District Academic Senate President’s Report to the Peralta CCD Board of Trustees 
June 10, 2014
Karolyn van Putten

Thank you Mr. President, and good evening trustees, chancellor, district administration center staff, college presidents, colleagues and members of the public.

Student success and what it takes to support that outcome is in the news a lot these days.  Last week I distributed a link to a New York Times article describing how the University of Texas-Austin changed its student services and instruction approach to address a major reason why many low-income students do not complete a program of study.  Several of you (trustees, administrators and faculty colleagues) read that article and responded to me directly, for which I thank you again, publicly.  The major change at UTA is best summarized in this quotation:   “If you want to help low-income students succeed, it’s not enough to deal with their academic and financial obstacles. You also need to address their doubts and misconceptions and fears. To solve the problem of college completion, you first need to get inside the mind of a college student.”[endnoteRef:1] [1:  http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/18/magazine/who-gets-to-graduate.html?action=click&module=Search&region=searchResults&mabReward=relbias%3Ar&url=http%3A%2F%2Fquery.nytimes.com%2Fsearch%2Fsitesearch%2F%3Faction%3Dclick%26region%3DMasthead%26pgtype%3DSectionFront%26module%3DSearchSubmit%26contentCollection%3Dmagazine%26t%3Dqry592%23%2Frich%2Bkids%2F30days%2F&_r=1] 


For a psychology educator, that recognition is hugely meaningful.  Prof. Carol Dweck and her Stanford University colleagues have shared their decades of research results, which show that a belief about intelligence influences how ordinary bouts of self-doubt can lead to learned helplessness.  That state of mind ultimately impacts a student’s willingness to work as hard as necessary in an academic program, despite setbacks and obstacles, to succeed.[endnoteRef:2]  In related research, University of Pennsylvania Prof. Angela Lee Duckworth provided compelling evidence that “grit” is a more powerful factor than what we refer to as talent.[endnoteRef:3] [2:  http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/06/business/06unbox.html?_r=2&ref=business&oref=slogin&]  [3:  http://www.npr.org/blogs/ed/2014/03/17/290089998/does-teaching-kids-to-get-gritty-help-them-get-ahead] 

 
In the Executive Summary for the June 5 issue of Education Week the editors introduced the theme for that issue with the headline “Spurring Student Success:  It’s More Than Academics”.[endnoteRef:4]  All of these researchers and resources have one message in common.  They’re talking about the critical and essential importance of motivation.  Since beginning to teach psychology at Laney I’ve often mulled over questions like, what does it take to motivate students to learn, not just to earn grades?  How do I help my students become motivated?  Is that an internal quality that you either have or you don’t have?  Now, thanks to the researchers previously mentioned, “more educators [including me]...have come to believe that strategies for motivating students are within reach.”[endnoteRef:5]  In other words, we now have evidence-based answers about what it takes to enhance, increase and improve our students’ motivation to succeed. [4:  http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/06/05/34execsum.h33.html?intc=EW-DPCT14-EWH]  [5:  Ibid.] 


One of the “most intensive and innovative intervention[s]”[endnoteRef:6] of the University of Texas at Austin program mentioned earlier is their University Leadership Network, a scholarship program that aims to develop leadership skills.  Peralta students have been advocating for leadership training that will facilitate their effective participation with college and district shared governance processes.  Faculty can structure and deliver a program to accomplish that but it may require more of us than we currently have and it will likely require that more of us are available during the summer break.  This has contractual implications that call for careful planning and structural accountability.  Perhaps by next year we will have figured out how to help students get what they need in this regard.    [6:  Tough, “Who Gets To Graduate?” (see endnote [i] above).] 


It is most unfortunate that we ended this academic year with an initiative to promote student success that uses local parcel tax funds, Measure B, to promote innovative projects that can help fill some of the gaps between what we have and what we need.  Called PASS, Peralta Accountability for Student Success, this competitive, proposal process focuses on changing a few things that otherwise create obstacles for student accomplishment.  While we understand the reasons for the timing of this initiative, what makes it unfortunate is that almost no full time faculty are around to influence that process or those decisions.  

What we need, in my opinion, is to develop an integrated and coordinated set of programs and services that incorporate some of the strategies that have already been demonstrated to be effective.  Integration and coordination do not happen by administrative fiat.  They happen by getting all of the major players to think and plan together over a reasonable period of time with a shared goal in mind.  That can’t happen right now, before June 30, because the primary players aren’t around to engage.  Faculty have a phrase for the kinds of decisions that get made in our absence between the spring and fall semesters.  We call them “summer surprises”.  We are hopeful that these surprises, particularly with respect to the PASS funding proposals, will be minimal and minimally impactful.

That concludes my comments for tonight.  Thank you for receiving them.
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