OVERALL EXPERIENCES OF PILOT COLLEGES

Findings are drawn from 12 pilot college phone interviews and 29 online survey responses. Nearly all interviews included the CIO, one also included a CSSO, and three interviews included faculty. Survey responses represent eight colleges; 15 of the 29 survey responses were from faculty.
· Participants (90%
) found the self-assessment process useful and productive, 79% felt the discussions covered all or most essential issues related to basic skills, 86% felt the literature review was very or somewhat useful, 86% felt the self-assessment tool was clearly laid out. 

· The most often cited benefit thus far was cross-college dialogue, better collective consciousness, and the chance to work together to generate ideas about how to address basic skills.  Some had “never been in the same room before” and as a result of the self-assessment they developed “shared understandings” and “new working relationships”.  One college said there is now a “buzz” around campus about the project.  Participation in core activities ranged from a low of three people to 76 people.  Median participation was 20; mean was 26.  In addition, many colleges had or plan to have college-wide information sessions.  Quite a few colleges also indicated interest in creating coordinator positions.

· A handful of colleges did not experience this cross-college dialogue – reportedly in some cases due to lack of President/CIO/CSSO leadership or support.  In addition, local culture and competing projects affect the thoroughness with which the self-assessment is approached at each college.  At least one college complained that departments seem to feel they “own” students and are reluctant to engage in cross-discipline dialogue.

· Colleges had an advantage if there is already a structure (e.g., student success committee, STARS) in place which can be utilized.  Most colleges are using these current committees as well as developing other ongoing processes for discussing and evaluating basic skills practices (via coordinator positions, flex activities, et cetera).  This suggests the potential for serious difficulties for those colleges which don’t have such a structure in place already.

· Nearly all pilot colleges indicated that lack of time was a real problem.  After working steadily from February to June 2007, most pilot colleges (67%) were just beginning to address the planning matrices or had, in the case of one college, complete the matrices.  Most of the other colleges had completed at least two of the four strands, and one had more-or-less failed to start the process.  As one college put it, they “felt behind from day one”.  On average, colleges spent 16 hours of concentrated meeting time to reach this level in the self-assessment.  Note: The timeframe has been changed; colleges now have from mid-August 2007 through May 1, 2008.
· Despite time constraints, pilots generally felt the work needed to complete the self-assessment was worth it, and that nothing should be eliminated from the self-assessment tool in order to substantially reduce it.  As one college put it, “You just need to admit that it takes time and it takes commitment.”  Many felt that they had to resign themselves to a certain level of incompleteness in order to keep moving forward.  Some did make suggestions about small things which could save time such as (1) have clear definitions on a handout for easy reference to reduce confusion and promote focus, (2) decide on a level of detail prior to beginning the self-assessment, (3) do not “slavishly” follow the self-assessment tool but rather use it as a framework to organize and promote understanding and discussions.  

· Some colleges used focus groups or departmental meetings to collect “current practices” information in order to have it available prior to larger, more inclusive discussions about the future.  In other words, these two aspects of the self-assessment (current practices, future expansions or new initiatives) were approached using two distinct methods.  

· Moreover, most colleges are approaching the planning matrices via a separate, smaller group process with an emphasis of developing overarching “themes” drawn from the ideas generated via the core self-assessment process.  Themes are used to create some order under which planned actions can be enumerated.  This suggests a three-step approach might work best for many colleges.  Note: While nothing has been eliminated from the self-assessment, the planning matrices have been simplified to conform to system office requirements.
· Many colleges indicated that leadership needs to be “expert” in the literature review in order to inform discussions and keep the focus on effective practices, because “not all” will not have read it. 

· In general, colleges did not use data to investigate problem areas or strengths.  Reasons given include “we already know where the problems are”, a desire to focus on solutions rather than blame, and a lack of clear and reliable data.  Most colleges indicated they expect to use data in their action plan phase.  Note: Ideally, relevant data would inform the entire self-assessment process.  Unfortunately, that was not the experience of the pilot colleges.
· The cost-benefit tool was also not used at all; in fact, some colleges indicated they weren’t even sure what the tool’s function is.  Note: This tool has been improved and made available via the Center for Student Success website.
· A few colleges felt unclear as to the focus of the self-assessment and its relevance for them.  What is included in “basic skills”?  How is the self-assessment different from what is required by accreditation; how is it not redundant?

· A few colleges felt they lacked a clear understanding of the larger statewide context for the project.  They want to be included in trainings and materials as the project continues.  They were also interested in the particulars around funding.
� 59% very worthwhile, 31% somewhat worthwhile, 3% not very worthwhile, 0% completely worthless, 7% no response
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