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Happy New Year, Skyline colleagues! This year we usher in the Year of the Rooster, which can be considered an auspicious year for us as a college community. Evidently people born in the year of the rooster are deep thinkers, capable, and talented. This year, all of those characteristics will come in handy as we launch our Student Learning Outcomes initiative (a.k.a. SLO's). Now in the beginning stages, we'd like to take the opportunity to address some questions and concerns. 

What are SLO's? Student Learning Outcomes are the degree to which students are learning what is intended for them to learn, whether on the course, program, or institutional level. The key difference between objectives and outcomes is the shift in focus from what we teach to what we expect students to learn and ideally master. Lisa Brewster of Miramar Community College, which recently underwent accreditation, cited the following example from a career course. One objective is for instructors "to provide students with opportunities to develop their leadership skills." The outcome, on the other hand, is for students "to develop leadership, organizational, and interpersonal skills, and be able to express them in a job interview…" Note that this outcome example also provides a context for learning and moves toward a means to evaluate the student's performance. In short, SLO's demonstrate the extent to which student performance meets expectations of learning. 
Who is directing this initiative? The Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges added SLO's to the existing standards in 2004. This past January when Phyllis Taylor and Karen Wong attended the FACCC workshop, they were impressed with the length to which ACCJC Director Barbara Beno went to assure us that it is a locally and faculty driven initiative. As such, we not only have a voice in this process, but the success of this initiative is dependent on our efforts. That is why a faculty member was appointed by the Academic Senate with approval by the Vice President of Instruction to coordinate this process. As the coordinator, Karen Wong will make every effort to ensure that Skyline community abides by the principles of shared governance.
Are SLO's an empty exercise? No. To the contrary, this process has incredible potential. Bill Scroggins of Modesto Community College says it best, "The climate in education today simply will not allow us to expend valuable time and energy on a [SLO] process that will not yield useful results. Such results have the potential to allow faculty and others to engage in reflection about the process of teaching and learning and then use the insights they develop to adjust the teaching-learning-assessment process to optimize learning to the full extent possible [Karen's emphasis]." Though we are early in the stages, already we are seeing the value of SLO’s. Speech Instructor Fermin Irigoyen remarked to his colleagues that in revising course outlines to articulate SLO's, he also revised his instruction accordingly and to the students' benefit. 
Furthermore, discussion is underway as to how this process will be integrated into program reviews, institutional planning, and budget. The point is to identify how to allocate needed college resources-- facilities, equipment, student services, and so on-- to best facilitate student success. I encourage you to speak up in committees and with your representatives from said committees as we begin this process. 
What's the timeline? Designed to improve and monitor student learning, the SLO process is ongoing. Steps involved include (1) developing explicit statements of what students will learn on the course, program, and institutional levels, (2) verifying that each level is designed to foster this learning, (3) collecting empirical data that determines whether learning is taking place, and (4) using these data to improve student learning (CSU Bakersfield's SLO Guru Mary Allen). In other words, we will consider what we are teaching and how we know whether students are learning. 

Clearly Skyline is in the early stages, but a crucial first step will be to revise course outlines with SLO's according to the current Title V guidelines before our next accreditation visit in Fall 2006. As such, this semester we will focus on that task and likely continue into the next academic year. Please note that even if your department recently underwent program review, EVERYONE must revise course outlines to include SLO's. Fortunately the Curriculum Committee already has made available on their website the revised templates. The next academic year we also will begin to focus on the second and third steps. 

How do I get involved and what resources will I have access to in order to engage in this process? You are welcome to participate at all levels, including attending any meetings and workshops held in coordination with the Center for Teaching and Learning. A small amount of funds is available to secure the services of a workshop leader who has extensive experiences with SLO's; we anticipate learning a lot from members of those colleges that are a little further along in their processes than we are. Said workshops will be announced over e-mail and will fulfill your flex obligations. Meanwhile, thanks to a PFE/ Trustees' grant, we have funds to provide stipends to group of faculty willing to serve on the steering committee. This SLO team, which consists of members from every division, is being formed with the intention of creating resident SLO "experts." Over the next two semesters, Karen also hopes to visit each division meeting to help you revise your course outlines. 
Finally, as your interest is piqued, we encourage you to take the opportunity to secure additional funding through professional development, Trustees' and PFE funds. We will look to developing a guideline application to support your efforts. 

All in all, we hope that we've clarified our task, an ongoing one for the lifetime of our institution. Your participation as capable, talented, deep thinkers will ensure that the process will ultimately strengthen Skyline as a model teaching and learning institution. Please contact us if you would like to know how you can be more directly involved or if you have any questions or concerns.
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