ORIENTATION AND GOAL-SETTING

By Agnes Precure

The very first indicator in Oregon’s Indicators of Program Quality states: "Program has an orientation process." However, I think a more important measure of program quality is "what does the orientation process look like and how does it lead to student retention and quality services for learners?" The rest of this newsletter tries to answer that question. Let’s start with a few "do’s and don’ts." 

Do’s 

1. View orientation as an opportunity to determine if this is the right fit for you and your students. Like going on a first date, participating in an orientation brings expectations and hopes but no real commitment yet. Orientation should be long enough and complete enough for learners to make an informed decision about whether this is the right program for them. Students should learn how long it takes to make skills gains, what additional program components are available if a student wants to learn faster or do more, what tutoring services, open labs, or distance-education offerings are available, what they can expect to get in return for their efforts, what is the attendance policy, and how a student transitions into the college. These questions will help both of you decide whether enrollment is the appropriate next step. Critical information like this should be delivered simply and clearly, and in the participants’ native language if possible. If, at the end of the orientation process, a student decides not to enroll, staff should make any appropriate referrals and leave the door open for the future. 

2. Eliminate situational barriers to participation during the orientation process. Situational barriers arise out of learners’ day-to-day lives. Adult Basic Skills learners, like others, must negotiate family, financial, health, transportation, and other challenges if they are to enroll and stay in the program. Orientation is a time to identify and address as many of those barriers as possible, and to let students know what systems exist to help them if additional barriers arise in the future. For example, at an orientation I recently attended at SWOCC, the instructor informed students about on-campus support services, such as child care and bus and gas vouchers, and offered to help sign students up for those services following the orientation. Again, when possible, this information should be made available to students in their native language. 

3. Start with the end in sight. Orientation is about letting prospective students know how participation in your program will improve their opportunities. Orientation staff should inform students about the other programs and services available through the college, through partner agencies, or through one-stops, especially the vocational, technical, short-term training and certificate programs, because these often do not require a secondary reading level. During the SWOCC orientation mentioned above, learners were informed about how much money it takes to be self-sufficient in the surrounding community, what types of jobs pay those wages, and how to use a GED as an entry into additional training and college courses rather than an end point. Chemeketa provides a career information brochure written in plain English that lists high-demand jobs for which the college offers training and degree programs. The brochure lists job titles, projected number of job openings in the area over the next five years, and current entry wages. 

4. Use orientation as an opportunity for learners to get to know more about themselves. Assessment, needs assessment, learning styles inventories, and other assessments are all part of the orientation process. The key is to explain to students why you are doing these assessments, and to discuss the results. Learners should always know why they are being assessed, how that assessment information will be used, and what they can learn about themselves as a result.

5. Turn goal-setting into informed goal-setting. Goal-setting is one of those things a lot of us find difficult. That’s because so much depends on how the question is asked. For example, several years ago I worked on a project that helped women move into nontraditional careers that paid living wages. During the orientation, we shared a video of women in nontraditional careers. Then we asked participants what kind of a job they wanted; most identified traditional occupations — secretary, childcare provider, etc. So we tried an experiment. We changed the question to how much money would you like to make to support your family? Then we provided information on wages paid in both traditional and nontraditional jobs and how much training each job required. Again, we asked the women what types of jobs they wanted. While some women continued to be interested in traditional careers, a large number of women identified an interest in nontraditional careers. This time they were setting goals based on information they did not have before. Another approach, suggested by Judy Alamprese of Abt Associates, a firm that does research on Adult Education, is to start with the question "what brought you here today?" Once staff is clear on the reasons that students have come to the program, their skill levels, and the barriers they face, a more informed discussion about goals, both long-term and short-term, can ensue.

Don’ts

1. Don’t equate orientation with paperwork. Orientation is not the same as filling out TOPS and registration forms. In fact, the TOPS form can be the very last thing completed in an orientation process because an Entry Record is not required to scan a TOPS Test Record or to complete other assessments. 

2. Don’t assume that students know what it means to participate in a Basic Skills Program. Many of the students we serve have had a difficult time with school in the past and need to see how this experience will be different, what will be expected of them, and how these programs can connect them to important next steps.

3. Don’t let goal-setting stop at orientation. Goal-setting is a developmental process. With more information and confidence, students frequently change their goals. It is important to revisit their goals as well as their progress toward meeting them. 
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