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The aim of education is to enable individuals to continue their education ... (and) the object and reward of learning is continued capacity for growth. Now this idea cannot be applied to all the members of a society except where intercourse of man with man is mutual, and except where there is adequate provision for the reconstruction of social habits and institutions by means of wide stimulation arising from equitably distributed interests. And this means a democratic society. (Dewey, 1916) 
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1. Introduction 

Bryn Mawr College’s support of the Empowering Learners Partnership Program (ELP), Email and the World Wide Web (EW3) and Introduction to Word Processing (IWP) represents an institutional commitment to the cultivation of educational opportunities that promise to widen educational access within the College community. This commitment, threaded through multiple realms of the College, leads to the re-negotiation of traditional relationships among faculty, staff and students. Through an inclusive philosophy, collaborative planning, and broad-based participation, Bryn Mawr has launched an innovative model that integrates staff education with the mission of a liberal arts college. As the New England Resource Center for Higher Education states in a research memo on intra-campus service learning, “Despite the few examples cited, this is a relatively untapped subject, with room for great exploration and further discussion.  Very little research has touched upon the importance of building community from within, nor are there many campuses that seem to have truly incorporated the spirit of this project into their institutional priority” (NERCHE, 2003, p.12). 

This report discusses the development of staff-student educational programming through ELP and EW3/IWP and the insights emerging from them. We hope that the information and ideas presented here will contribute to a strategic planning process to ensure the future of staff-student education at the College. 

The mission of the staff-student educational programs is to build community and create inclusive opportunities to learn that connect all members of the campus community to the educational mission of the College. As part of the Teaching and Learning Initiative (www.brynmawr.edu/tli), their purpose is to strengthen participants’ access to their own and to one another’s knowledge and experience as well as to formal education.  They deliberately challenge the traditionally rigid role structure in which expertise is understood in exclusively hierarchical terms and some people’s work solely supports others’ educational opportunity.  

The College supports staff participation in the programs for up two 20 staff members per semester through two hours of paid release time per week.  A Planning Grant from the Mellon Foundation for the academic year 2006-7 has supported an hourly wage for students. Students may opt instead of paid compensation to use their program participation as fieldwork in selected Education courses.

2. Defining Educational Empowerment 


Since the inception of the Empowering Learners Partnership Program, multiple participants, including students in the Empowering Learners seminar, have endeavored to define educational empowerment: 

Empowering learners involves creating an atmosphere that fosters confidence and enthusiasm on the part of the learners such that they are willing to move forward, to deeper and better knowledge. As a result of the acquired knowledge, the learners can make informed decisions and choices, and form their own opinions about the world. (Student, ELP Course Blog F06)

Empowerment is a dynamic, reciprocal process that happens through various social interactions that encourage critical reflection which leads to cultivating a stronger foundation of knowledge . . . [C]onfidence . . . encourages the individual to take risks that stretch beyond their original limits/frame of reference. (Student, ELP Course Blog F06)

These descriptions evoke empowerment as a dynamic process that creates space for reflection, re-assessment, and the re-negotiation of roles and supports teaching and learning within and outside of the traditional classroom setting. Empowering education also encourages empowerment not only for those who customarily seek it, but also those who may want to test the waters and enter into a new educational process. It is clear that empowerment necessitates versatility, engaged decision-making and reflection.
3. Program Descriptions 

Empowering Learners Partnership (ELP)
The Empowering Learners Partnership (ELP) seeks to foster empowering educational relationships that cultivate and celebrate the knowledge, talents, skills, and passions of Bryn Mawr College staff and students. The ELP (www.brynmawr.edu/elp) pairs a student and a staff member as teaching and learning partners in a unique 10-14-week partnership.  With the help of Program staff (a faculty member and a student co-coordinator), members of each partnership identify a focal subject to teach and a focal learning area.  Participants are encouraged to think about their work history, life experience, avocations, and goals as sources of knowledge out of which they can teach and learn.  They meet two hours weekly, one hour for each subject, and track their activities, accomplishments, and questions as teachers and learners through weekly reflection logs and midcourse and final assessments with Program staff.  Grounded in an undergraduate Education course (Empowering Learners: Theory and Practice of Extra-Classroom Teaching), ELP is a structure for informal educational practice through which individuals construct educational opportunity for one another.  

Using Email and the World Wide Web (EW3)

Using Email and the Internet (EW3) is a course co-designed by administrators, faculty, staff, and students with the goal of developing mutually respectful and educative relationships and experiences while ensuring that all members of the College community have access to and support in developing essential computer skills.  Designed to meet a need identified by both the Bryn Mawr staff members themselves and by the Bryn Mawr College administration that all staff members be able to access and use email and certain features of the Internet, the course meets once per week during the academic year and twice per week during the summer; students and staff meet for an additional hour per week for one-on-one mentoring in which the staff members practice and extend their skills.  This semester, one of the sections is being co-taught (under Darla Attardi’s supervision) by three students now in their third semester of participation; the other section is co-taught by Darla and a student.
Introduction to Word Processing (IWP)

This semester a follow-up course was implemented based on requests from staff to continue their computer education. This class meets twice a week to teach the basic uses of Microsoft Word, the standard tool for word processing. Staff learn about software, word processing, how to write a letter, a memo and a brochure in Word, saving files, inserting pictures into text documents, how to change fonts and much more. The class has been created and taught by Elliott Shore, Darla Attardi and student teaching assistants.
4. Timeline: Program Development 

Spring 2006

· Jerry Berenson, Elliott Shore, Alison Cook-Sather, and Alice Lesnick meet and talk about options for enriching staff access to the College’s computer-mediated communication systems

· The Empowering Learners Course becomes a think tank/initial steering committee for the ELP Program 

· EW3 begins simultaneously with leadership from Alison Cook-Sather and Elliott Shore

· ELP pilot is launched with 3 staff/student partnerships (6 Participants)

· EW3 pilot is launched with 5 staff student mentoring relationships (10 Participants)

· Program celebration is held 

Summer 2006

· EW3 provides summer course including 8 staff members and 4 bi-co students

· Alice Lesnick and Amanda Root work over the summer to:

· Revise the Empowering Learners course, create staff-student education program infrastructure and developed post-pilot strategic plan

· Develop research proposal for submission to Bryn Mawr’s Institutional Review Board

· Create a Praxis III course to engage the student coordinator role as a site for intellectual inquiry and campus-based leadership 

· Present staff-student program options to all personnel Housekeeping and Dining Services

· Create an Advisory Board for ELP and EW3 comprised of 19 campus stakeholders including faculty, staff, administrators, and students

· Continue dialogues with prior program participants and stakeholders to share information and perspectives of the evolving programs in the context of the College and to build institutional capacity for the programs

· Use these dialogues as the basis for the establishment of Program Guidelines and a Letter of Commitment (position description) for ELP participants
Fall 2006

· 7 new ELP partnerships are created  (15 Participants) 

· 6 EW3 mentoring relationships convene (12 Participants) 

· IRB research approved and launched

· Student Coordinator serves as teaching assistant for the Empowering Learners course 

· ELP advisory board meets

· ELP and TLI web sites go live (with technical leadership from Lauren Maksym, BMC ’08, Empowering Learners course participant, S06)
· Empowering Learners course is taught
· Darla holds weekly reflective meetings for EW3 student participants
Spring 2007

·  IWP Course is created based on staff requests for further computer learning opportunities

· Program celebrations held 

· Program recruitment and participation extends to include Wyndham (2 staff participants), Public Safety & Transportation (4 staff participants), and the Copy Center (1 participant)

· Orientation of new participants takes place

· Weekly reflective meetings are held by Alice and Darla for student participants in all three programs; students also submit and receive comments from Alice and Darla on weekly reflective logs

· Research continues and the submission of a proposal to the Spencer Foundation to support the research is completed

· A grant proposal is submitted, in partnership with the Civic Engagement Office, to the American Association of Colleges and Universities for funding to help sustain program development for ELP and LEAP over the next two years

· 10 staff and 11 students participate in ELP 

· 5 staff and 6 students participate in EW3 

· 6 staff and 3 students pilot IWP 
5. Recruitment: Methods and Challenges 

Recruiting Staff


Staff members attend program presentations and are encouraged to think about their interests in the context of teaching and learning. Round table discussions are encouraged to share thoughts about the program’s mission, and how staff members see themselves potentially participating. A sign-in sheet is passed around at each meeting to collect names of attending and interested staff. After each initial presentation, department heads collect applications or staff submit them via campus mail. Follow-up methods vary and have included individual recruitment efforts on the part of department heads, students, and other staff members, as well as announcements in meetings and newsletters of the Staff Association and the Administrative Heads meeting.  As participants’ names make their way to program coordinators, partnership scheduling and EW3/IWP rostering/mentoring begins. 
Recruiting Students


Various methods have been employed to recruit members of the student body to participate in the program. Student participants originated from the Empowering Learners course. Members of the Education Program have identified qualified students. Students previously involved have informed their peers. Promotional materials are placed in various campus locations. A campus-wide email announced opportunities for participation this spring.  A Facebook page created by Maggie Powers, this semester’s student coordinator, also informs students of the opportunities and logistics of participation.

Follow-Up and Support

 
Once partnerships and classes/mentoring relationships are established, program staff support them through weekly reflective group meetings, mid-course check-ins, and individual meetings upon request. Program leaders also respond to students’ reflective logs and observe individual sessions.  This semester, we plan to develop an end-of-term survey.  Maggie Powers has also established a participant Excel database to be used in future programming and research.

Challenges 

Each semester the process of rostering for the ELP and EW3/IWP presents many challenges including scheduling, efficient and effective communication, and collaboration. 

· Scheduling: The ELP partnerships are initially challenging to establish.  Program staff create provisional pairs but issues of timing are often fairly intense.  Once the partners are introduced they must sort out viable meeting times in relation to work and academic commitments. The EW3 and IWP courses are challenging to schedule because multiple departments participate and a balance has to be struck among them when establishing class meeting times.   

· Efficient, Effective Communication: Efficiently communicating with all members involved in the program poses an ongoing challenge.  In a context of significant variation in participants’ preferred modes of communication, some use email, others a cell phone; some give their email addresses as contact information but do not frequently check email while others prefer in-person consultation. Given the range of media and discrepancies between actual and reported use, not to mention the rigorous schedules that the members of our community members maintain, establishing and maintaining contact can be difficult. 

· Collaboration: Program leaders have sought to build collaborative working relationships with department heads, managers, and the participants themselves.  While we have met with enormous support, good will, and enthusiasm for the project, it is an ongoing challenge for all involved to collaborate in ways that remain sensitive to the various demands all stakeholders are balancing.  

Success in Challenge 

             Despite these challenges, in their first year of existence the staff-student programs have met with significant success: 

· 35 Students have participated in the programs 

· 7 Students have participated more than once

· More than 28 subjects have been taught in partnership through ELP

· 34 Staff members have participated in the program

· 3 Staff members have participated more than once
6. Emergent Themes 

              In order to assess, learn from, and eventually disseminate findings from the programs, a qualitative action research project is underway.  Led by Alice Lesnick with support from student research assistants (and eventually, we anticipate, from members of the Empowering Learners class), the study draws on data sources including course projects, discussions, and papers, participants’ reflective logs, interviews, weekly reflective meetings, and advisory board meetings).  To date, we have identified the following emergent themes, to be re-considered and revised as the research progresses.

Benefits to Students

Through the three staff-student educational programs, students have the opportunity to develop in four overlapping areas:
1. Students experience deepened understanding and expanded experiences of learning

· They learn about the subjects they are studying from a different angle (e.g., one student who took two religion courses at Haverford College also learned about Islam from a staff member who practices it).

· They develop skills that they might not otherwise explore (e.g., cooking, woodcarving), and such exploration outside of their accustomed realms gives them renewed insight into the challenges of learning something utterly new and different.

· They rethink/relearn things they already know (e.g., how to use technology) in order to make that knowledge accessible to others; they claim, articulate, and share their knowledge.

2.    Students develop initiative to extend and create educational opportunities

· They hone their teaching skills, working with people who are different from them and also, they find, like them in ways they didn’t anticipate.

· They develop a metacognitive understanding of how they and other people can and might function as part of the College. 

· They take active roles in creating learning opportunities for themselves and others, and thus, they have an opportunity to act not only as consumers but also as producers of educational opportunities.

3.    Students grow and mature as well-rounded individuals

· They have an opportunity to grow and mature through taking unique responsibilities for others’ learning and critically reflecting on their own.

· They are afforded the opportunity to develop as well-rounded people and see other members of the community as multifaceted beings.

4. Students prepare to lead and serve in diverse communities

· They gain skill, expertise, and confidence in communicating about a range of topics with a variety of people.
· They rethink how the members of an educational community work together and how all members can be addressed as lifelong learners.
· They develop a more sophisticated understanding of institutional structures and relationships.
Benefits to Students in Context: Thumbnail View 

The ELP teaching and learning experience fosters a broader understanding for the student of the community within and beyond the College.  It humanizes staff in the student’s eyes and invites students to think about life outside the campus: 

I noticed quickly that most of the personal contact I had had with "townies" had been people from the very narrow (and rich) swath of the Main Line, and that I really hadn't interacted much with everyone else. Of course this would give me a skewed perception of the way people lived in Montgomery and Delaware counties, and is illustrative of how isolated college students really are. The theme of community-building in these partnerships is still very important to me, for I am constantly being reminded of how insular this campus really is. I am now quite thankful that I have been given a way to overcome this kind of isolation and to experience real community life once again, something which most of my peers probably won't experience until they graduate. (Student Ed. 225, SP06) 

This new understanding helps the student reconsider and broaden her experience of the campus community through an educational and social connection made with a staff member, thereby creating a bridge and enriching her thought. This student has formed a close relationship with her former ELP partner. She goes to church with her, participates in family gatherings and they hang out when they can find time in their busy schedules. Students also affirm the role staff members can play in their education, “As a student participating in a partnership, I can say that I have gained an even greater appreciation for how much we can all learn from other people, no matter what role they currently play in our society” (Student reflective log, SP07).  

Benefits to Staff

1. Staff members gain access to the College’s computer-mediated communication systems, in many cases accessing email and the Internet for the first time.

· They access email and payroll and are able to perform specific tasks they call upon their partners and mentors to teach them including how to do an effective Internet search, how to order flowers, how to operate and download photo editing programs and how to use Facebook.

2. Staff members gain access to other College resources such as computers, the library, the Writing Center, and course offerings.

· They use the Canaday Training Center on their own time and in partnership.

· They use the computer in Ward more often than in the past. 

· A student has introduced her ELP partner to her library borrowing privileges.

· A staff member is now taking courses towards a Bryn Mawr degree and gaining support from the staff-student programs in so doing. 

3. Staff members gain opportunities to share their areas of interest and expertise with students and the broader campus community.

· They teach and share with students their vocations and talents. 

· They participate in the ELP Research project and contribute their ideas for developing the program.

4. Staff members, like students and faculty, gain access to new friendships, settings of the College, areas of knowledge, and goals.

· They interact with members of the community in ways they had not previously. 

· They seek out opportunities to learn and teach. 

Benefits to Staff in Context: Thumbnail View 

Staff, too, are beginning to affirm that they may contribute something the College community in addition to what their various positions call on them to do: “Being a part of the community [BMC] is important to me. This is like my second home. That is the way I am -- I want to get to know everybody. If someone needs something I want to do anything I can. It is like taking care of kids, it [ELP] is a great place for me. I can utilize the nurturing part of me” (Staff Member, SP07). This staff member has participated in the ELP program since its inception and spends a great deal of time encouraging other staff members to do the same. Another staff member discussed the importance of engaging students in “practical” life skills and sees himself as able to help students cultivate these skills for life after college:  “For what I did, cooking, is a much-needed life skill that a lot of kids today do not have, the knowledge they get in a classroom is great for a job and great for their livelihood but I also feel like they need a grassroots approach with cooking and other skills and a healthy mind does not exist in Elio’s pizza and take out.” This staff member considers the wellbeing of the students. The relationship he formed makes him feel that he is a part of preparing the students for life beyond the College, much as the faculty or deans may feel. While staff members’ reasons for valuing the programs vary, what is common is that they feel as though they are becoming a part of the College community.
Conclusion 

Participants in the staff-student education programs spend time teaching and learning together.  They develop an understanding of the communication skills, patience, sensitivity, and flexibility that good teaching and mentoring require. They share personal stories and knowledge; they come away from these partnerships with new skills, understandings, questions, and self-awareness. Individuals typically engaging in the community under prescribed terms renegotiate these terms and engage in a multifaceted educational process. 


To date, these programs have been successful in beginning to foster an inclusive, education-oriented community shared by students and staff at the College. Going forward, we hope that these programs will flourish. The growth of the programs depends on the strong support of the various groups currently associated with them as well as on our ability to educate the broader academic community about our goals, practices, and contributions. 
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