Evaluating academic skill programs - which way?
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The evaluation of academic skill support programs presents a number of challenges. Many of these challenges are directly related to the complex interaction of events that determine a student’s outcome; and many of these are beyond the scope of learning support. The literature reports a variety of approaches to evaluating academic skill support programs, including user rate, student survey on usefulness and satisfaction, teacher reflection, retention rate, learning approaches and student achievement. 

Powell and Peel (2000) argue the effectiveness of a particular support program by comparing course based outcomes before and after participation in the program. However, the comparison of specific task related outcomes of students who have been exposed to learning support with those who have not, has produced conflicting results (Quinn 1999, Winskel 2002). Samuelowicz and Chase (2002) comment on the difficulty in distinguishing between the students’ competence in content and skills in such studies. The use of student achievement as the sole evaluative tool has long been questioned  (Stake 1979 quoted in Mallattrat 1994). Murphy and Stewart (2002) also caution against this approach as it is the motivated student who is most likely to seek academic skill support. 

While Chanock (2002) suggests the use of teaching logs in evaluation  of one to one teaching, much of the reporting on this  type of intervention is based on survey assessment of student satisfaction and perceived usefulness of the support (e.g. see Muldoon and Godwin 2003). Yet another approach to evaluation is the use of  performance indicators (Rhoden and McClean 2002).  Finally, Webb, Zhang and Sillitoe (2002) note the impracticality of intensive review of all aspects of a support program and support the notion of cyclic intensive review in selected areas: taking a snapshot.
As academic support programs tend to be implemented using a combination of strategies, there is opportunity to collect data from a number of sources with triangulation of results. Evaluation of the Faculty Mentor Program in the Sciences at UNE is based on the ‘snapshot’ approach of Webb, Zhang and Sillitoe, and draws data from a number of interventions in a selected area, the resubmission of an essay- writing task. Information gathered includes student surveys relating to the workshop program, the Faculty Mentor’s log of individual consultations and essay scores from each submission. 

This roundtable invites discussion about this approach and welcomes input about other approaches currently in use to evaluate academic skills programs targeting first year students.
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