Program Evaluation for TASS II – Public Health at the Crossroads, University of Michigan, Summer, 2005

What a wonderful opportunity to participate in the TASS program! Working with the students over the summer was both a challenge and a true pleasure.  Every student in the program was a delight, and clearly capable of being the leaders of their generation.  We feel strongly that participation in the TASS program will have nothing but a positive effect on their future academic and careers choices.

Even though it was very clear that the students chosen to participate in the TASS program were the best and the brightest of their age group, they were often too young to have the developmental skills to sustain the long-term focus required for 3 hours a day, 5 days a week for six weeks.  The students were very enthusiastic, but lost steam over the course of the program.  There were no grades and no long term relationships being established that would have offered the extra enticement for pushing themselves beyond their previous experiences of personal challenge.  So, it was very difficult for them to stay fully focused and engaged in the program as a whole. Add to that the heat and social challenges of housing both TASS groups at the same site with only 4 college students to work with them on educational, social and personal issues, and it became clear to us that the students struggled more than was necessary during their stay.

We feel strongly that more group dynamics skill development needs to be built into the TASS program, both educationally and socially. This program would be enhanced greatly by devising mechanisms for helping the students develop more interpersonal skills, e.g., have them take the Meyer Briggs and the Enneagram assessments. Knowledge such as this could help them to better understand how they personally and socially interact from the standpoint of their natural styles and strongest skill bases. The students could also use this information to help them more constructively build community at the Telluride House.  Supplementing this knowledge with information, exercises and forums that utilize a support/challenge/listen dynamic instead of the shame/blame game that usually steps in to shape community at this age could greatly enhance their experience during the summer, both personally and collectively.  It would also augment their opportunities for future advancement and access to other educational opportunities.  We did some of this work in the class and integrated several of these techniques into the final project for one group in the class, and it was very effective.  However, this would have been a lot more valuable if the program supported more approaches like this at the house as well as in the classroom.

One of the things we noticed as the program began is that none of the students had a clear understanding of what was expected of them once they had been accepted into the TASS program.   They were are all so eager and willing, and yet waiting for more structured understanding of what to expect day to day.  Clearer outlines of the program expectations, challenges they are likely to face, and house ground rules and group dynamics would be worth considering as additions to the program initiation phases in the future.
Another idea that we feel would enhance this program is the allocation of more money for field trips to allow for the combination of educational and recreational opportunities to accompany their classroom learning.  As instructors we organized a field trip that allowed the students to incorporate their community outreach requirement.  As well, we took them out to dinner to expand their cultural palates and to provide an opportunity for the students to collectively participate in an activity with each other, the tutors and the instructors that was educational, social and recreational.  Both of these additional experiences were successful and worth repeating with other groups. However, as instructors, we were not informed ahead of time that field trip money was even available. We also didn’t know about as many of the living situations and expectations as we felt we should have.  
If we had known more about how this program worked in the day to day after they left the class – we would have structured the course work quite differently.  The three hours would have worked better if the teaching/learning environment had been encouraged to be more of a ‘workshop’ format or life skill building for the kids.  More group exercises and life experience games are both examples of team/community building skills these kids needed to have an edge in their lives, as well as providing a good foundation for the intellectual skills they are developing during this summer program.   Group processing skills practiced on a weekly basis would have also been a good thing to add to the writing and speaking assignments we designed throughout the course.  In addition, an emphasis on personal discovery and reflection – that is, each individual learning who they are and how they operate – so that the mirror of self reflection could be used to enhance the entire TASS group experience would have helped a lot.  

After the first week or two, it became very apparent to us that what was happening at the TASS house was distressing many of the students on a day-in-day-out level.  It wouldn’t be too strong to say that many of them hated being in the house – having to have early curfews because of someone’s bad choices, dealing with the extreme heat that made the rooms unbearable, and dealing with personality flair ups among students who had few skills to be able to process and resolve issues created a permeating negative environment for the students.   So the issues over time built up in many areas and really decreased the effectiveness of the program.  The expectations that they would form self-governing bodies and committees, find community service opportunities on their own, and be responsible for putting peer pressure on their fellow students that were acting like normal teenagers was too much for them.  
One more note about the unbearable heat this past summer.  We so often don’t think that the physical environment should be considered a part of the intellectual concerns and intellectual issues of education.  However, not having adequate cooling or ventilation really detracted from the students being able to do the reading and writing and group work that we had assigned.  It is very difficult to operate in extreme heat and humidity.  Having even one air-conditioned room for the students to study in would have greatly reduced tensions and stress for people and let them concentrate on the education at hand. 
Since the emphasis in this program is in developing the kinds of skills necessary to help the students take advantage of their intellectual gifts, more should be done to help them.  For example, there should have been meetings set up with the TASS organizational staff and the faculty chosen to teach the summer courses in order to provide hands-on experience with the program before course syllabi was finalized.  If we had known about house rules, house issues, field trip money, community service requirement, and that only tutors would be in the house, we could have seen some of the potential problem areas ahead of time and adjusted our course experience for the students.  Also, having more direct contact between the operations and education arms of the program during the term would have been good so that when trouble started to arise we could have modified the course to have more talk down time and skill building sessions.  We had several class sessions when we had to abandon the planned material and just let the students dump their grief and frustration to adults who would listen and help them think through some new options.  An orientation morning that includes the faculty, the program director, all staff and tutors so that everyone can meet each other and know how to reach each other if and when necessary or desired would have added a structural connection that increased the student’s security net.  

We loved working with these kids and it was very distressing to us that they were so distressed.    Given how hard it is to be a teenager these days, we felt like it would be to the program’s great advantage to have an older adult in the house to handle disciplinary issues, to provide counseling to students when they needed it, and disentangle group emotional issues.  The tutors were outstanding but they had way too many hats to wear.  They were also too young to be able to offer enough stable, life-experience grounded leadership around personal growth issues and group dynamic issues that seemed to undermine the house experience for the students. 

Both of the tutors assigned to our class were eager, willing and highly committed to the program and their role in it.  Overall, they did an amazing job of nurturing, disciplining, and teaching the students given that they were just college students themselves.  We did see some problems that could be avoided.  For instance, one of the tutors was from out of town and found it difficult to figure out where to go and what to do with the kids in some of the off time.  Also, the fact that they were wearing so many hats had negative repercussions for both them and the TASS students.  For example, they are close enough in age to be like big brothers and big sisters that the students want to get close to, be with, and explore/stretch normal boundaries of experience.  However, when that same person is then the disciplinarian, it creates a difficult dance that is confusing and frustrating.  As well, given the importance of the house environment to the learning environment, we did not feel that the tutors had enough training in group dynamics and personal process skills to really lead the students.  The TASS students are incredibly bright and so are the tutors.  Having clear models, ideas, examples, and exercises about self-reflection, group process, group accountability, and self-governance would have made all the difference in the world because these students and tutors would have something concrete to try and to go back to as a resource.  We so often just need the language and a little practical experience in these areas to succeed.  However, no one seems to spend the time to do it.  
The use of the committee systems was frustrating to most of the students.  The tutors need more guidance and explicit frameworks for their expectations.  Committee skills and potential resources need to be provided for this to work more effectively. The faculty needs to be involved in this much earlier. For example, we could have helped created community-service opportunities but would have needed to have that clearly articulated in the expectation because it can take months to create a quality experience for 17 students.  We could have provided contacts, resources information and campus activities lists to the tutors in advance if we had known they were needed.  Small frustrations like problems getting their U of M ids and email accounts could have been resolved ahead of time by having organizational meetings across all faculty and staff in the program before the students arrived.  Finally, we, as faculty, would have greatly benefited from talking to previous TASS faculty about their experiences.  Infrastructure issues are common with any program, and are to be expected.  Yet, having the opportunity for incoming faculty to speak to the faculty from the year before could help eliminate unnecessary mistakes and shorten the learning curve for everyone involved in the program.
Once again, we found the students a delight and the opportunity to participate in this program a wonderful one.  It is our hope that by raising up some of these issues for further discussion by the administrative arm of this program can help fine tune a very good program and continue to direct it towards further excellence. 

As faculty here at the University of Michigan, we want to applaud this program for its far reaching goals and the time and attention paid to bringing such bright and resourceful youth to our campus.  We wish you all the best in your upcoming planning and recruitment for 2006, and would certainly consider participating in this program’s efforts in the future.

Sincerely,

[DELETED]
