Background


In the fall of 2007, Charles Quinn, Dean of Business Studies, came to the Speech Department with a unique request. His idea was to partner with the department to create a flexible training option with an emphasis on soft skills training that would serve to address the needs of area organizations and working adults. Soft skills include basic employability skills and involve the ability to interact and communicate positively and productively with other people (Eldredge, 2006). 

His proposal included suggestions for taking two existing courses and combining the content into one course or “module” and marketing this format to local businesses and organizations. The end result would be a program specifically designed for working adults who need personalized training, but might also be interested in receiving college credit.
Benefit to Austin Community College


Using programs such as Early College Start and College Connections as a model, the finished product would combine the characteristics of traditional college courses, continuing education, and distance learning to create a tailored learning experience for those in need of career training as well as those seeking an academic degree. While the College’s aims at increasing offerings for working adults through distance learning and Weekend College have proven successful, currently there are few ACC programs beyond these that are designed specifically for this population. Such a program would solidify a place for Austin Community College in Austin’s professional marketplace. 

Benefits to Austin Community


Today’s economy has created new challenges for professionals in the Austin area. Limited training budgets, increased competition for jobs, and time constraints have created a market where the average employee cannot leave their position in order to complete the traditional college program.  However, organizations still have needs for skilled employees and workers who can take on the demands of a higher-level position. 

These same organizations need a tool for providing low-cost, high-quality training for their employees. ACC can also provide the benefit of longer courses than those traditionally attending by professionals which promotes retention and mastery of important concepts. Any such program is especially beneficial for companies offering tuition reimbursement and/or for employees seeking professional development opportunities.
Project Goals


The goals of the project as outlined by Charles Quinn include:

· Merge two existing courses that are in some way related to cover common material

· The resulting module or course is offered in a hybrid format

· Both courses occupy the same “space” in Blackboard (or some other courseware platform) allowing two instructors to team teach the course

· Material that is common to both courses is covered only once. Locate synergies between the two courses that would make enrolling in the combined version more effective than taking the two separately

· Students register for the model and receive credit for both courses

· A module can be offered via college credit only, or integrated with Continuing Education

The scope of the project involved addressing each of these goals and working with faculty of the Business Studies and Speech Departments as well as other internal entities to create a course which would meet these stated objectives.

Implementation

Goal 1: Merge two existing courses that are in some way related to cover common material. 

The two courses determined to best fit this criteria are SPCH 1321 – Business and Professional Communication and ENGL 2311 – Technical and Business Writing. Both courses emphasize effective communication in the workplace, one oral and the other written.

Adler and Elmhorst (2008) highlight the need for communication skills as important in virtually every career, not just those that are traditionally regarded as people-oriented. Professionals in fields from accounting to engineering spend a great deal of their work lives speaking and listening, primarily in one-to-one and small group settings. Similarly, the Society for Technical Communication states that technical communicators have become an asset to many companies with their understanding of technical processes, as well as their ability to communicate information in a clear and usable way to different groups from consumers to end users.


These two courses will be merged as a Learning Community, a model currently used for other ACC courses. As defined by the Austin Community College Catalog (2008), Learning Communities allow students to discover connections and commonalities across disciplines. Students enroll in two linked courses, and what students learn in one class is reinforced in the other. Examples of current learning community courses include Developmental Reading and Introduction to Psychology and Transition to College Success and Basic Math.
Goal 2: The resulting module or course is offered in a hybrid format.

ACC’s Department of Distance Learning defines a hybrid course as one that combines traditional classroom instruction with computer-based distance education. The majority of the coursework is completed online, with some classroom or laboratory meeting also scheduled. The laboratory meetings are necessary to facilitate the delivery of oral presentations as required by the speech department for SPCH 1321.

A distance learning format is ideal for this type of course. Most working adults are comfortable communicating in an online environment and the hybrid format works towards reducing any anxieties they may have about returning to the classroom. Yet another benefit of the hybrid course is that it allows for the mastery of online communication skills which are an important key to success in today’s organization.

Goal 3: Both courses occupy the same “space” online.

Fortunately this was a relatively simple goal to meet. Working with Seth Wilkerson, Blackboard Administrator, it was discovered that a course can be created with multiple instructors assigned to the same course. Each section would be “fed into” the same Blackboard course shell. This allows for ease of access to online course material in one location with a single username and password. 

Goal 4: Material that is common to both courses is covered only once. 

In order to maintain consistency with other sections of SPCH 1321 currently offered, the curriculum of each full-time instructor currently teaching the course  was examined and compared with the current curriculum of ENGL 2311 taught by Professor David McMurrey, Professor of Technical Communication. Through both face-to-face and online meetings with Professor McMurrey, the two courses were thoroughly examined for common content. A list of possible assignments was generated to ensure that each department’s requirements would be met.

Goal 5: Students register for the module and receive credit for both courses.

Because the Learning Community model is already in place in other departments, a protocol already exists for listing these courses in the course schedule. The primary consideration here is that registration for both courses is required. The following is a sample course schedule note:

“43615 SPCH 1321-001 is paired with 40440 ENGL-2311-138. Students are required to register for both sections of the paired course.”

Goal 6: A module can be offered via college credit only, or integrated with Continuing Education.

The first offering of the paired course will be offered for college credit only. However, future plans include creating modules that can be offered through Continuing Education. This will be discussed further in Future Objectives. 
It was determined that because ENGL 2311 is a writing intensive course, the course enrollment would be limited to between 15 and 18 students. Also, in order to accommodate adult learners, a traditional 16-week semester would be replaced with a 10-12 week term. These changes again are in line with catering to the unique needs of the population for whom this course module is intended.

On the following pages a rough outline of the sample syllabus and course calendar has been developed to show how activities and assignments will be used to meet the stated objectives of each course.
Sample Syllabus

SPCH 1321/ENGL 2311-HYD

Instructors: Tasha F. Davis, Assistant Professor & David McMurrey, Professor

Course Descriptions: (SPCH 1321) Theories and practice of speech communication as applied to business and professional situations. The course concentrates on building speaking and delivery skills, as well as critical thinking and analytical skills that focus on how to organize a presentation.

(ENGL 2311) Principles, techniques, and skills needed to conduct scientific, technical, or business writing. Instruction in the writing of reports, letters, in the preparation and presentation of oral reports, and other exercises applicable to a wide range of disciplines and careers. Emphasis on clarity, conciseness, and accuracy of expression. Research techniques, information design, effective use of graphics, and preparation and presentation of oral reports will be covered.

Course Objectives:

After completing this course you will be able to:

· Understand the communication process and recall how networks and channels influence the communication process in organizations

· Recognize cultural differences that impact members of an organization and enact appropriate communication strategies to help attain cultural diversity

· Send and interpret verbal and nonverbal messages with accuracy and effectiveness

· Evaluate listening habits and practice effective listening skills

· Build positive interpersonal relationships in the workplace

· Plan and conduct an interview in both interviewee and interviewer roles

· Distinguish groups and teams and recall communication factors that influence the effective development of teams

· Demonstrate competence in working with and making a decision as a team

· Identify and overcome common obstacles in group meetings

· Create and deliver a business presentation

· Be able to analyze and audience and write effective technical and business documents for that audience

· Anticipate and respond to questions during a presentation

· Develop a satisfactory set of instructions that use headings, lists, illustrations, and notices competently

· Write a proposal, a recommendation, and complaint letter

· Write a formal technical report that focuses on a specific situation

Instructional Material: TBD
(Efforts will be made to prevent students from being required to purchase two textbooks; where possible, reading material will be supplemented with online content.)
HYD Course Guidelines

1. Complete orientation and attend required lab meeting(s)
2. Complete textbook chapters and online readings as assigned

3. Complete graded assignments and oral presentation

4. Complete exams covering required material (text and online content)

5. Participate in class discussions via Blackboard
Sample Semester Calendar

	Week 1


	Getting Started: Complete required orientation; begin first unit reading assignments and introduce yourself to peers and instructors by completing the Personal Memo and Online Biography



	Week 2
	Resumes and application letters: Weekly activities will prepare for completion of an application letter and resume. Work in groups on the Group Committee assignment



	Week 3
	Beginning Document Design: Learn how to create instructions with headings, lists, notices, and illustrations. Determine topic choice for Expository Essay



	Week 4
	Advanced Document Design: Continue developing formal writing skills



	Week 5
	Reports/Writing with Purpose: Understanding technical reports, topics for reports, and writing for a specific audience, purpose, and situation



	Week 6
	Persuasion: Focus on developing content with the intent to persuade. Improve understanding of developing and formatting a formal proposal for a realistic audience, purpose, and situation



	Week 7
	Interpersonal Skills: Review business letter format in preparation for completion of Complaint Letter. Readings on effective listening, nonverbal skills, and interpersonal communication specific to workplace

	Week 8
	Incorporating Visual Content: Review readings on developing tables, charts, and graphs. Begin working towards incorporation of these elements as presentational aids

	Week 9
	Speaking to Inform: Develop topic and begin researching supporting material for a speech to inform based on a topic appropriate for a business audience



	Week 10
	Planning and Delivery of Oral Reports: Finalize planning and development of Informative Presentation 



	Week 11
	Capstone Assignment: Complete oral presentation and confirm plans for final report


	Week 12
	Wrap-up


Future Objectives

The first course offering for this module is planned for the spring 2010 semester. After its implementation can be further evaluated, future sections will be added as needed. Additional faculty from both the Business Studies and Speech Departments will be recruited and trained on instructing courses for the audience and format. However, efforts will be made to maintain the original focus while allowing instructors to exercise academic freedom in developing their own content. 

If successful, it is hoped that other courses from both programs will be developed in the Learning Community format. Possibilities include HAMG 1321 Hospitality Human Resource Management and SPCH 1318 Interpersonal Communication; and BMGT 1327 Principles of Management and SPCH 1315 Fundamentals of Public Speaking.  Other possibilities include courses from the Basics of Supervision, Leadership Development, and Entrepreneurship programs.
The ideal scenario is currently practiced at Tyler Junior College in their Leadership Development Program (http://business.tjc.edu/Leadership/Leadership.htm). While it is unclear if the Learning Community format is practiced here, program enrollment is open only to those chosen by organizations and the courses and content are designed to support the needs of local business. The goal here is to provide opportunities for individuals in the community to learn valuable skills needed for the workplace while earning college credit.

For ACC to model this program, future modules would need to be developed into a complete certificate program for academic and/or continuing education credit. Facilitating this would likely require an application process along with additional administrative functions. 

Personal Reflection
While completing this project, I was pleased to have the opportunity to work with another academic department. Because Business Studies comprises both transfer and workforce courses, I was also able to learn a great deal about the differences in requirements and approaches to curriculum development. I gained hands-on experience in the process of creating a new course and quickly came to realize the amount of work, effort, and thought that goes into the development of a new course offering.
My work with Professor McMurrey also allowed me to see how other instructors create and manage online content. Distance learning is an area of personal interest. Being able to create a new distance learning section and also eventually instructing the course provides professional development and growth for me as a college instructor and adds to the strength of my department. By serving as the lead for this project in the speech department, I will be the person who will recruit and train future faculty who are interested in teaching this new online course offering.
References

Adler, R. B. & Elmhorst, J. M. (2008). Communicating at Work (9th ed.). New York, NY:


McGraw Hill.

Austin Community College (n.d.) Academic Programs. Retrieved March 19, 2009, from


http://www.austincc.edu/cataloghtml/programs.php
Eldredge, B. (2006) The Growing Need for Soft Skills. Retrieved April 26, 2009 from


http://www.ourfactsyourfuture.org/admin/uploadedPublications/1686_Article_Sept
06.pdf

Society for Technical Communication (2008) Telling Our Powerful Story. Retrieved

March 19, 2009, from http://www.stc.org/story/
Tyler Junior College (n.d.) Leadership Development Program. Retrieved April 26, 2009, 


from http://business.tjc.edu/Leadership/Leadership.htm


