning community in Ohio, and one of the best in the nation. Through the interdependence of teaching, learning, scholarship and service we will create an academic environment grounded in intellectual discovery and guided by rational discourse and civility.  Bowling Green State University serves the diverse and multicultural communities of Ohio, the United States and the world.”  To foster this vision the University has implemented a number of new programs to enhance undergraduate learning including the Chapman Learning Community, Springboard, and an Office of First-Year Experience.  All of these activities, as well as numerous others, are intended to balance the individual needs of students with the belief that learning is best supported when learning takes place in community.

•
Bowling Green State University has clearly articulated five core values for the institution. Those values are: respect for one another; cooperation; intellectual and spiritual growth; creative imaginings; and pride in a job well done.  Those core values should be central to the development of a residential culture that supports student learning. 

•
Bowling Green State University has articulated a set of core learning understandings and outcomes.  These learning outcomes “are grounded in disciplinary and interdisciplinary content.  The collective foundation of knowledge aligns clearly with the functional understandings identified in the General Education curriculum.”
  The functional understandings are (1) natural sciences, (2) social and behavioral sciences, (3) humanities and the arts, and (4) diversity in the United States.  Across each of these functional understanding areas, students are required to develop the following core learning outcomes: Analysis, Integration, Communication, and Interaction.  These functional understandings and core learning outcomes should form the content of courses and activities supported by residential learning communities

•
Learning is most effective when it is integrative, grounded in the student’s experience, and supported by campus-wide interventions.  Students learn best when the content of courses is well integrated, when the ideas and skills learned in one course are effectively connected to the ideas and skills learned in their other courses.  In addition, students find learning is most relevant when it is connected to their own experiences and learn most effectively when the campus becomes a learning-rich and student-centered environment. 

•
More so than traditional course distribution models integrative learning communities have been shown to be effective at fostering the social and academic growth and integration of students.  Students must feel a sense of connection, a sense of connection to the institution and fellow learners and between courses and disciplines.  Ernest Boyer (1987) captures this idea best when he stated: “In every field of study there is content to be covered—basic books and primary documents, the experiences of outstanding people, the ideas and events that have shaped the discipline.  Students should study this content.  Still, the great obstacle to general education is the fragmentation and specialization of the academy.  We suggest . . . a program of general education that introduces students not only to essential knowledge, but also to connections across the disciplines, and, in the end, to the application of knowledge to life beyond the campus” (p. 91).

•
Bowling Green State University policy requires that all students (with few exceptions) be required to live in University housing during the first two-years of their attendance.  Student learning is fostered in community and involves frequent interaction with peers, community elders and institutional agents of socialization.  All of these interactions are supported by a required living experience.

•
The charge of the Task Force is to direct policy for the development and maintenance of residential learning communities at Bowling Green State University.  Task Force members recognize that learning takes place in a variety of venues, and believe that a learning-centered college environment will provide multiple opportunities for students to connect in meaningful ways with sub-communities that support learning.  However, it is the responsibility of this Task Force to examine the status of learning in the University’s residential communities and suggest policies for enhancing learning through the residential experience.

General Policy Recommendations

With the above assumptions in place, we offer the following policy recommendations:

1.
That, in the next five years the University will develop a rich assortment of residential learning options that will enhance the student’s learning experience and will enable each undergraduate student to become a member of an established learning community.
2.
All policies developed to direct residential learning communities at the University will support creativity, flexibility, and integration.  The Task Force is committed to the ideas that: (1) multiple sub-communities must exist at Bowling Green State University to support student learning, and (2) all members of the University community should be encouraged to think in creative ways about how the residential experience can best support student learning.  Rather than a top-down mandate, multiple bottom-up proposals should be encouraged and supported.

3.
Multiple learning community models will be encouraged, but all proposals for new residential learning communities will conform to a standard formulation and evaluation process. (See Sections III and IV).

4.
Students may participate in more than one learning community.  Once again, the emphasis is on developing a set of rich experiences that are made available to students.  It is assumed that students will participate in multiple experiences.

5.
At a minimum, all residential learning communities will be open to all students during their two-year residency requirement. Learning communities are open to students beyond the first year.

Learning Community Norms

It is our belief that the realization of the Task Force’s goals requires that all University residential living facilities integrate learning into the residential experience.  To effectively do this, each residential facility must support the following minimum norms:

1.
All residential facilities will have explicit connections to the formal academic curriculum.  The nature and scope of those connections will be determined by the individual residence facility in conjunction with the Residential Learning Community Advisory Board.

2.
All residential facilities must dedicate physical space exclusively to student learning activities.  The amount and type of space shall be determined by the unique learning needs of each residential facility. 

3.
All residential facility staff shall be encouraged to actively support the central learning mission of the University’s Residence Life Office.

While simply stated, the implications of these norms are complex.  Accepting these norms will require a shift in the way the University perceives the residential experience.  Assuming a fully integrated educational mission will require the University to rethink organizational patterns, programmatic goals, and reporting responsibilities.  We encourage the University to take the necessary action to provide enriched learning environments within the University’s residence facilities.

The Learning Community Proposal Process

1.
Proposals for new Residential Learning Communities may originate with any unit of the University such as a department, a school, a college, an interdisciplinary group of faculty, a functional area, or a group of staff members.  Joint proposals coming from both academic and student affairs are encouraged. 

2. 
Proposals should consist of no more than five pages that include, as a minimum, the following:

a. a rationale for the creation of a new Residential Learning Community.  That rational should address how the Residential Learning Community will: (1) support the University’s general education learning outcomes; (2) support the university’s core values, and (3) foster collaborative relationships (e.g., between students; between students, faculty, and hall staff); foster interdisciplinary learning; and support in-class and out-of-class learning experiences.  Particular attention should be paid to building community through the development of common activities supported by common learning spaces during common learning times.

b. a description of the major programmatic components planned for the facility.

c. a description of the specific needs and how these needs link with the programmatic components

d. a description of the potential market and plan for promoting the new program

e. a list of the faculty and staff who would be involved in the program and a description of the incentives that will be offered to encourage faculty participation (salary, stipend, release time, etc.)

3.
Proposals must be submitted to the Residential Learning Community Advisory Board (see the answers to questions 9 & 10 in Section V for a description of this Board) for review and endorsement.

4.
Upon recommendation of the Residential Learning Community Advisory Board, the proposal is next submitted for review and endorsement simultaneously to the following individuals or offices:

a.
Vice-provost for Academic Affairs and Dean of Undergraduate Students;

b.
Assistant Vice-president of Student Affairs and Director of Residence Life;

c.
Dean’s Council.

5.  
Proposals must have the endorsement of all  the three of the above individuals or offices before moving to the next level of the approval process.  Approved proposals will be forwarded to the Undergraduate Council for consideration and approval.

6.
Funding issues must be addressed in this process. One possibility would be the submission of a Financial Impact Statement to the Vice President for Planning and Budgeting.  Funding for learning communities should shared by the appropriate academic unit and the Office of Residence Life. Where possible, “additional” necessary funding should be incorporated into residence hall charges.  Additional funding issues to be considered include:  (1) Whether individual programs should be allowed to levy a surcharge for program specific services; (2) How funds will be appropriated to programs; (3) How salary costs of involved faculty will be accomodated.

Committee Responses to Original Changes

The Task Force, in its initial charge, was asked to address the following topic and issues.  After considerable thought and discussion, the Committee respectfully submits their responses.

1.
Identify the types of residential options that Bowling Green State University should offer its students.

Rather than identify specific options that should be available to Bowling Green State University students, it is the opinion of the Committee that the University should be committed to a process that encourages flexibility and creativity (i.e, a combination of bottom-up and top-down changes).  New residential learning proposals should be encouraged from a wide range of University constituent groups (e.g., faculty, student affairs educators, and students).  Appendix A presents a typology that describes the diversity of residential learning community programs currently being fostered on the nation’s campus.  In addition, Appendix A provides examples of Bowling Green State University residential communities for appropriate types of learning communities.  It is the Task Force’s belief that any of these programs are appropriate as residential learning communities for BGSU.  

2.
Determine whether every residential facility should have a theme or interest program.

It is the Committee’s opinion that every residential facility should not have a theme or interest program.  Rather than tying a residential facility to a specific theme or interest, the Committee encourages the Office of Residence Life to put student learning at the center of their mission and to ensure that facilities, personnel, and programming in every residential facility be organized to further that goal.

3.
Explore whether these programs should only be directed toward first-year students, and whether all first-year students should be required to live in theme-based learning communities.

a.
It is the Task Force’s conclusion that directing residential learning to first year students is an overly narrow focus for residential learning initiatives at BGSU.  One of the hallmarks of the residential learning movement is that it is founded on the notions of connected knowing and on the precepts of life-long learning.  As such, learning must be conceived as a continuous and integrative process.  Focusing residential learning experiences solely on first year students violates those conditions.  Further, the presence of upper-class students with first-year students sets norms for each program as upper-class students act as mentors and carry the history of the program.  The Task Force recommends that all BGSU residential students be offered the opportunity to participate in a learning-enriched residential program.

b.
Since the Committee does not recommend that all residential facilities be connected to a specific theme or topic, it also concludes that all first year students should not be required to live in a theme-based residential community.

4.
Determine whether every residential program should have an academic focus, or if special interest programs should also be created and supported.

As outlined in the introduction, the Task Force recommends that all residential facilities should be enriched learning environments.  However, this does not imply that all residential facilities should have a specific academic focus or that special interest programs must be created or supported.  Residential facilities that meet the minimal norms, as outlined in the preamble, will be acceptable.

5.
Develop an application process for proposing new programs.


See Section IV of Task Force report.

6.
Identify a department’s responsibility in funding such an initiative, including how existing resources will be allocated or new resource obtained.

As all residential facilities will be required to meet the minimal norms for an enriched learning environment, the Department of Residence Life’s resource allocations to that process will be significant and substantial.  The Task Force recommends that fiscal and personnel resources and expenses be jointly shared by the Department of Residence Life and appropriate academic units and programs.  In addition, creative resource development initiatives must be encouraged and supported.

7.
Identify basic, minimum standards by which all programs should operate.

It is the recommendation of the Committee that all residential facilities comply with the minimum norms established for enriched residential learning programs at BGSU.  Those minimum norms are:

a.
Explicit connections to the formal academic curriculum.

b.
Physical space dedicated to student learning activities.

c.
Staff committed to student learning as the central goal of the residential experience. 

8.
Developing an assessment component to evaluate all programs.

Since the Task Force has recommended that flexibility, multiple approaches and creativity be supported throughout the residential learning process, a single assessment component for all programs seems unreasonable.  Rather, assessment components should be developed that capture the unique strengths of each program while providing adequate data to make comparisons between programs.  With that in mind, the Task Force recommends the following:

a.
Each program shall have a set of student learning outcomes which are stated in relation to the core values and general education outcomes of the University.

b.
Each program should develop plans for assessing student achievement of their outcomes.

c.
Each program must submit a plan to respond to the achievement of the stated outcomes.

d.
Each program must commit to an ongoing process for modifying and improving the learning environment.

e.
Each program must establish a process for the long term evaluation of student recruitment, retention and placement success.

f.
Each program must implement individual course assessments which link to overall program assessments.

g.
Each program must implement measures to assess student satisfaction.

9.
Creating a review process for all programs.

The Task Force recommends that two review boards be created.  The first review board, the Residential Learning Community Advisory Board,  has already had its program approval role outlined.  In addition, that Board would be responsible for performing public relations, promotion, and gate-keeper roles.  It should be this Board’s responsibility to push for the creation of programs that will enrich the learning environment of the University’s residential facilities.

The second board shall have the responsibility for assisting in the process of formative and summative evaluation of program effectiveness. This board would work in conjunction with the Office of Institutional Research to develop and interpret outcome assessments.

Both boards shall consist of members drawn for the teaching faculty, the staff of the Office of Residence Life, other appropriate student affairs functional areas, and students.
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