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HOW DO YOU
MEASURE SUCCESS?

BEY RON WAGHNER 93

uantifying the value of a liberal arts education has long

been vexing for higher education. It used to be enough

for outstanding private liberal arts institutions to point

to their well-rounded and multi-talented graduates.
Along with the usual questions about cost and debt, concerns
about the job market have caused a growing number of people to
question the very worth of college.

“The value proposition in higher education has never been
tougher, and it's tough in a liberal arts college,” says Ken Pe-
terson, the John D. Hollingsworth Professor of Economies and
Interim Dean of the Faculty. “The irony, of course, is that a lib-
eral arts education has never been more valuable in terms of the
kinds of things that you can do when you leave college and enter
a rapidly changing world.”

Furman leaders believe they will be better able to answer these
questions through The Furman Advantage.

Beginning this fall, the university will take the first step in an 4)
ambitious attempt to collect student data—with the goal of deliv-"
ering an unprecedented understanding of both student experi-

ences and outcomes. The data systems to support this work are
being funded by $5 million of The Duke Endowment's total grants
of 347 million to transform the student experience through The
Furman Advantage.

When fully implemented, the program will allow Furman tousea
scientific approach to track students’ academic progress, along with
their out-of-classroom experiences such as study away, internships,
and community-centered projects. More than that, it will ultimately

be able to make connections between these expe-
riences and outcomes,

Peterson is excited by the potential to
achieve something that many universities are
grappling with, but none has fully figured out.
“We would be able to make statements about
what percentage of the student body, for exam-
ple, has participated in a high-impact engaged
learning experience,” he says. “We would be able
to connect post-Furman outcomes like employ-
ment rates, graduate-school placement rates, or job
satisfaction back to a student’s experiences here on the
Furman campus.”

One rich vein of insight will be the self-reflections that stu-
dents produce as part of their classroom and co-curricular expe-
riences. Faculty and students alike find reflection to be a valuable

erns and benefits will not be easy. Figuring out how to do this
at the heart of the Quality Enhancement Project (QEF) that is
required as part of Furman’s re-accreditation.

- “What we're producing is a relatively holistic outcome, and
the only way that you can really assess those holistic outcomes
is through the narratives of the students who have experienced
them,” Peterson says. “If we can show the world what it was like
to be a Furman student and what the outcomes are after students
graduate, it's going to be very compelling to a prospective student
and a parent.”

arning tool, but mining it more rigorously to identify broader




“If your education
doesn’t prepare you
for a life trajectory,
careers beyond a first
job, then you don’t

have an advantage.”
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Gathering a rich, new set of data on the
student experience also opens up the possi-
bility for faculty research that will be useful
for higher education broadly. Psychology
Department Chair Beth Pontari can see
the possibilities already in work she and
her colleagues are doing in collaboration
with Davidson College, Duke University,
and Johnson C. Smith University through a
separate grant from The Duke Endowment.
The Resiliency Study is following 800 stu-
dents, 200 of whom are Furman undergrad-
uates, to track their ability to thrive in the
face of adversity. The results should prove
valuable, both standing alone and as part of
the goals of The Furman Advantage.

“When we're finished, the Resiliency
Study will give us four years of data on at
least one class of students. We have base-
line data on everything from personality to
self-esteem to coping mechanisms,” Pon-
tari says. “That could easily be connected
with the elements of The Furman Advan-
tage. We'll be able to mine those data to
inform the four-year student experience
program.”

Data from the Resiliency Study has al-
ready allowed for potentially important in-
sights. There won't just be more mentors for
Furman students with The Furman Advan-
tage, there will be a team of different kinds
of mentors—including alumni and peers.
Conventional campus wisdom views peer
mentoring through a wary lens, but Pon-
tari has numbers to support embracing the
practice.

“A lot of people are very hesitant about
peer advising because of the way it’s been
done before, but I will tell you in students’
freshman year the people they are going to
the most when they have a question or an
issue is their FRAD (first vear advisor), and
their BA (resident advisor),” Pontari says.
“As we're thinking about advising broadly,
we can use this knowledge to design a more
effective system.”

Dave Eubanks, Furman's assistant vice
president for assessment and institutional
effectiveness, is responsible for the work
needed for reaccreditation, including the
QEP. One aspect of the QEP is to use the
narrative and data about student experi-
ences to help design a personalized educa-
tional pathway for each student.
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It will also enable students to create an
electronic portfolio, which will help them
demonstrate to future employers and grad-
uate schools the skills they have gained as
a result of their experiences. Eubanks and
Peterson envision that student narratives
will glide seamlessly into professional plat-
forms like LinkedIn to create an organic
resume, which will give Furman graduates
a head start.

This continued tracking of students af-
ter graduation will be critical, asserts Po-
litical Science Professor Brent Nelsen, for
meaningful research.

“I've been very much involved in study-
away programs, so I'd just like to know if
they have a big impact on your students or
whether there’s no discernable impact in
comparison with other control groups,” he
says. “We think that our students will ben-
efit from them tremendously, but we don’t
know. We don’t have any hard data. Someday
in the future, you can quantify that portfolio
and you can say these students took advan-
tage of these programs—study away, Heller
Service Corps, ete.—and then by statistical
analysis you can figure out what things suc-
cessful people do when they're in college.”

Liz Smith, chair of the political science
department, is excited about the oppor-
tunity to document the effects of interna-
tional trips on the level of responsibility
students feel toward the political system af-
ter they engage in internships and interact
with other political systems.

“I'm especially interested in reaffirming
what I have seen to be true throughout
my interactions with students, that those
experiences really make them feel more
politically ethical,” she says.

The Furman Advantage approach, Eu-
banks asserts, will be groundbreaking.

“I think our approach will be an exem-
plar for other institutions. The traditional
way to look at education is more like a
factory with standard inputs and stan-
dard outputs. A program consists of stu-
dents taking specified courses and earn-
ing a particular degree—but the students
are individuals, and they come in with all
kinds of different goals and aspirations,”
Eubanks says.

“We have the opportunity to show value
across the whole liberal arts experience.

“We have the opportunity
to show value across

the whole liberal arts
experience. These skills

students are learning are
things that employers
want, but we've got to be
able to create more of a
road map and show more
deliberately that that’s
the case.”

These skills students are learning are things
that employers want, but we've got to be able
to create more of a road map and show more
deliberately that that's the case.”

“In school after school, students get
to the end of their college career and they
cannot translate the skills that they possess
into skills that the real world demands,”
Peterson says. “With this habit of reflec-
tion and articulation that The Furman Ad-
vantage is going to produce, I think we can
argue that a Furman student could do that
more effectively than almost anybody else.”

Furman's Vice President for Student
Life Connie Carson is thinking about what
she told a group of incoming freshmen and
their parents during orientation:

“You're going to hear this a lot in the
media: What's the first job and who gets
hired and how much money do they make
in their first job? Those are important ques-
tions, but that’s not what your education is
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