
Abstract/Executive Summary

The Department of Student Life Studies at Texas A&M, brought together advisors from numerous
departments to discuss outcomes assessment and student organization development. From that
meeting, the Student Leader Learning Outcomes (SLLO) project was initiated in spring 2005 as a
method to consistently document student leaders’ gains in identified skill areas.

During the first year, advisors involved in SLLO brainstormed 39 skill areas in which we expect
student leaders to achieve during their leadership experiences, regardless of mission of the
organization. After prioritizing those areas, we determined that rubrics would be an appropriate
assessment method. Following training on rubric development, subcommittees created competency-
based rubrics. Each skill area and set of outcomes was based on a theory, model, or current
research. The first five areas included communication (written, oral, and interpersonal), diversity,
project management, critical thinking and teams and groups.

The team also developed a purpose statement, goals, and subcommittees that included training,
marketing and outreach, and meta-assessment. Additional rubrics were created for effective
meetings, delegation, risk management, and citizenship.

In 2006-2007, one student organization piloted SLLO, using the project management rubric.
The advisor trained the chief student leader and executives in how to use the rubric for self
assessment and giving feedback. The advisor, chair, and vice chair provided feedback and
compared their rating with the self assessment ratings of mid- to lower-level student leaders in the
organization in October, February, and April to measure their growth. Staff in Student Life Studies
conducted a focus group and learned that many of them were able to apply the concepts to other
student organization and even class projects.

In addition, over 100 people were oriented to the project by 2007. Training continued to
adjust after each session. The project was connected the AggiE-folio electronic portfolio system
through the Career Center, so students could upload artifacts (including the completed rubrics). In
2007-2008, Student Life Studies conducted a research project with three organizations using SLLO
and three similar organizations not using SLLO to determine if there was any difference in student
leader growth, student-advisor interaction, and advising style.

The spring and summer of 2008 included interviews with SLLO users (advisors who have
chosen to use the rubrics), non-users (those who have been trained, but have not used the project),
supervisors of users, and those involved in the SLLO Team (about 30 people).

The 2008-2009 school year incorporated more widespread use of the tools, rubric specific
training, more assessment with students and advisors, an assessment plan, and intentional marketing
and outreach to a variety of audiences.



Description

Positive impact on student learning, transitions, retention, and/or success

The Student Leader Learning Outcomes (SLLO) project was created with student learning and
success at the forefront of the planning. We want students to be able to develop skills, articulate
their growth, document accomplishments and transfer that competence to other areas.

In a focus group of students who have used the SLLO project, participants indicated the positive
impact by saying, “We’re trying to develop as people – it’s not negative to grow as a person
regardless of where it is happening.”, and “It’s important to learn how to self-assess and take
responsibility for what you have done.”

Relevance to institutional mission

Part of Texas A&M’s mission states, “It prepares students to assume roles in leadership,
responsibility, and service to society.” The Division of Student Affairs’ mission is “…to create a
campus environment that inspires and provides the opportunity for students to engage in and learn
from an exceptional higher education experience.” SLLO created methods to document and support
those statements. After much discussion, the SLLO team created a purpose statement and seven
goals. The purpose is to provide consistent methods and tools for staff to use with students leaders
in student organizations, programs, or activities to help assess and document enhanced learning in
relation to leadership experiences. Goals included developing outcomes and assessment tools to
provide evidence of learning, preparing students to be peer developers, integrating in and out of
class experiences, and working collaboratively with others.

Demonstration of success in addressing student needs and/or critical campus issues

Texas A&M recently released a statement of four undergraduate outcomes: (1) Mastering a depth of
knowledge required of a discipline, (2) Demonstrating critical analytical skills, (3) Communicating
effectively in writing and speaking, and (4) Providing ethical leadership in a global and diverse
society. SLLO clearly aligns with these priorities by having developed outcomes and rubrics for
critical thinking, written communication, oral communication, and diversity. The SLLO team is
currently working on global competencies.

Importance to one or more program areas included in this category

The SLLO project addresses several areas in this category. Assessment is the key principle in this
project. Not only does SLLO assess and document individual student learning, but the project is
assessed at every step of the way through student focus groups, student and advisor on-line surveys
to assess competence in skill areas, and interviews with a variety of stakeholders. The meta-
assessment subcommittee developed an assessment plan to look at the project through multiple
lenses.

In addition, information technology is an important component: we created a website for use by
students, advisors, and people outside of Texas A&M, staff use eLearning as a communication and
resource tool for advisors who have completed orientation, and we use the AggiE-folio system, the



electronic portfolio system students can use to upload artifacts of learning through the Career
Center.

Professional development has also been a positive outcome of this project: we call it a learning
community, because it truly is providing a continual educational opportunity for staff to learn and
grow. Not only do staff learn about different assessment methods, they also develop in a variety of
skill areas, and have deep intentional conversations with students and other advisors about learning
that they do not have time for in their day to day activities. Graduate students and new professionals
have the opportunity to apply classroom work immediately, and more senior staff are rejuvenated
by the innovation and discussion. While this project is in no one’s job description or committee
assignment, staff have been committed to it and its success. As one staff member said, “This is
going to change the way we advise for the better!”

Collaboration with academic affairs and other departments

Several areas in academic affairs have been an integral part of SLLO. Early on, the Mays Business
School influenced the process because all of their students have domains in which to succeed and
document their learning in the AggiE-folio system. The students are encouraged to use to their
leadership involvement as evidence of learning.

The Honors program uses the SLLO project when working with the Honors residence halls living
learning communities and sophomore mentors. The Aggie Access Learning Community (for at-risk
freshmen), housed in General Academic Programs, uses SLLO with their mentor system. The
coordinators of both learning communities have been an integral part of the program almost since
the beginning.

A representative from the Career Center (housed in academic affairs) serves as the liaison for the
SLLO community in the AggiE-folio system. She clearly sees the connection to student leader
learning and the ability of students to articulate that learning through résumés, portfolios,
interviews, and artifacts.

Student Life Studies represents the Division on the University’s Quality Enhancement Plan. Not
only do faculty on that board know about SLLO, they have funded the project for two years because
they can see its use in documenting student learning.

Originality and creativity

While other institutions have created student learning outcomes and maybe even outcomes specific
for student leaders, we think this process and project have been a breath of fresh air. The University
and the Division work in a decentralized system; SLLO brought together staff in almost every
department in the Division (currently 16 departments) to decrease the silo structure and talk about
student leader learning in a holistic manner.

Effective use of technology and other resources

The SLLO project maintains its own website, uses eLearning/Blackboard as a communication and
learning tool, and works in conjunction with the Career Center’s portfolio system



Innovative practical use of research and/or assessment and linking to learning outcomes

The project uses rubrics to assess learning outcomes based upon the current research or theories.
The project and the variety of participants (students, advisors, supervisors) in it have undergone
much assessment in the form of interviews, focus groups, and surveys.

Evidence of sustainability

The project is not housed in a department that has advising student organizations as part of its
mission, so there is no territoriality involved in the process. Since its inception in 2005, at least 30
people have been active contributors at any given time. The project is flexible enough to allow
people to step back at busy times of their programs and jump back in when they are able. Over 50
people, from graduate students to the vice president level, are on the distribution list to be at least
peripherally involved. This project is not in anyone’s job description, but there is commitment from
the staff to be a part of this project. As staff come and go from the Division, we recruit new people
to be involved.



Assessment Data

From the very beginning, we knew we needed incorporate assessment into the SLLO
project. Because the project is housed in Student Life Studies, the assessment department in Student
Affairs, evaluation was a significant piece of the project.

One of the goals of SLLO is to assess and document student learning. Advisors are using rubrics as
assessment tools to be able to verify progress. Rubrics are created based on current research,
theories, or models to give credibility to their application. Advisors are provided supporting
material, additional readings, and activities related to the learning domains.

For each training and orientation session conducted, which are based on learning outcomes,
participants complete a paper-based survey reflecting on their own learning, plans for application,
confidence in using the project, and questions they still have. We have used that data to make
changes in the structure, content, and time of the sessions.

After conducting a focus group in spring 2007 with the first student organization to spend a year on
the project, we learned a tremendous amount about the synthesis of students’ own learning and
application. That informed our practice on how advisors can work with students in an intentional
way. One student who used the project management rubric said, “I feel like because the rubric was
specific, like so specific as far as what you could do to improve, that was really helpful. I feel like
the way that I approach problems is different…I started working on this retreat, and I approach it
completely differently than I ever approached anything. I sat down and wrote down my goals. I
never write down my goals, and I got feedback from the people that I am working with from what
they saw the visions of the project being and wrote down their goals. And then I sat down and wrote
down the timeline….”

To support academic integration and development of graduate students, several student affairs
master’s students assessed a variety of areas. In the fall of 2007, they surveyed users and non-users
who had completed training to determine challenges, benefits of using SLLO, and suggestions for
the future. Time, support, and knowledge seemed to be the biggest barriers, while others could see
how students appreciated the feedback and used it to improve performance. Based on feedback from
advisors struggling to choose a rubric, one student created a document to help advisors analyze their
group based on theory from another class and choose the best rubric. Another student interviewed
the facilitators of training to get their perspective about what could be improved. We used that
information to restructure the training and the tools we provided advisors.

We conducted a focus group with the staff on the SLLO team when we felt that we were at a
turning point in the project and felt membership slipping. Based on that meeting and subsequent
discussions, we changed the format and structure of meetings, participation expectations, and
further assessment. We recognized various styles: some people are thinkers and others are doers.

A comprehensive research project was conducted from fall 2007 to spring 2008. We asked three
student groups and their advisors who were using the rubrics and three groups not using the rubrics
to participate in an experimental design. A survey was created using the outcomes from all of the
rubrics created to that point. Students rated themselves and advisors rated the students at three times
during the year. One of the findings was that students and advisors using the rubrics responded
more similarly than the non-rubric groups.



In the spring and summer of 2008, we conducted over 30 individual interviews with users, non-
users, supervisors of users, and the SLLO team. For users, we asked about the process of choosing a
rubric, conversations with students, challenges, benefits, additional resources needed, and
supervisor support. Non-users were asked about barriers to using the rubrics, changes they would
make, supervisor support, and additional resources needed. Supervisors were asked about their
understanding of the project and the approach they used with to their staff members, additional
discussions they had, and resources needed. The SLLO team members were asked about their
continued interest, busy times of the year, and suggestions about the meeting structure.

We found that advisors implemented the project in a variety of ways from very informal to very
formal, depending on the group. Some advisors shared the rubric tool, while others kept it behind
the scenes. Some advisors were “successful” on the first try, while others struggled with their own
comfort level and commitment. In terms of resources, advisors wanted more activities and
exercises, conversation starters, and knowledge from previous users. Barriers included time, student
readiness, attitude, and commitment. For some staff, their supervisors support made a big difference
in their own commitment. Several staff used the project successfully with student employees.

Other suggestions included incorporating it into the required advising class that student affairs
master’s students take, developing targeted marketing to a variety of constituents, getting rid of the
paper binder, and examining how this might work with graduate and international students.

At the summer 2008 retreat, over 30 advisors came together to kick off a new SLLO year. As part
of the day, we conducted a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis,
revised the rubrics, and created individual rubric trainings based on assessment we had conducted
previously. It was a great example using assessment to make improvement.

The Meta-Assessment subcommittee is charged with developing and implementing an assessment
plan for the project, which will be uploaded into the university’s plan. The initial plan will be
completed in fall of 2008 and addresses the following areas: the rubrics, individual student leaders,
student organizations, advisors, supervisors of advisors, training, members of student organizations,
the SLLO team, and SLLO project goals. A variety of methods will be used such as focus groups,
individual interviews, surveys, observations, document review, tracking, and journaling. Timelines
will help determine priorities, set realistic goals, and provide continuous information without
burdening participants. SLLO will continue to evolve as the project grows.


