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Guidelines for Personalized Learning Plans

The Charge


Develop and detail recommendation IV – Every student will develop a written personal learning plan.

The Response:

Purposes


There are three purposes for personalized learning plans:



1. to help students set goals (curricular, educational, career, life goals)



2. to help students find strategies to meet goals



3. to help students view their education broadly and coherently


Other purposes are possible at the discretion of individual advisors or programs, but the above three should have top priority. 

Expectations


1. The Personalized Learning Plan is expected to be developmental, i.e. to change over time. Goals in it should be both short and long term.


2. The Personalized Learning Plan is expected to be flexible, i.e. personalized to the needs and interests of the individual student.


3. The Personalized Learning Plan is to be created in advising sessions with the student's advisor. All students should have a designated advisor throughout their educational experience at UW-Green Bay.

Advising


Since the Personalized Learning Plans are linked to the advising process, the faculty first needs to decide the level of responsibility it is willing to accept. Three possibilities are:


Low level - Units are responsible for having their faculty advise students who major or minor in their programs and the Office of Academic Advising is responsible for students who have not declared a major or been accepted into a program.


Medium level - Units are responsible for all advising and negotiate with their faculty for which faculty/staff do the advising.


High level - All faculty accept responsibility for at least some role in advising. Advising becomes a recognized part of faculty expectations in merit and promotion reviews.

The choice among these three levels needs to be informed by a number of issues surrounding advising in general, such as:

1. identifying kinds of advising responsibilities, such as:

a. basic direction (choosing a major, getting basic academic skills, approaches to general education, etc.)

b. technical advising (what are the university and program requirements, how are they satisfiable, rules for double counting courses in meeting requirements, evaluating transfer credits, approval process for exceptions, etc.)

c. schedule advising (understanding course periodicities, sequencing, prerequisite structures, balancing loads, etc.)

d. career mentoring (linking academic preparation with job possibilities and/or graduate education, internships, career services, etc.)

e. monitoring progress (providing feedback, warnings, encouragement on meeting goals)

f. being an advocate (helping students understand and deal with the bureaucracy of higher education)

g. referring (being aware of and promoting use of university services for help in setting goals and solving problems)

h. non-academic advising (dealing with adjustments to college life, interactions between academics, student life, work, and other activities and responsibilities, referrals to counselors, etc.)

i. promoting (making students aware of curricular and extra curricular opportunities for enhancing learning)

j. personal learning plans (setting goals, finding strategies to meet them, and viewing education broadly and coherently)

2. finding efficiencies (is it realistic to expect a single advisor to assume all the kinds of advising responsibilities and if not, who does what kind of advising? how do we best distribute the advising load? what print, electronic, and personnel support systems are needed for advisors? how do formal and informal advising efforts get recognized? can some advising be done in large general education classes?)

3. availability (are advisors available when students need them?)

4. training (initial training, keeping up to date, communication networks for advisors, creation of print and electronic advising materials, etc.) Since there is so much that advisors may be called upon to know, there is a trade-off between distributing advising over many people, which calls for a bigger investment in training, and concentrating advising knowledge in a few people, which may limit access.


If the faculty accepts the low level of responsibility, then the Personalized Learning Plans become an additional responsibility for (presumably additional) staff advisors in the Office of Academic Advising until students declare a major/minor (or are accepted into a program) when the Plans become the responsibility of the faculty advisors. An advantage to this option is that students who are undecided about their major may feel more comfortable working with an advisor from the Office of Academic Advising than they would being placed with a faculty advisor from a program in which the student may have little interest.

If the faculty accepts the medium level of responsibility, then entering students are assigned to faculty advisors based on their intended major or broad areas of interest. For example, students who express an interest in science may not be ready to pick a particular major but would be advised by a faculty member in the sciences or a staff advisor who specializes in the sciences. 


If the faculty accepts the high level of responsibility, then all faculty are expected to contribute in some way to advising. The scope of advising activities needs to be enlarged and a recognition system needs to be developed. This could be done by adding advising as a separate category in merit and promotion reviews or by specifying it as an expectation of either teaching or service. As always, units need to be sensitive to protecting their faculty from inappropriate workloads, especially with junior faculty. 


An advantage of the medium level is that it is compatible with the metric outlined in the above advising report for determining advising load and compensation (a faculty member with a certain number of designated advisees receives a standard release or stipend). The high level construes advising broadly to include activities such as: formal advising for Personalized Learning Plan, informal advising, designing advising materials (web sites, brochures), presentations (to prospective students or in classes required for a program), career talks to student organizations, and such. The trade off is gaining more distributed advising at the cost of losing a simple metric for recognition and reward. Faculty would have to describe and document their advising activities and merit and promotion committees would have to evaluate them (in a way not so different from how we ask faculty to document their scholarly activity, teaching and service now or from how we might ask students to document their learning in a portfolio). The high level also has an advantage in meeting the expectation to encourage advising beyond the designated advisor in a way that the medium level might not. 

The October 1999 report "UW-Green Bay Comprehensive Academic Advising Program" is a worthy proposal for strengthening advising. Some of its key ideas are supported here by this focus group (in italics):


1. Each student should have a designated advisor from matriculation to graduation - we agree since this is necessary in order to implement the Personalized Learning Plan through advising. The designated advisor may change, but at any one time each student has a specific faculty/staff advisor.


2. The Personalized Learning Plan is added to the advising responsibilities - we agree although we would avoid calling it either a "contract" or a template for a portfolio.


3. A specific number and timeline of meetings with advisors should be required - we agree although we suggest a different frequency of meetings.


4. Each student should have the opportunity to do Introduction to College - we agree - and to build a portfolio certified by the advisor - we recommend the portfolio requirement be implemented through program decisions rather than necessarily through advisors.

5. A formula for tracking and counting advising loads (60 advisees is worth release from a 3 credit course) is recommended - this kind of metric is useful for the medium level of responsibility, although the particular number seems high, but it might not be adequate for the high level of responsibility.


6. The report  recommends that 14 FTE personnel (distributed among faculty, staff, and administration) are needed for comprehensive advising. – while we may differ on the best way to calculate the needed resources, it is clear that current resources spent on advising are inadequate to cover added responsibilities. This is true regardless of the level of advising responsibility accepted by the faculty. 

7. The report also has a number of recommendations about administration, training, and support systems - these may be reasonable, but we take no particular position on them with respect to the Personalized Learning Plans.

Pairing students with advisors


Entering students are assigned to an advisor based on some expressed interest in a specific program or interest area. After the first semester students are free to negotiate a change of advisor, although as their goals become more specific, they may find themselves slotted with the faculty member whose expertise best fits their needs. The fact that a student has a designated advisor should not preclude informal advising elsewhere in the university. In fact such gathering of various perspectives should be encouraged.

Meetings


Entering students should be able to meet with advisors at orientation programs. They should meet with their designated advisor at least once a semester in the first year and once a year subsequently. These are minimums. They do not preclude more frequent meetings, based either on the needs of students or program requirements.

Activities in Personalized Learning Plan advising sessions


1. Advisor should work with students to help them identify their educational, career, and life goals. 


2. Advisors should help students find strategies for meeting those goals. If the goal is to find a major and minor for the student, then an appropriate strategy might be to have the student search out some key information from others. If the goal is to complete some major efficiently, then one strategy might be to develop a semester by semester schedule of courses that takes into account prerequisite and periodicity information. Since this might be a fairly significant task for an entering student, it makes sense to encourage programs to develop, if they haven't already, templates of how to arrange courses to complete a program efficiently. The student's job might then be to collect such templates.


3. After the initial setting of goals, subsequent sessions with advisors should include reflection from the student and feedback from the advisor on meeting previous goals.


4. Advisors should have tools that list common possible goals (general ones such as choosing a major, getting a degree, deciding on post graduation plans and more specific ones such as satisfying the writing emphasis requirement, choosing among internship possibilities, or finding a student organization to exercise some leadership), but the format of the Personalized Learning Plan itself should be simple and flexible. It is a list of goals, strategies for meeting them, and, after the initial session, reflection on previously set goals. It may not be reasonable for an entering student to develop a complete plan for the entire college career, so some selection and prioritizing of goals, both short and long term is appropriate. 

5. Advisors should provide opportunities for students to make their learning experiences coherent. This means getting students to reflect on the breadth of those experiences, whether they come from classes, university programs and services, student organizations, work experience, travel, or elsewhere.

6. Advisors should also ask students how things in general are going for them in case there are concerns that can be addressed by university programs even though the student is not aware of those programs.

The Requirement


The initial semester advising sessions might be required by making them part of the course requirements of the planned "learning to learn" course. Subsequent advising session could be enforced with registration restrictions, but that is likely to create bottlenecks in the advising load. Many current students expect advising and registration to be a one-stop deal and that existing bottleneck will only get worse when personalized learning plans are added. We will need to find a way to distribute advising sessions over the year as much as possible.

Review of Academic Policies


The introduction of the changes recommended for the Learning Experience is bound to interact with existing academic rules and regulations in ways we might not be able to foresee. We recommend that we see this as a good time to review many of those policies. For example, current policy is to have students declare a major by 36 credits and file plans by 62 credits. Personalized Learning Plans may make it possible and appropriate to change those limits.

The Personalized Degree


The University should offer students the option of a truly personalized degree. In such a degree the only requirements would be:


to develop a Personalized Learning Plan,


to complete 120 credits worth of UW- Green Bay credits, and


to complete a portfolio to document learning.

Such freedom may not be appropriate for all, or even many, students, but if the learning plan and portfolio ideas are serious ways to enhance the learning experience, students should have the option. It might be especially useful for students who view their college experience as an exploration more than a certification. The University would not guarantee the breadth or depth of education for such a degree and it would be the student's responsibility to use the portfolio to demonstrate the worth of the alternative education. The value to the University might be that the successes and shortcomings of graduates with a personalized degree could offer some important comparative evidence for refinements in its requirement structures.

Summary

· Personalized Learning Plans are required of all students.

· They consist of short and long term educational, career and life goals and strategies for meeting them. 

· They are created and reviewed in advising sessions.

· Students meet with their advisors at a minimum of once each semester for the first year and once a year after that.

· There are three options for the level of responsibility faculty may choose to take for advising in general: low - where advising responsibilities are shared between programs for their majors/minors and a centralized advising office for undeclared students; medium - where programs take responsibility for all advising and parcel it out to faculty and staff; and high - where advising becomes a responsibility of all faculty and is negotiated and judged by programs.

· Resources will be needed for additional advisors, training, support systems, and recognition of loads.

Guidelines for Portfolios

The Charge


Develop and detail aspect of recommendation V – Establish the presentation of a successful portfolio as a graduation requirement for students.

The Response:

Purposes


The purposes of the portfolio requirement are one or both of the following:


1. to provide students with a process for reviewing, integrating, and articulating their educational experience;


2. to have students create a product that demonstrates their knowledge and skills.

Other purposes, such as program assessment, are possible as long as they are compatible with the two student-focused purposes.

Specifications are program dependent

The variety of types, audiences, and formats of portfolios currently in use suggests it will be very difficult to find a university-wide format that would not jeopardize existing uses programs have for portfolios. Therefore, students should fulfill their portfolio requirement under the direction of their major program, which should specify:


1. purpose - The program may choose to specify a portfolio that achieves either purpose above (process or product), or both of them. It may also add other purposes that don't conflict with the primary two.


2. audience - The program specifies an audience, e.g. prospective employer, the program faculty, a peer group, graduate school. A program may also decide to allow students to choose an audience.


3. format - The program specifies an acceptable format. It may be a collection of documents in a binder or case. It may be a collection of works in any media. It may be a demonstration through a performance, presentation, or project. There may be program-specified options or it may be left to student choice.


4. content - The program specifies the general organization of the portfolio, e.g. a collection of best works, documentation of meeting the program's learning outcomes, documentation for an external certification body, a list and documentation of skills, answers to a set of questions on learning.


5. scope - Programs are encouraged, but not required, to specify a portfolio that reflects the entire learning experience of students and not just the learning within the major.


6. implementation - The program specifies how students are held accountable to this requirement. It might be as part of a required course in the major or part of the advising process.


7. instruction and feedback - Whatever choices a program makes about the portfolio requirement, students deserve instruction and/or feedback on satisfactorily completing it. Since the specifications of the requirement are left to the programs, the instruction/feedback is a program responsibility.

Timeline


In the High Impact First Contact experience, students are informed about the purposes of the portfolio requirement and the range of ways programs have for meeting the requirement. Portfolios are not expected of students before they have decided on a major. Students, of course, may be collecting materials for a portfolio throughout their careers, but the portfolio itself is not constructed until the student commits to a major. The committee could not find the justification for having students keep one portfolio before they declare a major, perhaps just for general education, and then another one specified by the major. It is also up to the major programs to decide if the goal setting and reviewing in the Personalized Learning Plans have a direct connection to the portfolio. 

A comment and argument

The above recommendations for the portfolio are at odds with the suggestions from last year's task force on the Compelling Idea (Recommendation V). That task force envisioned a portfolio as a way to document learning beginning in a student's first semester. It would have specified components (principally documentation of how the student met the general education competencies, learning outcomes of the major, professional practice experience, and citizenship experience) and it would be reviewed at set intervals (freshman seminar, 53 credits, 83 credits, and graduation) and it would be defended before a committee. 

Such a design might be appropriate for some programs (nothing in this report prevents it if a program wants it), but the current committee was unwilling to recommend it as a standard for everyone. Programs, if they choose, ought to have the option of directing the portfolio toward an external audience. Artists and writers have traditionally used portfolios of their best works to document their learning rather than their transcripts or details about how they satisfied their other culture requirement. Career oriented programs may want their students to design portfolios based on the needs of employers rather than the graduation requirements. Those programs should be free to help their students translate their learning into such a format. And those programs that opt for the university community as the best audience for a portfolio should be free to have their students document their learning through a demonstration or project presentation. Without some flexibility we run the risk of convincing students that portfolios are a powerful device only to have them frustrated that the one they have to do for the University doesn't speak to those with whom they really want to communicate and in a way they can really own. In short, we argue that the ultimate goal of personalized learning is better met with more flexibility given to programs. 

Summary

· All students must meet a portfolio requirement.

· The design of the requirement is dependent on the student's major program.

· Programs can choose a portfolio purpose as providing student with a process for reviewing, integrating, and articulating their education experiences; or having their students create a product that demonstrates their knowledge and skills; or both.

· Programs can specify a format that meets their chosen purpose.

· Students are introduced to the portfolio requirement in the freshman seminar with information about the range of program requirements, but work on the portfolio itself does not begin before the student declares a major.

