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The Impact on Student Achievement from Three Domains of Experiential Education:  Co-op, Undergraduate Research, and Service Learning

In Spring of 2006, the Northeastern University Faculty Senate approved a university-wide General Education program that includes an Experiential Education requirement for every student.  Students would satisfy this requirement by: (a) undertaking some form of practice-based learning – either co-op, research, internship, service-learning, or clinical – accompanied by or followed by (b) faculty-supervised reflection on what they had learned.  In order to implement this as a university-level graduation requirement, we need ways (Registrar’s system, DARS degree audit) to certify relative student fulfillment of their practice-based experiences.  We need to have a clear sense of what students actually achieve when they participate in experiential activities.  

A major focus to date of the university’s Integrated Learning initiative has been the extent to which learning on co-op reinforces learning in students’ major courses, and vice versa.  That question is of course interesting and worthwhile to study.  However, because significant numbers of graduates do not intend, or are not able, to find employment in their major field, by focusing solely on major/co-op linkages, we risk developing a university message that marginalizes any student who has other goals.  In this project, I would like to help develop a robust “value statement” for what students achieve in “practice.” This will be particularly appropriate to many students in Arts & Sciences (1268 of 2955 entering freshmen in Fall 2006), where the “liberal arts tradition” is strongly oriented towards achievement of transferable skills.  Having a clear understanding will help Admissions recruit effectively; will explain to existing students why it makes sense to choose to participate in one or other form of experiential education; and will significantly widen the array of “hooks” that a dean might use with alumni/ae, in reminding them of the different ways that the Northeastern experience has enhanced their life.

