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Towards a National University:

StFX 1994 to 2004: A Progress Report
#2 Trends in the Characteristics of the Academic Experience

Becoming a nationally recognized top-quality undergraduate institution has been identified as a key goal of StFX during the Riley administration (1996 onward). In addition to attracting the best and the brightest from Nova Scotia and beyond, the idea emphasizes the importance of the whole university experience. Thus, in addition to providing a first-class academic experience, we are also concerned with the development of the students’ generosity toward others, with developing an appreciation of social justice issues, right through to partying in a responsible, yet fun-loving manner in a conducive environment.  As a university with about 40% of its students living on campus, the residence experience needs to be a positive one. To create and sustain an institution where students are developing strong generic academic skills and growing in their whole person abilities is no small challenge, especially given the financial constraints that contemporary universities face.
This is the second in a series of five reports on the general theme of assessing StFX’s progress in areas related to the student experience.  The reports will examine various data sources to explore areas where we seem to be making good progress in our quest to be a nationally recognized university providing a first-class academic and social experience.  The reports will identify both the areas of highly positive trends as well as identifying areas where we have room for improvement.  The report will examine data for the mid 90s to 2004 covering trends in:
· #1 Trends in the characteristics of student body
· regional origins
· incoming grades

· in comparison to sister institutions

· academic performance

· progress report: assessing the trends

· #2 Trends in the characteristics of the academic experience
· generic skill development

· level of satisfaction with the StFX academic programs (Maclean’s, Globe & Mail, in-house evaluations)

· progress report: assessing the trends
· #3 Trends in the developing whole person abilities

· concern for social justice 

· role of service learning: immersion & course based

· progress report: assessing the trends

· #4 Trends in the residence experience

· facts and trends

· progress report: assessing the trends
· #5 Trends in the Maclean’s and Globe and Mail reports
· movement in the rankings

· key elements

· progress report: assessing the trends

#2.  Trends in the Characteristics of the Academic Experience

Generic Skill Development.  A key question to ask about a university education is whether it makes any difference. Do students acquire general skills that will serve them well during their post university lives?  In a 1998 report on generic skill development at StFX it was noted that: “It is in the acquisition of key generic skills that the job concerns of students, the interests of the traditional liberal arts university, and the needs of the corporate sector meet.”

StFX monitors the perceived levels of nine generic skills: writing skills, skill in using time efficiently, skill in working with others, ability to think analytically, quantitative/numerical skills, computer skills, skill in working independently, skill in making oral presentations, and skill in finding information and using it.  These skills are measured at three points in time for surveys involving alumni: skill level for each on entering StFX, on leaving StFX, and the present level.  For senior students only the first and the current point in time are measured.  

Level of Satisfaction with Academic Programs.  Are students and graduates satisfied with the academic programs at StFX?  Are there positive trends in measures of satisfaction? How do our graduates compare to graduates from other universities as reported in the Globe & Mail and in the Maclean’s survey of graduates?
The hypotheses guiding this investigation are that:
· there will be positive trends in the change in generic skills when the difference in skill level on leaving the university is compared to skill level on entering university;

· more change will occur during the university years than in the years subsequent to graduation;

· there will be a positive trend in the measures of satisfaction with the academic experience at StFX;

· StFX will rank high compared to other universities in both the Globe & Mail and Maclean’s survey of graduates.
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