Blueprints to Excellence: Enhancing the Academic Support Services and Campus Culture

Alabama A&M University’s Quality Enhancement Plan


Executive Summary
Students entering Alabama A&M University in Fall 2003 are predominately black and come from homes which lie over 100 miles away from campus. Over 85% of these students live on campus, but in some ways, students entering Alabama A&M University are different from those who are entering other HBCUs. These differences affect their expectations and perceptions of campus life and ultimately whether they are retained and successfully graduated.  Their parents are more affluent and better educated than those of students entering other HBCUs which may increase their expectations for quality of living.  Relative to incoming freshmen at other HBCUs, AAMU’s incoming students are less exposed to diversity of racial and ethnic backgrounds and may be socially or politically immature. Alabama A&M University can overcome this apparent deficiency by enriching the campus environment and culture to celebrate diversity, explore culture and other artistic and creative expression, and expose students to higher values of scholarship. These freshmen also come with some habits which could pose problems for academic success such as studying less time for class, spending large amounts of time watching television, and missing class or coming late to class.  In other ways, our incoming freshmen Fall 2003 class is better prepared for the academic challenges that they face since this class contained a large number of valedictorians, salutatorians, and honor students.  This class also has higher ACT scores and GPAs than previous years’ classes. Changing the campus culture to one which expects strong academic achievement, successful education of the whole student, and pursuit of scholarly activity then becomes a keystone to integration of the goals of the QEP.  Changing policy with respect to minimum academic performance will also help to set the tone.  Establishment of a “warning” status (GPA<2.5) in addition to the usual “probation” grouping (GPA <2.0) would help to identify students who may need to refine study skills, to avail themselves of tutors, or to develop better time management skills and could prevent students from being placed on the more severe probation list, and retain more of them with the goal of improving retention. Raising the minimum grade required to pass successfully to the next level of mathematics or English to a “C” in both cases would also change the culture on campus to a more academic one.
The first two years are crucial to retaining and ultimately graduating these students successfully.  Proper placement of the students into classes, active mentoring and advisement, and early intervention with high risk students is essential.  The success of intrusive academic services in reducing the number of students on probation is clear evidence of the potential of this approach in a reactive mode.  This same approach could be equally if not more effective if extended to a proactive mode where at risk students are identified before they are placed on probation and educated in living and learning skills so essential for a successful college career.  University College, as the entry point for all freshmen, has a vital role in insuring a smooth transition into college academic life and for determining proper placement of students into the appropriate levels of mathematics and English courses.  Not only this, it also serves as an in loco parentis for students who are quite a distance away from home and whose social support system has been shifted to AAMU.  As such, its services should be expanded to include identification of high risk students, proactive life and learning skills enhancement, identification of learning styles, pairing with mentors/advisors in their major, and assessment to determine effectiveness of approaches. 
University College is the entity whose mission centers on incoming students, the freshmen core of courses, and the general education core. Because of this a close examination of the functions of University College, its effectiveness, and the degree to which it coordinates with other vital entities in the process must be an objective under this goal.  University College does not stand alone as the sole participant in the process of integrating the new incoming student into mainstream campus culture.  Many student service units play a vital part such as Admissions, Financial Aid, Registrar’s Office, Financial Services, Student Affairs, and the academic program areas with the recognition that “it takes a whole University to graduate a student”.  As such, each and every unit on campus has a role to play in each student’s successful degree attainment, thus two major goals for the QEP have been determined as follows:
Goal A – To improve mechanisms for placing, characterizing, and educating the whole student with a focus toward the successful development of competent graduates prepared to attain excellence in professional life.
Objective 1 -   Restructure University College with a view toward a) better integration of its multiple functions, b) amalgamation of all tutoring services under one leadership, c) revision of the Survival Skills courses, d) examination, assessment, development, and placement of incoming freshmen, e) comprehensive and integrated academic advising system, f) an early alert system  and g) expansion of the intrusive retention service to a more proactive preventative stance than its current reactive approach to students on probation.

Objective 2 – Integrate the University student databases to insure accuracy and consistency and for use in development of a model capable of identifying students who are most at risk of non-retention. 

Objective 3 – Develop an “Academic Auditing System to insure that a) the student is appropriately advised or counseled before registering for classes, b) the student enrolls classes that are appropriate for his or her placement level, and c) the student takes prerequisite classes before taking more advanced classes.

Goal B - To improve the campus culture to embrace diversity and the arts, foster scholarly attainment, and promote mature, society-conscious behaviors among all the parts of the university family.
Objective 1 - Establishment of a “scholartorium” where students, faculty, and staff engage in scholarly activities in an informal setting.  This structure is designed to enhance student performance, using the center approach.  
Objective 2 - Design and create a “Bulldog Den” as center for dialog, communication, sharing, good fellowship, and scholarly exchange within the scholartorium.  

Objective 3 – Establish an Eminent Teaching Roundtable to foster an environment where innovations in teaching are recognized and rewarded.

Objective 4 – Develop and construct of actual and virtual “events kiosk” as a means of enhancing communication on campus.  

Objective 5 – Enhancing perceived friendliness and helpfulness of student services, financial services, research and development, and academic affairs staff via customer service workshops.  

Objective 6 – Fostering a campus “ethos” which promotes student learning by creating a safe environment with respect to security and management of pedestrian and vehicular traffic and furthermore, fosters an ethical sense of campus ownership by students that does not tolerate violence, theft, and abuse of the facilities.

Based upon the above stated goals and objectives, we anticipate that the following outcomes will be achieved:
· Improve the GPA of freshman students by 10% for the core curriculum and general education in five years.

· Structure and implement an assessment and placement system.

· Assure 100% placement of all students in the core curriculum and general education courses based on the approved assessment measurements.

· Reduce the number of students on probation down to 2%.

· Increase retention by 10% over five years.

· Increase graduation in four years by 10%, five year by 10% and six years by 10% in five years.

· Implement a degree auditing system that tracks students’ academic progress from entry to exit (early alert, comprehensive academic advising, etc.).

· Increase by 30% the number of mentoring relationships between faculty and students and student to student.

· Establish informal study groups.

· Improve faculty instructional performance.

· Implement a comprehensive advising and counseling system.

· Increase the level of scholarly productivity of faculty and students.

· Establish a student leadership institute.

· Form mini-centers addressing academic coaching, tutoring, e-tutoring, etc.

· Improve student, faculty, staff and the general community’s satisfaction with services provided by the University.

· Increase the participation of faculty, staff and students in various social, civic, educational, and cultural activities on and off campus.

· Provide for students to acquire fundamental life skills necessary for survival in the world of work.

· Assure the integration of the University’s core values into its programs and services.

· Develop and implement a multivariate prediction model that will help to identify incoming students at greatest risk for non-retention and those factors most related to persistence at AAMU. The model will use socioeconomic and high school performance data from student database records for the last ten years. Identification of factors that lead to persistence.

· To create “a positive mystique of The Hill.” 

PAGE  
i
[image: image1.png]


  It takes a whole university to graduate a student!
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