Recognising excellence when we see it:

Early steps in the development of an institutional award
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Abstract:

The changing need of higher education to interface more effectively with new students has been widely documented, as has the rising awareness of those attributes which most benefit graduates seeking employment (Unitec, 1999; Victoria University, 2000). The perception of what constitutes a quality graduate has been clearly identified by those employing graduates and a quality graduate ‘profile’ is increasingly being recognised as critical to post-graduation success by students and tertiary providers. The challenge for a small, regional institution is how to realistically promote such attributes to first year students, so that these become adopted and assimilated as part of the total academic enculturation process.

This paper describes the initial phases of an exploration to identify the most appropriate instrument to showcase these attributes. Similar programmes and awards offered internationally in higher education are reviewed, as well as including an analysis of related needs and benefits. An early indication is that the introduction of a well-publicised, open-entry, cross-curricula award recognising excellence, would allow us to promote the qualities associated with long term success in the workplace to the student body.

The proposed award would be piloted in 2003, with on-going monitoring of emergent themes, and further reflection and analysis discussed at a later date.
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Institutional context 

The Bay of Plenty Polytechnic (BoPP) is a small-to-medium sized tertiary institution with approximately 2300 equivalent full-time students in 2002; a total number of 5800 students. Courses offered range from trade qualifications to a degree in Information Technology, although a large proportion are one or two semester certificates, and therefore the first year experience is critical to the students’ and the institution’s performance. Many programmes include practicum internships in business, industry and community organisations. This is directly linked to the strategic goals of the BoPP of providing a quality tertiary education while contributing to the growth and development of the region.

Introduction

Few would argue that the nature of higher education has changed dramatically over the last decade or so. Government policies promote the expansion of tertiary student numbers (Hodgkinson, 1998) while providing reduced central funding responsibility, which has led to a change in both the makeup of the student body and the expectations of those paying (Nunan, George & McCausland, 2000). Increasing numbers of international students, mature students, students with disabilities, ethnic minority and economically disadvantaged groups, students with unsuccessful secondary schooling track records and work-based, part-time or distance learners have been enabled to enrol at tertiary institutions and this has meant that some institutions, searching for adequate funding sources, have had to accept less qualified and less skilled undergraduates  (Hodgkinson, 1998; Watts, 1998).

This, coupled with the increased competition, not only from other established universities and polytechnics, but also from private tertiary educators offering certificate and diploma courses, means that it is little wonder that accountability and moderation issues have encouraged a narrow focus on course content.
Increased accountability in the vocational tertiary sector in New Zealand has resulted in much more controlled curriculum requirements (Zepke, 1997). Initial reactions were mixed to such a scenario, with some teachers welcoming such a structured system and others deploring the lack of room for originality or for the teaching of additional skills. In time, this has led to attitudes being adopted by new students (and teachers) that they are in education to receive only the information specific to their subject area and that no other learning has any significance to them. Any identified attempt to offer additional skills, such as those critical and analytical skills associated with thinking, either separately or in an integrated way, is seen as superfluous to the ‘user-pays’ mentality. Thus, students who are resistant to deep learning concepts, who only intend to operate at a surface level in order to achieve (Hager, Sleet and Kaye,1994), will resist any inclusion of ‘extras’ as superfluous and this is perhaps most often the case in vocational training programmes. Ironically, daily teaching practice can appear to condone this: ‘every act of assessment gives a message to students about what they should be learning and how they should go about it’ (Boud, 1995, p39) – and currently the message being received by many students is that the bare minimum is sufficient.

New students who rapidly become enculturated in a competency-based system, along with increasing demands for institutional efficiency and a widespread utilitarian motivation has inevitably led to graduates who are perceived as “displaying a lack of business awareness, problem solving and communication skills, with inadequately developed leadership skills, and an inability to work in teams” (Hodgkinson, 1998, p 152). Such an information deficit where students know about  specific subjects, but not necessarily how to operate in a working environment, highlights the need for new academic competencies. After all, as Havard, Hughes & Clarke (1998) assert, most people subscribe to the notion that “higher education, through its curricula should make more manifest the development of student skills for the world of life beyond academe” (p62).

Exactly what these skills are has been the subject of much recent scholarship, the results of which have been quickly incorporated by many institutions into mission statements or strategic directions. Briefly, they aim to have learners achieve intellectual independence, with clearly defined and desirable attributes. Common items on the ‘wish-list’ are the skills for lifelong learning; information literacy; problem solving and critical thinking; working autonomously, alone and in groups. Many institutions display these publicly: an example is the University of Sydney with its web page “Generic Skills Statement”, listing the knowledge, thinking and personal skills, personal attributes, and, where appropriate, practical skills, with the clear direction ”Graduates should…”  (http:www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/gradquals/).
Where higher education was once an "ivory tower", an idealised pursuit of classical wisdom and esoteric ideas, it has today become more firmly aligned to end use: graduates must be "fit for purpose" in the greater global workplace. Just as there has been widespread work determining a blueprint for ideal graduate attributes, so too has there been extensive research into what it is that employers are seeking. Fortunately, these two wish-lists have a great deal in common: an example is the survey of 200 Wellington employers (Victoria University, 2000). They are looking for: strong verbal and interpersonal communication skills; problem solving skills; sound academic achievement; self-motivated, self-management, self-starter; analytical and conceptual skills; flexible and adaptable "can do" skills; team player; strong written communication skills; energy and enthusiasm; creative/innovative. 

Other surveys (such as the Unitec Faculty of Business (1999), the New Zealand Employment Service, The Australian Council for Education Research (www.detya.gov.au), the Leeds Metropolitan University (http://www.lmu.ac.uk/aqd/careers/guidef.htm), (LMU), Surrey University (http://www.surrey.ac.uk/Skills/reports/employer.html)) confirm these findings with comparatively minor variations. In fact, LMU actually advises students that in most instances, their degree subject may not matter in the future, where even relevant, subject-specific knowledge will rapidly become outdated. 

As there now exists more readily accessible, ‘mass’ higher education, institutions find themselves in the position of having to counteract perceptions of their graduates as lacking in real-life skills by fostering these internally. New ways of thinking, working and behaving must be grounded within some form of policy framework to ensure their continued promotion. This ‘fostering’ may require an institution-wide buy-in to a shared ideal graduate profile, and an enhanced, almost symbiotic, relationship with the corporate world. But to what extent has recognition of these shared phenomenon actually transformed the character and culture of tertiary institutions?

 In 2002, Avdjieva and Wilson of Auckland University discussed the progress made in introducing quality policies and processes within six New Zealand and six Australian universities. They note that there are three phases of evolutionary change: the earliest stage with a primary focus on frontline workers; moving to an emphasis on management and the ways in which they foster ways of thinking and doing; and the final stage, where the work of leaders, who "improve our ability to improve" (Senge, 1999, quoted in Avdjieva & Wilson, 2002, p29) becomes paramount. Their conclusion was that the representative Australasian institutions surveyed have not progressed beyond the second phase, and that "organisational learning is far from a reality" (p33). Just as the literature had suggested, these authors confirm that reconciling the different concerns of cultures - academic, management and public expectations - is far from resolved. This internal ‘culture clash’ has significant implications for the following discussion of the alternative approaches to rewarding excellence available to BoPP.

Alternative forms of recognising excellence

Many institutions of higher learning have made considerable progress towards introducing first year students to the need to develop and document the graduate qualities and attributes identified by both educational researchers and employers. Initiatives range from organisations which have done little more than pay lip service to the idea of graduate attributes, and rely on teaching staff to inculcate these skills and qualities in an unspecified and unsupported manner, to a very few, who have totally recreated their purpose and delivery, and so clearly entered the third and final stage of evolutionary change. In the search to identify an appropriate vehicle for fostering and rewarding the type of outstanding student profile to be promoted, a number of these initiatives have been examined and evaluated.

a) 
Teaching generic skills as a separate study topic

Generic study skills, taught as a separate programme, with or without credit recognition, have been the subject of some of education's most heated debates in recent years. Students are often all too aware of their lack of knowledge of higher-order thinking skills, and worry that they will be expected to develop these inferentially (Cotton, 2001), with little direct instruction. Attacks on the idea of teaching core transferable skills have included reference to cabbages (!) and outright denial: "the pursuit of general transferable core/key skills is a wasteful chimera-hunt and should now be abandoned" (Hyland & Johnson, 1998, p163); as well as “…evidence suggests that generic study skills courses are ineffective or even counter-productive” (Giles, 2001, p78). 

 However, such views tend to go against the current: most institutions offer their intake of new students some form of transitional programme to equip them for the expectations of higher education, whether an orientation lecture, a series of workshops, or an extended pre-semester course. At BoPP, a three-week "Summer School" is such an intensive, specialised programme, and one of the strongest academic support initiatives. Yet for reasons of timing (pre-course, many students are still working or have childcare or other issues) and its limited duration, fewer than 10% of the new student population are reached (Fraser & Hendren, 2002). As our Summer School is highly valued by students, and supported by management and teaching staff, development will continue, but it is recognised that it alone will not be sufficient to promote the desired graduate attributes to the entire student body. 

b)
Teaching skills and attributes in context

Proponents of “Supplemental Instruction” (Casazza & Silverman, 1996; Krause, 2001) prefer to see para-professional support staff working in collaboration with course teachers, dealing with content in context. Supplemental sessions discuss appropriate strategies, so that desirable skills are taught incidentally within the subject discipline, with much of this dual-purpose teaching occurring as early as possible in the course. Much of the recent research and development into teaching practice has been exploring this concept, to the extent that Lynch (2001), reviewing the entries for a prestigious innovative-teaching award at the University of Dundee, found that

“…there is a strong hint…[that] academic staff are increasingly moving beyond generic academic skills towards including more practical-oriented study within students’ total academic experiences ( p190)”.

Certainly such programmes can be effective; a number of proponents have contributed clear evidence of enhanced student learning and performance. Greenan, Humphreys and McIlveen (1997) focused on teaching transferable personal skills, including self and peer assessment, groupwork and presentation within postgraduate management studies, with the specific objective of meeting employers’ needs. Responses were highly favourable, although the authors note, echoing Avdjieva and Wilson’s (2002) discussion of the evolution of policies and processes, that “the long-term implication is that a change in the assessment and learning culture, within the University, will be required” ( p202). 

At our institution no such formalised programmes exist. Learning support tutors do liase and team-teach within some subject disciplines, usually within the first few weeks; however, such 

arrangements are by invitation, and therefore do not provide the institution-wide exposure to encouraging academic endeavour over and above a set curriculum that we wish to foster.

c)
Programmes which allow students to document their own development of these skills

Alverno College of Milwaukee in Wisconsin, USA, is frequently referenced as having developed one of the most comprehensive parallel programmes allowing students to use “integrating moments” in the curriculum to chart their own progress and build an electronic resume (http://www.alverno.edu/).  A “diagnostic digital portfolio” provides a matrix of skills/attributes (communication, problem-solving, effective citizenship etc) and levels of study, so that students can record relevant performances and achievements, both academic and extra-curricular (such as internships and community service).

A similar institution-wide initiative is the Graduate Qualities: Recording of Achievement programme at the University of South Australia (http:www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/gradquals/). Here, each of seven specified Graduate Qualities have a set of indicators, and students can develop a personalised document of their skill development and record them in ways that best demonstrate their potential to employers. All courses list the particular Qualities emphasised, with a clear indication of how these are integrated into learning activities and assessment tasks. Both the University and Alverno introduce students to the programmes from their earliest orientation experience, so that the first year in higher education embraces these qualities and attributes as part and parcel of the institution’s expectations.

Both of the above offer students an enviable opportunity to complement and showcase their tertiary qualification – and a significant marketing tool for the organisation. These institutions deserve their accolades; there have been formidable set-up obstacles to overcome. The first, obviously, is cost: programme development, tailor-made software, workshops, and learning and technical support staff. Equally significant is the need for unilateral commitment to a total and dramatic restructuring of the institution: this is not an isolated practice that can grow organically from small beginnings. Council, management and frontline teaching staff must all embrace the concept; for many, a radical change to the way in which they conceive and deliver higher education. For both these reasons, such an approach is currently unrealistic in its challenges for a small, provincial tertiary provider such as the Bay of Plenty Polytechnic.

It must be noted that other, similar institutions faced with this dilemma are developing their own variations on the theme; Zayed University of Dubai (http://www.zu.ac.ae/) encourages students to build an Electronic Learning Portfolio throughout their university career. Students document six “across-the-board” learning outcomes, with faculty assessors in special courses ensuring the completed portfolio’s standard. The Universal College of Learning (UCOL) in Palmerston North, New Zealand (http://www.ucol.ac.nz/), has trialed a Graduate Capabilities Certificate, which was available to all enrolled students, as a free online course comprising five modules. While both these examples indicate the possibility of incorporating a scaled-down version of the benchmark Alverno College and University of South Australia schemes, both still require considerable advance planning and workload/resourcing. 

Awards and scholarships 

It is difficult to conceive of an institution in any sector of education which does not confer special attention and recognition upon those members of whom it is most proud, or whom it would most like to promote as representatives/role models/ benchmarks of success. Generally, there are two divisions: those made in anticipation, and those based on performance.

Scholarships are usually applied for prior to, or on commencement of study, or while study is in progress; financial assistance or an institutional fees credit is the norm.  Here the endowment is made on the student’s past achievements, or future promise. There are advantages to both the giver and the receiver, not the least of which is the attention from media and public associated with the bestowal of a sum of money. BoPP is in the fortunate position of being able to offer students access to over 200 scholarships at varying levels, of which a small number are internally offered (i.e. by BoPP  specifically for its own courses), but the majority are regional or national, being funded from private endowments, business and industry, or from government iniatives. Many of these are restricted, referring to either a specific field of study, or a specific sector of the population (e.g. students of Maori ethnicity). 

The above aspects of timing, focus, mass numbers and inequitability probably preclude the idea of offering a new scholarship to our students from being the tool we are seeking to recognise and showcase outstanding achievement. However, the creation of a new award could bypass such objections. As an institution we already have a number of opportunities such as merit awards and ‘top student’ presentations to reward performance and participation in different programmes/faculties, although currently no single, supreme award. If such an award was developed, descriptions of eligibility and criteria could be established which would highlight the qualities and attributes we wish to promote, to each new intake of students. 

Awards made to students from a range of tertiary education providers include medals, plaques, certificates, letters of commendation and prizes, such as money or equipment – frequently electronic – provided by sponsors. Some have tiers, such as gold and silver awards; some have set criteria, while others are decided on a nomination/ballot basis; some make provision for more than one award to be given according to the calibre of candidates in any given year, while others only ever honour a single exemplary recipient.

One example of an award, which at this early stage of our investigation appears as if it may offer a suitable model for the proposal we are developing, is the University of Canberra’s Herbert Burton medal. This is described as the university’s “most prestigious medal...awarded by the Convocation to the graduating student judged...to have a combination of outstanding academic performance and outstanding contribution to the University or wider community” (http://www.canberra.edu.au/uc/convocation/hbm.html). The medal is accompanied by a citation, and is presented by the Chancellor at a special function during the period when graduation ceremonies are held.

Conclusion 

The prime focus in setting up a prestigious new award is to recognise and reward students within a competency-based system who demonstrate exceptional achievement, by using a set of quality standards developed from criteria already identified by researchers as ideal graduate attributes and skills/ characteristics being sought by employers. Using this research as a base, it is intended to establish an independent, cross-curricula award that will signal outstanding graduates to prospective employers, and enhance the link between the institution and the external community. A not insignificant fringe benefit is the accompanying marketing opportunity to raise the profile of the institution. 
The promotion of the desired qualities and skills to the student body is critical to the success of the award, but has the further and more important role of raising new students’ awareness of the wider community’s expectations of graduates. The offering of an additional qualification thus responds directly to the needs of an unknown future, where content alone may date quickly or not be transferable and where the identification and recognition of additional skills is required. Additionally, the involvement of teaching staff can only contribute positively to the learning experience, encouraging teachers to remember that they not only deal with knowledge enhancement but also have real responsibilities to the community they live in and serve. This may encourage the formalised teaching of key skills, either incorporated into programmes or as stand-alone teaching opportunities. The issue of improving student retention will also be addressed in this manner, offering as it does a further incentive to achieve.

Currently NZQA competency-based assessments with their limited Pass/No Pass criteria – appear to reward mediocrity, not excellence. It is also hoped that such an award will partially counteract the current trend of open-entry, potentially mediocre-outcome tertiary education for the masses, and discourage the tendency of students to explore narrow bands of learning, engaging in shallow learning which depends merely on what is required to pass assessment. These are not the messages we wish to be sending to those embarking on higher education for the first time. 

Undeniably, the drive to succeed and excel does and should belong to those who desire it. If the institution and the system is not providing the chances achievers need, then an ‘overlay’, a system of rewards and awards, is necessary to allow all students their legitimate chance in our education system.

Future direction

A decision to develop a new ‘supreme’ award immediately highlights the myriad of alternatives to be explored and choices to be made. These include the issues of how criteria will be selected and published, and by what process - invitation, application or nomination - candidates will be brought to the attention of the conferring committee. Whether or not this committee might be comprised of representatives from trade and industry, and from community organisations, as well as the institution’s academic and management staff, will need to be considered. Then there are issues of what the award will look like, when and by whom it will be conferred, and whether it stands alone, or is accompanied by a written citation or letter of reference from the Council Chairperson, or BoPP’s Chief Executive Officer. Eligibility; restrictions, if any; processes and timeframes; ethics and transparency; are indicative of, but by no means a comprehensive list of the factors yet to be investigated and resolved. And all of these will need to be approved by representatives of stakeholders in every tier of the institutional hierarchy! There is much development yet to be done, and the authors look forward to the opportunity to share the final outcomes of this project with colleagues who have undertaken, or are contemplating their own institution’s approach to fostering and rewarding excellence among their student body.
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