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There has been a commendable effort by many individuals over the past two years to introduce the various components and mechanics of student learning outcomes to the California community college sector, yet there is still much confusion and concern at the local level as to how to effectively introduce and reorganize the community college system under the current accreditation guidelines.  The new accreditation guidelines essentially require that the community college system provide evidence for student learning and use this information to improve our educational system, yet within the accreditation standards is no language that specifies how this is to be done.  In essence, we must create our own understanding of SLOs and how to implement them.  At the heart of SLOs is the tacit understanding that we must construct our framework around what students should learn or should be able to do as a result of their experiences in our courses, programs, student services as well as their

overall college experience.   To accomplish this goal, it is essential

that we clearly understand what the overall concept of SLOs represents for education beyond the compliance to current accreditation standards. Though much work to date has focused on the mechanics and the framework for implementing SLOs, we are not aware of anyone providing a straightforward understanding of the central concept of the process that ties all the parts together.

Our technical education programs, however, are models for understanding how student learning outcomes should work in our academic programs. Before a student enrolls in any program, the goals and objectives for that program must be clearly outlined, as must the evaluation measures.  So when students enroll in a program to become certified welders, for example, our responsibilities are to specify clear guidelines for the skills in which they must become proficient, to offer the courses that present the necessary educational background for these skills, and to provide an environment in which students can develop the proficiency levels they must achieve to pass the certification tests required by employers.  Coming into the program, students understand that they have a responsibility to study and gain the background knowledge and then demonstrate their proficiency in the required skills.  And once finished with the program, students expect that they will be able to apply these newly acquired welding skills in the real world—at a job.

In reality, what the technical education programs have accomplished is to demystify the educational programs for their students and, we would point out, for their staff and administrators as well.  They do this not only by specifying the goals and objectives, but also by clearly articulating what students need to be able to do at the completion of the program and the standards by which they will be evaluated. The result is that these programs have the opportunity to produce a consistent standard of proficiency on which employers and the public can depend because the standards are clearly articulated and uniformly held.  The major goal of student learning outcomes as envisioned by the architects of the new accrediting standards is to provide assurance that the degree of learning and proficiency achieved in any instructional program does in fact represent an agreed upon standard.

Currently, the most relevant documents for a student charting their college career are the college catalog and class schedule.  These resources, coupled with a relatively brief session with counseling and other staff along with input from other students constitutes the primary guidelines and sources of information for students to plan their schedule.  Though the catalog contains all the requirements to complete a program degree or certificate, as well as guidelines for transfer, in reality it offers little information about the courses they could potentially enroll in.  In short it provides the structure and overview for an individual’s educational goals, but contains very little information regarding the journey itself.  Aside from placement into English, math, ESL and chemistry, students must navigate the journey based on the scant information contained in the catalog, other student’s opinions and input from staff.  In general though, the process becomes more one of checking off requirements than thoughtfully charting a course of action that reflects individual abilities, needs and progress.  When we consider that students often share among themselves more relevant and detailed information about individual courses and programs than the college provides, we begin to understand why we must do a better job at demystifying the general education process in the same manner to what technical education has accomplished.

If we think back on our own educational histories, it is odd that, generally, we only remember a few of our instructors as being truly outstanding.  When we considered this recently, we realized our own collections of outstanding professors actually shared a few common traits.  Of course they had a passion for their subject and generally enjoyed working with students, but they also all shared some other more interesting traits that we had not previously taken into account.  They told us that their class would be tough, they told us what kind of background we should have to be successful, they told us what we were expected to learn, and they told us how we would be evaluated.  There was little mystery about their courses.  Now we realize that a major reason for enjoying these classes so much was because we had clear directives on what we were expected to do and how we would be evaluated.  Did this information dilute the educational experience for us?  Not at all. In fact our experiences were enriched because much of the confusion encountered in other classes was not present.  It was much easier for us when we had clear guidelines to which we could apply our efforts.

On the other hand, a large proportion of the other courses we had were more of an exercise in guessing and anticipating the requirements for being successful than learning the material.  And we realize now why so much learning by students seems to be a transitory process, with much of the class information lost months or weeks after the course was finished. Often it seemed as if we studied to pass the rather mysterious tests which could potentially cover any topic in the reading or lecture, requiring us to try and memorize too much material; in fact, it usually took the first couple of tests before we could predict what would be covered. With this shotgun approach of memorizing the material, we never really focused on solidly building an understanding of the fundamental concepts and the vocabulary of a subject that would connect the information presented in the class and in the readings.  Often, the material from these courses left us quickly because it had never been presented as a coherent whole by the instructor.  Though completing this kind of class meant that another obligation could then be retired from the list of graduation requirements, it is now frustrating to realize that we lost many opportunities to interconnect many areas of our educations.  And more immediately frustrated were the instructors down the line who seemed puzzled by our inability to retain all the foundational material we should have learned prior to their classes.

When building any large structure in which we live, work and play, the foundation is essential; a faulty or weak foundation will not support a large structure. This is also true for an education. Community college instructors should thoughtfully guide students in building their foundation for learning because students’ subsequent education processes depend on this support for higher level learning.  And when learning outcome expectations are both vague and varied across instructors for a particular course, especially our core GE courses, we ensure that only students who work hard enough or are clever enough to figure out our evaluation strategies will be successful; too many students never develop a solid foundation, and their learning is weakened as a result.  When teachers are not clear and upfront with students about the learning outcome expectations or the means of evaluating those outcomes in a course, not only do students suffer, but so do the instructors.  How can any instructor expect students to succeed when the core information and evaluations for a course are vaguely referenced under a heading of broadly stated goals and objectives that may or may not be related to the class evaluation methods?  This issue gets further compounded when different instructors teach different course objectives for the same course; how can we realistically expect students to build upon such a foundation?  Perhaps the greatest skill students do learn is how to survive the general ambiguity of a class, learning to take a generic approach to tests rather than focusing on the specific concepts of the course.  It seems odd that education would, upon reflection, actually be willing to endorse this lack of attention to building key pieces of the foundation, yet in practice it too often seems the case.

English departments may be the biggest challenge for implementing student learning outcomes, yet there are few disciplines that could benefit more from establishing consistent learning outcomes.  Instructor grading variation is a well-known phenomenon in English composition courses: one teacher’s “A” may be another’s “C” for the same paper.  Departments agree philosophically that standards are necessary, but implementing department grading rubrics, which specify learning outcome expectations in a given composition classes, is an initially daunting—and often politically charged—task, but doing so is the first step in addressing the apparent subjectivity of grades assigned in these classes. Articulating a series of rubrics for a composition program is even more difficult. Yet it is not unreasonable to expect students with equivalent skills to have the opportunity to earn equivalent grades across different instructors once agreements for course learning outcome expectations have been articulated and universally agreed upon.  It is also important to realize that uniform evaluation practices also serve to more accurately indicate the degree of learning and skills that have been acquired by students.  When students perceive grading practices as subjective or mysterious, it is not difficult to imagine that the primary focus of most students will be to find strategies that allow them to survive the course in a respectable manner, and not the real task of learning to write clear, well-composed academic essays. However, clear, well-composed academic essays are exactly what the History or Nursing instructor who teaches a course with a composition prerequisite expects of their students.

There is another variable that is not as openly discussed as grading variation but is potentially just as destructive for the learning process.  An English faculty member in our district once voiced the opinion that what he taught in his classroom was a matter of academic freedom. Obviously, this teacher didn’t understand the issues of academic freedom; however, how many teachers select to teach just the course objectives they consider important? A colleague explained to the teacher that if this were a flight school, it would be analogous to some composition teachers teaching their students how to take off while other teachers would only teach their students how to fly the plane, and some how to land it.  If a student had the good luck to enroll in the take-off class, she might get the plane in the air, but how would she land the plane? Of course, this selective approach to teaching and learning was mightily defended under the rubric of academic freedom at the time.  Yet it is difficult to defend this practice when we consider that, in reality, we are really providing students with a foundation that will not bear the weight of any substantial educational structure.  In a perfect world, each course offered in college should have a set of core objectives and learning outcome expectations designed to prepare students for the next level.  Academic freedom encourages teachers to use their individual strengths to effectively present course content, but it does not allow teachers to pick and choose core course content. When different instructors present large variations of content and skills in the same course, not only are students handicapped, but so are the instructors of the next course in a sequence who must deal with the various levels of student preparation.

One of the concerns strongly voiced by faculty is that they don’t want to be put into a highly structured education system where everyone must teach in the same manner.  There is no question that there would be little satisfaction in working on an education conveyer belt, nor would there be much satisfaction in taking such classes; this is certainly not the goal of student learning outcomes.  In reality, teaching styles and approaches to student learning should actually have more latitude when clear learning outcomes are specified and commonly held among faculty.  Just because the core objectives for a course are specified in the course outline does not mean a teacher is limited to teaching just these core elements, nor does the course outline specify how the material will be presented.  There are always many paths that can lead  to the same destination, but when the objectives and outcomes for a course are not equivalent across instructors, then the credibility of the course itself should be considered suspect.  Though controls such as course outlines and articulation agreements do spell out the framework for courses, in practice it is not difficult to find inconsistency in instructional content and depth of the material presented.  We should expect a strong correspondence between the fundamental skills of any student who has completed a course with other students who have taken other instructors for the same course.  If our job in education is to provide the opportunity for students to learn, then the better job we do of demystifying the process, the better the opportunity we provide students to learn.

When we hear teachers lament that without those few outstanding students each semester, teaching wouldn’t be worth it, we should probably understand that what happens in the classroom is a mysterious process shared by both the instructor and the students, a learning process that is

neither satisfying or of much value to either side.   When teachers

develop student learning outcomes for their courses, they will be able to clearly explain what a student is expected to learn, specifically what background a student should have, and how the student’s performance in the class will be evaluated.  This represents the demystification of the educational process for both sides, and as a result, teachers might find a larger number of “outstanding students” appearing in class each semester.

But who else can benefit from student learning outcomes?

Counseling has long had the task of providing guidance for students in the educational process, yet in reality, they are handicapped by the same lack of clarity about instructional processes that students have experienced. How can counselors in good faith provide guidance and recommendations to students when little exists beyond the course catalog, articulation agreements, or four-year college requirements?  Of course over time, counselors, like students, get feedback on courses and teachers, and this feedback provides some potential to support student needs, but perhaps the real question here is why so much of this information must come back secondhand, when it should be coming from the source itself, instruction— and in the form of specific outcome expectations?

A good example involves first-semester freshmen who sign up for courses such as philosophy and economics.  Most freshmen are not ready for these courses and the success rates reflect this, particularly when students with more experience demonstrate significantly higher success rates.  The course catalog only indicates that both courses would serve as a general educational requirement but provides no information to students regarding the rigor and or benefits of having more college experience before taking them.  Course prerequisites have been commonly used for this purpose, yet prerequisites have been difficult to validate from a research standpoint with the exception of courses in a sequence such as English and math where course objectives have been aligned with the next course in the sequence. Student learning outcomes have the potential to provide clearer connections between courses in different disciplines than do the course objectives if for no other reason than many objectives refer to discipline- specific concepts.

However, it is students who benefit most from this shift in emphasis; focusing upon student learning outcomes represents a paradigm shift in education from a teacher-centered classroom to one which is student- centered.  Course objectives, those topics found in the official course outlines that have been approved by curriculum committees, describe the content that teachers will present in the class; they are teacher-centered statements that help us keep the content uniform. Student learning outcomes focus upon the skills or knowledge students are required to demonstrate at the conclusion of the course; learning outcome expectations are student-centered statements that help us keep the assessment uniform, but they also provide information on the academic preparedness needed for a course as well as how difficult and challenging the topic will be.  This provides students with real information upon which an appropriate decision can be made.  Counselors benefit from this as well and would be much more informed with what was actually being taught on the instructional side of the house. And faculty in other disciplines would have a much better idea of what students could be expected to know at the beginning of the semester, and this would provide a much better basis for discussing prerequisites for the vague and discipline-specific course objectives. The end result would be that counseling and instruction would have the potential to begin to work together in a constructive way based on shared information that is not common today, and the primary beneficiary is, of course, our students, who end up better served.

Faculty would reap benefits from the process of clearly defining how class objectives will be measured in their curriculum as well as exploring how each course articulates to the larger program objectives.  Most of us who teach came to the profession largely because of the intrinsic rewards, and any process that more clearly defines how our class prepares students for subsequent course work will not only reinforce our commitment to our profession, but it will also help us to better understand how our efforts specifically support our academic community. Through this mapping process of articulating individual courses to other courses or programs or disciplines, instruction can move beyond a paper model that meets articulation agreements to one that provides both a solid foundation that will prepare students for higher level learning and a clearly defined path that will be easier for students to follow.  Faculty who teach advanced courses would then have assurance that learning objectives for a program, approved by their colleagues, will indeed have been introduced and developed in earlier courses, and student grades would then better indicate performance to commonly held standards.

Developing critical thinking in students has long been a goal of education, yet it would seem that in the community college sector it exists more as an ideal than an actual process.  In general, it would seem that we provide very little opportunity for students to weigh and consider their options.  In a sense, we will too often tell students what class to take and when to take it because, we tell ourselves, students just don’t understand the requirements of the class or the program or the GE sequence; but without outcome expectations, we, too, can fail to understand how those requirements fit together.  How can we expect students to make sound, informed decisions when we don’t provide much in the way of relevant information to weigh and consider beyond the structural requirements of an educational goal?  How can we advise students when we don’t always understand how one course prepares students for the next? By more clearly describing the specifics of the journey to students, we would be providing them the opportunity to learn to make good decisions and more effectively shape their own educational goals, and in this process, we would reaffirm our goal of helping students become independent and responsible citizens.

High schools also can benefit, because with well-defined student learning outcomes, high schools will have a clear understanding of the level of course work that will be expected across subject areas when their students matriculate at the community college level.  This allows high schools to provide a more defined educational preparation for their own students that more closely articulates with the course levels at the college.  We were quite surprised to learn that for the most part, the content of math and English courses are considered somewhat of a mystery to our primary high school feeders.  Of course this makes articulation between high school and college courses a mysterious process as well.  When the high school is not clear on what students will need in order to be successful, it is doubtful that efforts to prepare students will be as successful as we would like. Because student learning outcomes can potentially provide a rich source of information about college courses such as English and math, high schools would have solid information to guide their efforts as well.  This same argument extends itself to our articulation agreements with the four-year system.

It is interesting to note that the state academic senate, whose primary task is to ensure that the educational process moves ahead with the times in a responsible manner, was willing to vigorously fight student learning outcomes until recently.  Perhaps the senate feared that student learning outcomes would reduce students to dehumanized numbers, and perhaps they thought that the emphasis on validating learning would seek to undermine the faculty’s role in education.  Undoubtedly, there has been a lack of information that would give a clear understanding of the process of student learning outcomes, and without a clear understanding of what the model is, it is difficult to imagine why we should be embracing this model aside from the accreditation standards requirements.  Currently, with all the academic rhetoric surrounding student learning outcomes, it can seem difficult to find a meaningful context in which to place the model; perhaps the academic senate members, at a deeper level, reacted appropriately to the confusion rather than the concept itself.  Yet one thing is certain: if student learning outcomes are going to have the beneficial impact on the education of our students as envisioned by the accreditation committee, then we will need all the stake holders at the table helping to shape the model.

Thinking of student learning outcomes as a process to demystify education has allowed us at American River College to begin to understand and articulate in a meaningful manner the central concept within the SLO process that has been missing up to this point.  From this perspective, the frameworks and mechanics for implementing SLOs that have been presented around the state and on the internet make sense.  This perspective also allows us to fully begin realizing the beneficial impact this process potentially holds for our courses, programs and students.  If our objective with student learning outcomes is to provide a degree of assurance for the college, its students, and the public about the quality of learning that is provided, then we must also consider that to accomplish this, we must clearly articulate what students are expected to learn and how they will be evaluated.  This is an evolutionary leap for education and does indeed represent a demystification of current educational processes.
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