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Student.NEXT: Promoting 21st-century fluencies for lifelong learning

“To live and work successfully in our fast-paced, technology-rich, and interconnected world requires the traditional skills of reading, writing, and arithmetic and the more advanced competencies of digital literacy, the ability to solve problems, communicate effectively, think critically, and grasp complex systems” (Microsoft Partners in Learning, 2011).

College students face an information-rich world and an ever-changing work force. When they graduate, students often find themselves ill-prepared to adapt to and be successful in their work environments. A 2006 American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) study found that 63% of employers believed recent college graduates lacked the skills needed to be successful in a global society. 

In a time of a dynamic global marketplace and workforce, colleges and universities must address the development of 21st-century learning skills. The Student.NEXT QEP proposes that Texas Wesleyan University place 21st-century fluencies and learning skills as an instructional priority to achieve the mission of the University and increase our students’ success after they leave Texas Wesleyan.

Institutional and Student Need

Texas Wesleyan University’s mission is to prepare students to be informed, responsible, and articulate citizens who can be successful in various professional or academic careers. The university seeks to empower each student with the opportunity “to pursue individual excellence, to think clearly and creatively, to communicate effectively, and to develop spiritual sensitivity, with a commitment to moral discrimination and action, and with a sense of civic responsibility” (Texas Wesleyan University, 2011). While our university’s mission is strong, new methods and tools are needed to ensure that our university is fulfilling its responsibility to students. This idea is supported by the university’s proposed strategic plan for 2011-2012, which emphasizes the need to promote faculty’s understanding of and commitment to student-centered learning to enhance student skills in the areas of critical thinking, analytical reasoning, creative problem solving, and written and oral communication skills. 

In recent surveys and focus groups, constituent groups at Texas Wesleyan stated the need for the university to renew its commitment to the themes outlined in its mission and strategic plan.  In early 2011, the QEP Planning and Topic Selection Steering Committee conducted surveys and focus groups with students, faculty, staff, trustees, and alumni. In addition to identifying potential topics for a QEP Plan, the committee sought to generate a university-wide discussion among those groups on the methods and changes needed to enhance student learning at Texas Wesleyan University. Students, faculty, staff, and trustees indicated that a QEP plan focused on analytical thinking/problem solving, communication, or critical thinking and writing was most likely to improve student learning. Students, faculty, and staff also placed an emphasis on technology. By identifying themes already included in the university’s mission and strategic plan as potential QEP topics, respondents revealed the need for our university to consider new methods for achieving its mission to develop students to their full potential as individuals and global citizens in the 21st-century.

Focus group participants expressed sentiments similar to those revealed by the surveys. During the discussions, facilitators asked participants to identify five themes most likely to improve student learning at Wesleyan. Focus group participants consistently ranked three themes in the top five: communication (written/oral), critical thinking and writing, and analytical thinking/problem solving. Using the results and information provided by the surveys and focus groups, the committee identified ten themes constituents considered important to improving student learning at the university. These themes include: analytic thinking/problem solving, career preparation, written and oral communication, critical thinking and writing, ethics, experiential learning/internships, global and cultural awareness, leadership, professionalism, and technical and informational fluency. 

The need for Texas Wesleyan to focus on these themes is supported by a 2006 Association of American Colleges and Universities study. The study, based on focus groups and interviews with employers and recent graduates, identifies strategic goals and key principles for universities and colleges. According to the report, the most important skills that employers look for in new hires are teamwork skills, critical thinking and analytical reasoning skills, and communication skills. Employers and recent graduates also stated a need for universities to provide students with opportunities to apply knowledge and skills in real-world settings. The study concluded that “employers and recent college graduates reject a higher education approach that focuses narrowly on providing knowledge and skills in a specific field; majorities instead believe that an undergraduate college education should provide a balance of a well-rounded education and knowledge and skills in a specific field” (AAC&U, 2011).

Student.NEXT, with an emphasis on 21st-century fluencies and learning skills, promotes the University’s mission and addresses critical themes identified by constituent groups at Texas Wesleyan. These fluencies promote the competencies and experiences needed to thrive in the workplace of today and tomorrow, including: critical thinking skills, collaboration skills, reading and writing literacy, foundational technology knowledge, cultural and ethical awareness, analytical reasoning, and communication skills.

What are 21st-Century Fluencies?

Technology advancements are shifting the way our society communicates and how we solve issues. These advancements have also shifted how we think and learn, and more importantly, how prospective and current students think and learn (The 21st-Century Fluency Project, 2011). As society changes, Texas Wesleyan must help students develop the skills and competencies necessary to function as productive and educated citizens. In the research and literature on 21st-century skills, 5 Key Fluencies emerge as vital skills students need to be successful in their professional and academic endeavors:


1. Information fluency
2. Digital and media fluency
3. Social and ethical fluency
4. Collaboration and communication fluency
5. Scientific fluency

Information fluency: The ACRL defines information fluency as a well-honed “set of skills needed to find, retrieve, analyze, and use information” (ACRL, 2011). These skills include, but are not limited to information retrieval, validation of sources, distinguishing primary and secondary sources, and effective written or oral presentation of research. Information fluency can lead to the development of competencies such as analytical/critical thinking, quantitative skills, digital fluency and reading literacy.

Digital and media fluency: McEuen (2001) describes digital fluency as a combination of foundational technology concepts, contemporary technology skills, and the ability to apply technology skills in complex situations. A digitally fluent student is able use a variety of digital tools to find resources and analyze the validity of digital information. Media fluencies specifically include converging media, communicating with various media, and pooling information with other sources to form a coherent media-based narrative. A media fluent student is able to critically evaluate different forms of digital media and can create media, using graphic design and effective media principles that reflect their understanding of complex concepts and issues. A digitally- and media-fluent student understands the difference between the digital environment, including effective communication methods, media principles, resources, and information, and their more traditional counterparts.

Social and ethical fluency: Social and ethical fluency involve students’ understanding their role as citizens in a democracy and as citizens of a global society. The AACU (2011) describes the fluency as “an understanding of the intersection between [students’] lives and global issues and their sense of responsibility as local and global citizens.” In the digital age, social and ethical fluency also include understanding privacy, copyright, and digital citizenship.

Collaboration and communication fluency: Collaboration and communication fluencies involve students’ ability to effectively communicate and collaborate across a variety of traditional and digital communication mediums. Communication skills include written, oral, and digital expression of ideas. Collaboration fluencies specifically include understanding team dynamics, engaging in social interactions with faculty and peers, and using traditional and digital communication methods to work in a collaborative environment.

Scientific fluency: Scientific fluency is described as the ability to generate hypotheses, test hypotheses, analyze results, and draw conclusions. A student with scientific fluency can apply logic and reasoning when evaluating scientific research, problem-solve issues, and effectively present scientific information.


Student.NEXT Learning Outcomes

Respondents in the QEP surveys and focus groups revealed a need for our university to consider new methods for achieving its mission to develop students to their full potential as individuals and global citizens in the 21st-century. Student.NEXT will help students achieve that potential by developing their 21st-century fluencies through university-wide initiatives and programs. Because of the Student.NEXT programs and courses, students will be able to:

· Determine the nature and extent of information needed and access needed information effectively and efficiently.

· Critically evaluate information from any source and apply that information, individually or collaboratively, to accomplish a specific purpose.

· Analyze the economic, legal, and sociocultural issues surrounding the use of information; access and use information ethically and legally.

· Apply digital and traditional skills to communicate, collaborate, and to solve problems.

· Synthesize and disseminate information using oral, written, or digital mediums.

· Analyze 21st-century problems and determine the skills and resources needed to effectively solve problems.

· Integrate an understanding of global and diverse cultural perspectives in communication, collaboration, and problem-solving.

Student.NEXT Learning Environment and Activities

To promote these outcomes, Student.NEXT will shift the focus of the institution from teaching and evaluating students on overall content mastery to teaching and evaluating students’ ability to effectively research, think critically, and communicate complex concepts and issues in a 21st-century environment. 

Student.NEXT initiatives should be creative and flexible to match the skills, resources, and unique requirements of individual departments or programs. Each initiative should promote students’ development of the Student.NEXT learning outcomes and encourage collaboration among key stakeholders. Under these guidelines, the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) will implement two faculty development programs to promote students’ development of 21st-century fluencies. These programs provide a model for how similar Student.NEXT initiatives can be implemented.

Course ReDesign program: The Course ReDesign program will provide faculty with the incentives, knowledge, skills, and resources needed foster students’ development of 21st-century fluencies. The program will include rewriting student learning outcomes and revising pedagogy and assessment methods to align with institutional and Student.NEXT goals. As an incentive for participation in the program, faculty who redesign their courses will receive a stipend for their work.

Classroom.NEXT: The goal of Classroom.NEXT is to promote innovation in learning space design and to advance instructor’s understanding of how classroom design impacts teaching and learning. By enhancing learning spaces, Classroom.NEXT will create student-centered learning environments that foster students’ development of 21st-century fluencies. Faculty who participate in the program gain a deeper understanding of the approaches needed for teaching 21st-century learners, including learner-centered and inquiry-based methods.

Assessing Student.NEXT

Student.NEXT will require a change from evaluating students on content mastery to assessment of key skills and competencies. While a few existing institutional and educational efforts already promote some 21st-century fluencies, Student.NEXT will explicitly identify these student competencies as “vital skills for our students’ success” and create mechanisms for assessing those efforts. A focus on skills-development, rather than content-mastery, requires a revision to current assessment practices and a coordination of assessment efforts across all departments. 

To effectively coordinate assessment and maintain accountability for Student.NEXT, we propose the addition of a Student.NEXT Assessment Specialist. This person will work with the Office of Assessment to oversee the achievement of Student.NEXT student learning outcomes, hold departments and programs accountable for institutional changes designed to support the QEP, and provide guidance for changes at the department and course levels. The Assessment Specialist will coordinate with the CETL, programs, departments, and faculty to ensure that their Student.NEXT programs and courses align with the outcomes of Student.NEXT and to develop an assessment plan that directly promotes and measures progress on those outcomes.

To assess its effectiveness, Student.NEXT will employ direct and indirect assessments that are best suited for measuring 21st-century fluencies. Direct measures of student learning will be determined by each department or program in coordination with the Office of Assessment and Student.NEXT Assessment Specialist. These direct measures will be student artifacts from courses and programs that are evaluated with rubrics outlining criteria for successful development of 21st-century fluencies.

In the Course ReDesign program, for example, each redesigned course will have a minimum of one assignment that promotes 21st century fluencies and addresses Student.NEXT learning outcomes. That assignment and the fluencies it addresses will be assessed using a standard rubric. The rubric for each fluency will be tied to specific Student.NEXT learning outcomes that are achieved when a student successfully meets the criteria on that rubric. Each assignment that addresses a 21st-century fluency will be posted to students’ electronic portfolios. Electronic portfolios are a collection of work that demonstrates a student’s abilities; direct evidence that they have developed certain competencies and achieved core academic requirements. As students complete redesigned courses, they will assemble an electronic portfolio that demonstrates evidence of the students’ 21st-century skills development. Below is an illustration that demonstrates the connection between students’ assignments and Student.NEXT. 



In ReDesigned courses, Student.NEXT initiatives will also be assessed using indirect measures via curriculum mapping, program assessments, and surveys. These assessments will include internal and external reviews of students’ electronic portfolios to assess the validity of the Fluency Rubrics to verify that the rubrics are assessing student learning of 21st-century fluencies.

In addition to internal and external reviews, the Office of Assessment will conduct alumni surveys and surveys with current students to assess their perceptions of their skills development and their application of those skills. To ensure the quality and effectiveness of our methods, Student.NEXT will also be connected to the EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative’s (ELI) Seeking Evidence of Impact Program. This program encourages peer-review, collective discussion, and collaboration among institutions to improve assessment of student learning.





Viability of Student.NEXT

To ensure the program’s success and viability, Student.NEXT will build on existing institutional structures and align the university’s efforts with the four core components below to shape and guide the student experience at Texas Wesleyan University:

Institutional Infrastructure - University infrastructure must support people’s efforts to deliver high-quality student-centered learning experiences. Student.NEXT should empower university leaders to shape campus culture and organizational operation by establishing expectations, providing support, and guiding assessment of people and programs.

People - Faculty, staff, and administrators are instrumental to the success of any university initiative. Student.NEXT programs should provide people with the incentives, knowledge, skills, and resources needed to develop and deliver high-quality student-centered learning experiences that promote 21st century fluencies. 

Programs - Student.NEXT initiatives should be creative and flexible to match the skills, resources, and unique requirements of individual departments or programs. However, each initiative should promote students’ development of the Student.NEXT learning outcomes and encourage collaboration among key stakeholders. University programs need to be aligned with Student.NEXT learning outcomes to promote high-quality student-centered learning experiences. These programs, curricular and extracurricular, should provide unique learning opportunities that continue to guide students after they graduate.

Learning Experiences - High-quality student-centered learning experiences are the key to students’ achieving the Student.NEXT learning outcomes and promoting 21st century fluencies. Learning experiences need to engage learners, promote significant learning, and add value to students’ life after college. These learning experiences may take place inside or outside of the classroom.

For Student.NEXT to be successful, all four of these areas must operate effectively and integrate with each other to support the goals of Student.NEXT (Fink, 2009). The relationship between these four core areas and their impact on students is illustrated below.



















(Illustration based on Dr. Dee Fink’s conceptual framework, “Promoting Better Teaching & Learning Across the Whole Campus”)


To be viable, Student.NEXT must address all of the institutional components listed above and will be enriched by the involvement of key constituent groups, including academic support, student life, career services, and faculty and staff development groups. 
Since it will build on existing structures, Student.NEXT will require minimal financial investment from the university. Student.NEXT will refocus and align these structures to advance high-quality learning experiences. Some financial support will be required to provide adequate personnel resources, program marketing, professional development programs, and incentives for meaningful contributions to the goals of Student.NEXT.

Conclusion

Gardner Campbell (2009), Director of Professional Development and Innovative Initiatives at Virginia Tech, called 21st-century fluencies the “skills of citizenship,” acknowledging that they are the tools students will use to shape the future of our world. Student.NEXT will provide Texas Wesleyan with an evidence-based initiative for aligning QEP survey results with the strategic plan and the university’s mission.
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