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ABSTRACT

This document focuses on improving the writing and
execution of learning contracts at Empire cState College. Emphasis is
placed on student purposes and background, organization of learning
contracts, continuity and incrementability, diversity and variety,
unity and intensiveness, compatibility with the discipline, time
requirements, bibliography and other learning materials, mentor role,
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<o INTRODUCTION

L)

N Intellectual and institutional accountability in the educational

activity of Empire State College are addressed through Learning Contracts.
This document focuses upon the task of improving the writing and execution
of Contracts. '

Considering the very special institutional context of learning at
Empire State College, it is not enough to asscrt that the intellectual
soundness of our educational activity must simply be the responsibility
of individual members of the faculty. 'e need to acknowledge that learning
operations at Empire State College are framed in a particular context. The
Learning Contract, as a pedagogical instrument, has no irmediate parallels
with the course descriptions in conventional departmental settings. The
mentor is asked to describe the learning operation in more detail than does
the prcfessor in a conventional college. At the same time, he is often
engaged in learning activities which are unique, which resist classification
and which often engage the mentor at the edge of his competency. Moreover
the individual mentor at Empire State College is required to design a much
larger part of the student's studies than is a single faculty member in a
conventional departmental setting.

Where mentors are called upon to opecrate outside their specific area
of competence chey will need to be able to turn to other resources. These
may range widely but thcy must have one attribute in common: They mniust
represent intellectually sound learning processes cdesigned by persons into
whose specific arcas of competence they fall. These learning processes may
include tutorial relationships, courses offered at other institutions,
correspondence material, special membesship programs, prfograms developed
thvough Empire State College and others.

Another factor which will determine the partdicular content and role
of the Contract is the substance of the discipline studied. Although the
Learning Contract is central to our operation at Empire State and although
a generalized format of the Contract can be specified, the content of the
Contract and the procedures surrounding it will vary greatly depending upon
the nature of the material to be studied and the nature and condition of the
person involved in the learning process. Some learning operations require
a specified step by step procedure. Others are characterized by a high degree
of unpredictability. Thus a Learning Contract in science may very well
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be guite structured and secucntial. In contrast, one in the creative arts
may, of necessity, be yuite open, flexible and subject to development as
it progresses. (Memoranda fromn An: e¢la Li Scholz and Irving Kriesberg discuss
these matters in mwore detail as thiy apply to science and art, and are
availsble from the Vice President for Academic Affairs upon request.) Of

" course, even in the case of the most flexible and open Learning Contract the
Coliege's responsibility to assist and oversee the student's work remains.
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Learning Contrects:  Planning and Evaluation

The Learning Contract can be an instrument for helping the student
conceptualize and give tfocus to the work he is doing. 1t is imporiant to
recoegnize that the "Learning Contract' is a single unit which includes both
the initial planning statement cn¢ the final Digest and Evaluation. Individual
Couitracts differ in as many ways as there are differcnces in student zoals,
learning resources aund approaches among mentors, but to the extent that the
concept is valid, all good Learning Contracts probably have some qualities in
common. At the most general level, they reflect careful planning and full

.consideration of the evaluation requirements of the learning experignces

that they represent. More specifically, contracts show that attention has
been given to the aspects. described in the categories below. These dimensions
of the learning experience may on occasions be identified in the initial
Contract, and on other occasions in the Digest and Evaluation.

cearning Contructs can &
including the following elcmen

ziigwledge degrees of unpredlctablllty by
ST

1. An initial cescription of the precise problems on which
the studen(»lll be working.

o

The time stipulated for that work.

5. After the work is completed a description of that’ completea
work and the evaluation of the learning activity.

Student Purposes and Background

A Learning Contract that makes explicit the long range goals
and the specific purposes of a student provides a context within which
learning activities and materials can be viewed and understood. The
stated goals and purposes serve as guides and reminders to both student
and mentor.azs the Contract proceeds, and they cnable other readers to
better understand that endeavor.

A knewledge of the student's background is sometimes important to
the understanding of the initial Contract. As:umptions about special
abilities, strengths ox weuknusses may affect @ Contract. This background
need not be writien for cach iew Contract, but from time to time student or
mentor mnay wish to mcke modifications and it should always be readily
available to the reader.

Crzanization of Leurning Contracts

The c¢rganizaticn of the Learning Centruct can provide a structure
< tuccnt wind zelduce seme of the ameciguivy he may experience in the |
ate College iearning conviromment. Clear and coherent relationships
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between gerzial purpece and speedficz goals, bLetwcoa lecaraing aciivities aud
evaluation procedurcs and hetwcen student responsibility end mentor responsibility,
facilitates leurning in some cases and provides for more effective communication
among all those concerncl.

Readings, writings, field work and other leavnirg activities within a
Learning Contract oftcn will be most effecctive whon their relationships to
each other are stated and whei they are related tu goals and purposes.
Provision for coapcriscns of similarities and difrerances, evaluations and
syntheses ainong their corpoacnt parts nicre often lead to higher orders of
integracive learning. : '

Expansion, Continuity and Incrementability

A Learning Contract is a unique part of a student's total program of
study. It possecses its own integrity but relates to prior learning and to
future possibilities for study. Good learning units cerry forward a student's
education by suggesting additional disciplires, areas of study and further
experiences related to his goals and purposes which may be pursued in a future
Contract. A tearning Contract may include several discreet areas of study
which need not nccessarily be related to each other.

Diversity and Variety, Unity and Intensiveness; Compatibility with the
Discipline '

Contracts that help the student move toward his goals by experiencing
a variety of media and learning activities give him the opportunity to develop
and exploit his abilities and his special style of learning. Human interaction,
work and field experiences, film, radio, television, in addition to printed
materials all have value in learning and may contribute richness through
diversity and variety in a Contract. Depth of learning experience is as
significant a consideration when addressing unity and intensiveness as breadth
when addressing diversity and variety. The particular area of study will
determine the scope of each contract but it is important that a student
pursue a subject to a degree of complexity and to a level of intensity warranted
by that subject itself. Field and work experience for example take on added
value when supported by immerﬁ\en in theory and research findings.

Time Requirements

Special attention needs to be paid to the time demands of learning
activities. This is a complex issue requiring contiruing consideration.
Meanwhile it can be said that decisions about the duration of a Centract and
whether it needs to be full- or part-time should consider the nature of the
included learning activities, the level of required srills possessed by the
student ind the time available to the student. The best and most realistic
balance possible should be sought in light of the goals of the Contract. It
sznuld be remembered that certain kinds of learning activities cannot be spread

\)ﬂh;n,just as others cannot be compressed.
ERIC
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Bibliography and Oihier Loarining Martor.els it k. snurces
[4) -

Bibliographic refoerences sclected for inciusion mose clnarly
contribute to thec gouls and purposcs of that plan of studv when they are
appropricte to the student's background ward level of com,ruhcn51on. The
pucpos:cs of speciric reidings and activitics should be made clear ond the
rclationships among readings and other learaing activitics should bLe
explicit. Mentows may wont to consider the appropriatconess of primary
as against secondary scurces, historical as against contemporary perspectives
and other alternative frames of references. Thev muy want to suggest
bridges between theory and practice and bridges between several disciplines.
An initial bibliography miy serve as a point of departure for the student
and mentor to develop a -more adequate later bibliography as learning
progresses, and as such it should provide a structure for continuing

-developnment.

A wide vuaricyr of rescurces to support leurnirg are available to
Empire State College students. Ancng thosc alrcady mentioned are the various
public media, field cxpericences and supervised werk cxperiences, but many
others exist. SUNY Indepeciudent Study courses, Fupire State College learning
programs, now expanding rupidly, courses at other Colleges,corporate,
technical and management programs, museum,programs and scme proprietary
school oiierings are among other available learning resources.  Learning
units which extend the wide variety of available resources may better serve
students and they are consistent with the mission of Empire State College.
Nor do such arrangements violate the profe551ona1 integrity of the faculty.
The structure of Empire State College envisions it's function to go beyond
that of a teaching institution only and explore alternaulve modes of learning
for the student.

Mentor Role

Study plans that clearly spell out the expectations and responsibilities
of both student and mentor seem most functional. We anticipate an increased use
of consultants and tutors to supplement the mentor's capabilities and
competencies. Delineation of the role and responsibilities of the mentor shapes
the student expectations. Times and purposes of meetings and conferences between
mentor and student should be specified in ordeér to help structure the learnlng
activity.

It should be remembercd always that a mentor in the learning arrangement
needs to consider himself not necessarily as the teacher but that he may instead
be the coordinator of the student's educatlon making available to him as many
routes as possible. .
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Evaluation

;).

"

on ¢f lcarnming has several components. rirst, there is a
luatior vhich tzkes place through the studeant-mentor dialogue.
is luatien of the products resulting from the Centract
activitics, Third, 1 ¢25 tc be recalized that +the critoria for evaluation
itself ure constantly ovolving.

Fulfillmene of ntoact means a student and wentor ageee that the
purposcs of the Centract have bLoica accomplished. This agreement is
facilitzted when the Contract specifies at the outset what will represent
an accorplistment and how it will be observed, but this is not always
necessary.

Effectiveness can generally be increased when Learning Contracts
specify occasions for evaluations such as conferences, papers and -
observations as well as the goal-related criteria that will be applied on
these occasions. Evaluation can include elements which are oral, written,
or performances, which are product- or process-focused, which are objective
or subjective; but in all cases these elements should relate to Contract
goals and result in evidence that can provide public representation of the
student's accomplishment, particularly in the case of the oral examination
by the mnentor directly. He should make clear the distinction between such
a formal examination and an informal discussion. A specific report on such
examinations and what is covered should be provided by the mentor or the
tutor operating within his competence. Open-ended process-oriented arrange-
ments, sometimes even with no detailed written evaluation, are educationally
defensible .and even desirable. Where the responsible teacher is in clear
command of the subject the oral exchange between the student and the teacher
during the process of work and the presentation of completed artifacts
appcved by the teacher can constitute sufficient evaluation.



LU LRACT SELF-INQUTRY

The rollowing sce of yuestions is attachel in hopes that it will
be found useful in developing future contracts and study programs. Further,
u4s the contract and cvaluation is considered 4 single unit und as various
disciplines are scen to roqui. @ diffcerent methodelngies it is expected
that contract formats will become more diversified.

The questions beleow attompt to address the various dimensions of
a contract: long-range plans, specific purposes, learning activities

and evaluation. They dre questions for guiding sclf-inquiry as we go
about the business of Jeveloping comtracts with our students.

P
(A} General purposcs, plans or aspirations:

1. Do the long-range npurposes go beyond Empire State College and
attaimmcent of a Jogree? a

2. Is there an understandable focus for a program of study? Are
there cleuarly stated goals or is there a ccherent theme suggested?

(B) Specific purpowesé

1. What will I seec as a product of the contract? Will it be
behavior, a thing, or an effect?

2. Do these short-term goals or outcomes make sense in terms of the
student's long range plans?

3. Is the student equipped to achieve the stated goals within the
contract?

-4, Can we provide opportunity to pursue these goals?
5. Will other informed observers understand the expected outcomes?

6. If consistent with the particular area of discipline, do the
specific purposes provide for diver51ty both in topic and in
learning activities?

(C)  Learning plan and activities:
1. 1Is the learning plan clear for both student 'and mentor?

2. Has the whole possible range of learning modes been considered
in writing this contract”
' . N
3. Are the activities relevant to contract goals and are they
manageable? Are they the most reasonable for the purposes, for
the student?

4. Does the contract have enough specificity for the student to
Q proceed and enough flexibility to permit the student to explore?
[ERJ!: ‘ Are opportunities to display initiative and creativity presented?

-
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S Are the o rivitoes ponrepriately demcilding Jor cne stndent'e
GO deaine s6atus and fevel of development (oL cocend, founth.
ar whatovor veor)?

D, Does the contract reflect in depth and complexity =he time
Juration of tre contract?

7. Doecs the bibliogruphy wid in carrying out the specific
ohjectives of the contract? Doer it rcTleci alternative frames
of rc¥urone., primary or sccondary soucczes as they are
appropriota”

8. Where appropricte crs lesrning resources other than bibliography
indicuted?

(n) I'valuation:

1. Arc appropriate occusions for evaluations provided? Is the
frequency suitable?

2. Is that whach 1s to be evaluated (e.g., papers, logs, journals,
. oral presentations, work samples, test, etc.) clearly described?

3. Are the criteria distinct from the occasions and means of
evaluation?

4. How clearly arc the criteria described? Do they reflect the
objectives of the contract? Are they stated so that student,
mentor, and an intelligent other will understand them?

5. Will the recsults leave ''tracks' that will give an informed reviewer
an understanding of what the student has accomplished? Is there
concrete evidence that learning has taken place?

6. Is the evaluation in the contract related to previous and future
contracts?

The Committee expressly disclaims the intention of constructing guidelines
for mentors to follow. It.is hoped rather that these observations and
questions will stimulate further discussions within the Learning Centers and
will lead to increased consciousness of the questions at issue.



