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Background

The Online Western NY Learning Alliance (OWL) consisting of five community colleges in Western New York, sought funds from the State University of New York to develop and integrate early engagement by adult students enrolled in a fully online degree program, with college Transfer and Career Advisement professionals, at OWL colleges. The five OWL colleges are Corning, Erie, Finger Lakes, Genesee, and Monroe Community Colleges. The OWL community colleges work together to ensure student success in online learning and this project sought to enhance the students’ knowledge of career opportunities related to their program choices. 
OWL’s target demographic is the working adult student returning to school, or starting college, needing the flexibility of a fully online degree or certificate program. Online “concierges” at each of the six OWL community colleges are uniquely positioned to provide holistic advisement to matriculating students from the outset of their college careers. An additional needed service is early engagement with the exploration of post-degree options. Typically, Career and Transfer advisors in community colleges interface with students toward the end of their studies, whether through faculty, advisor, or other referral, or familiarization with career and transfer services through class work.

Specifically, this project, Integrated Early Career & Transfer Engagement for Online Adult Learners, sought to develop  (1) web-based orientation and training materials, and (2) internal procedures at OWL colleges, so that career and transfer exploration, discussion, and assistance for online degree seeking students occurs from Day One of their college studies. The goal was to maximize course alignment with long-term goals, shorten time-to-degree completion, increase the likelihood of keeping students in Western New York for career and/or baccalaureate degree opportunities, and in the process of doing so, contribute to regional workforce and economic development.

Discussions

One of the most significant outcomes of entire OWL partnership is the ongoing collaboration between areas of the colleges that rarely had the opportunity to share in the past. This was also the case with bringing together the career and transfer representatives. The grant provided the travel resources for these meetings which also include the campus concierges, who have the most interaction with the OWL students, and the OWL leadership team. 

The discussions at the initial meeting centered on purposes of the project, participant responsibilities, timelines, deliverables, adapting current tracking and reporting procedures at the institutional level (and adapting for the purposes of the project), and responsibilities for referring online adult students. At future meetings, participants shared current resources and best practices at the institutional level and current tracking and reporting procedures. Throughout these meetings, the following challenges were noted:
· There are significant differences in internal tracking and reporting procedures at the institutional level which still need to be resolved.
· Current referral practices at the institutional level are inconsistent. The roles of “concierges” and career & transfer advisors need to be further delineated.
· This is not a one-year but an ongoing initiative. Tracking and reporting criteria need to be established so as to be sustainable long-term.
· The population should not be limited to “OWL-recruited” students, but working adult students in general who are pursuing online degrees. How do we define and limit the population?

In general, participants noted that in terms of the working adult student population identified in this project, “this is what we should be doing anyway.”  Participants have also noted both the advantages and challenges of using a regional consortial model (the OWL Alliance) for sharing of resources and databases. 

Outcomes and Conclusions

The OWL consortium is in the third year of our initial three plan. During this period, one campus has left the consortium, and two campuses have experienced leadership changes in their online programs. The OWL consortium campus representatives are currently developing goals and objectives for the future. Throughout the timeframe of this project, an ongoing challenge for the campus career and transfer representatives was their ability to support the goals of this project in addition to their campus-based initiatives. 

Due to this challenge, some of the outcomes of this project are still in process or have been deferred. The most tangible outcome so far has been the addition of the “Careers” link on the OWL website which shares each institutions career and transfer resources. This enables any student (or visitor to the site) to benefit from a robust collection of resources. Some of these resources are regionally focused, others will benefit student regardless of where they live. 

The campuses are still determining the best strategies to address the challenges noted above to track referrals and OWL students across campuses. We are hopeful that the OpenSUNY initiatives related to student mobility will eventually minimize this challenge. While this grant has not achieved all of the objectives yet, the discussions throughout this process have informed the future goals of the OWL consortium and increasing career and transfer opportunities for OWL students will be one of the priorities. 



