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SETTING UP TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE AT

Mott Community College
Turning Conversation Day into Action

Conversation Day is the beginning—not the end—of Vital Focus and our transition to the AQIP model of continuous improvement and institutional accreditation.  Spurring rich discussions that lead to action is the primary purpose of Vital Focus Conversation Day. Through the sequence and succession of conversations, a clearer picture should emerge of Mott Community College’s three or four highest priority opportunities for making a significant difference right now. At this point in the Vital Focus process, we have begun to identify our collective views on Mott CC’s priorities, strengths, and greatest opportunities for making a significant difference, and we have defined provocative propositions or recommendations for making a difference at Mott CC right now. 

What are the Next Steps in Vital Focus?

Next Step 1: Create our Conversation Summary Report and Compile Additional Data from Other Audiences

The Constellation Results Report is not the final Vital Focus report; it is just the first part. Shortly after Conversations Day, our AQIP Facilitators will work with the AQIP Leadership and other volunteers to create the full Conversation Day Summary Report. This report serves as the foundation for the next discussions.
The Conversation Day Summary Report will include:

· Conclusions and recommendations for action from today’s conversations, including any immediate action items we identified; and

· Observations from our Facilitator on the data and the conversations.

The Constellation Appendices and Comments are:

· Charts that provide data from the Constellation (the online survey employees took in September) broken out by staff type and by longevity, and

· Comments Mott CC participants provided these throughout the survey.

THE COMMENTS IN PARTICULAR can be organized to provide information that deepens our understanding on the priorities. In addition, the comments may point to any sharp differences or issues that could be barriers to taking action and that they need to be discussed. Data entered into the "comments" field by survey respondents has not been edited for grammar or mechanics.  For legal reasons, specific references that identify particular employees have been removed and replaced with generic descriptors in brackets.  Otherwise, all comments are presented as they were written.

ADDITIONAL DATA FROM STUDENTS, EMPLOYERS, INSTITUTIONAL SURVEYS, etc., are also critical to making sure that when we prioritize our recommendations for action that we take seriously the views of our students and other stakeholders, our mission and vision, and the current trends and contexts in which MCC is operating.

Next Step 2: Hold Prioritization Conversations

After Conversation Day, we at Mott CC need to take the many recommendations from Conversation Day, and the immediate action items, and the additional data and use them to talk about what the top 8-10 priorities for action really are. We will do this by:

· First, asking all employees to rank or comment back on or attend a prioritization discussion (or two) to review the Conversation Day Summary Report and its comments and then forward what they see as the top priority 5-7 recommendations and 8-10 immediate action items.  Mott AQIP leadership will make this ranking available online and will invite other stakeholders (students, advisory groups, board, adjunct faculty, etc.) to participate. By the early December, 2005, we will hold one or more mini-Conversation Days (2-3 hours) with students and advisory groups.

· Second, creating a basic set of guidelines for prioritizing recommendations. Our facilitators may assist us in this process. It is important that the guidelines are open so individual groups can add to them in their discussions. (Done at the same time as the ranking process above.)

· Third, identifying the top 10-25 recommendations and top 25-30 immediate actions (some of which may not be possible quickly) from the ranking process. Then Mott CC will hold a series of prioritization conversations across standing groups and committees which use the additional data and the criteria to rank order these until there emerges a top 6-10. These become the top priority recommendations—forwarded for further exploration and potential action. (To be done by the end of January, 2006.)

Note on Strategic Planning.  The AQIP process is intended to seamlessly dovetail with our strategic goals that we are in the process of defining. It identifies within our goals the 3-4 action projects that collectively will serve as the basis for our participation in AQIP and will impact broadly the culture and systems of Mott CC. When they are fully operational, our AQIP and Strategic Planning processes will be one in the same.

Next Step 3: Hold Development Discussions to Arrive at 5-6 Potential Action Projects, Determine our Top Three, and carry out the Immediate Actions

Once we have our top 8-10 recommendations, we are ready to explore each more fully, developing them enough to see if they are among the top 3-4. We will do so by:

· First, gathering cross-functional groups of people—some of whom are directly responsible for or directly involved in the work or process that is the focus of the recommendation and others who are interested and who are more external to the process or area—to discuss what they see as the top two or three of the priorities. Having a cross-functional group of different types of employees from different areas of Mott CC really increases the creativity of the ideas and the outcomes. (Usually takes 2-3 one-hour meetings if data are easily usable.)
· Second, having our AQIP Leadership (volunteers are welcome) review the results of the development discussion, the common choices, and then proposing what will be the 5-6 action projects to take to the Strategy Forum AND the top three that will be the focus of the Strategy Forum.
· Third, holding large open forums and web forums to propose and take feedback on the top 5-6 and the “Priority 3” AND THEN DISCUSS PROGRESS ON THE IMMEDIATE ACTIONS. Note: We hope to immediately identify 3-5 Immediate Actions that can just be taken care of…and progress can begin on the others.
What constitutes a good action project? Among all we will do, these 3-4 action projects should be challenging, packed with learning opportunity for Mott CC, and be those that the broadest group of staff supports and has chosen. It is quite likely that the action projects may logically fall into goals of our new (but not-yet-adopted) strategic plan or they can help reshape our strategic plan. What sets these action plans apart from any of our other goals and plans is their collective definition and support by Mott CC as a whole. In addition, these action projects, along with the Systems Portfolio, require 3-4 years of working with AQIP.  Action projects are the broad process improvement projects that will serve as the focus for Mott CC’s continued accreditation. More information on action projects can be found at www.aqip.org.

Next Step 4: Write our Strategy for Action and Hold Conference

This is the last step in Vital Focus and the first step in full participation in AQIP. When we have reached consensus on the top 5-6 Action Projects, we are ready to write our Strategy, which will be reviewed by our Vital Focus Facilitator and eventually by other institutions as we plan to attend a Strategy Forum (scheduled for May 2006). In one short required document, our Strategy for Action should capture our learning from Vital Focus and prepare us to attend the Strategy Forum. We have much work to do to prepare for the Strategy Forum, but this important conference will result in the final steps Mott CC carries out in our Vital Focus process and exploration.

Our Strategy for Action will be 10-12 pages long and include:

· Institutional Facts and Context

· Our Present and Our Future Environment

· Our Action Project Worksheets

IMPORTANT: We should not attempt to create PERFECT action projects or GET OVERLY ATTACHED to our action projects. We should VIEW THE STRATGEY FORUM AS AN OPPORTUNITY TO GAIN FEEDBACK ON OUR DRAFT ACTION PROJECTS so we can really finalize them.

Note: You can find the directions and the report requirements for Mott CC’s Strategy for Action on the AQIP webpage, www.aqip.org. Use the Jump Menu to go to the Strategy Forum page and click on any active Strategy Forum dates and the required documents, including the Strategy for Action, will be listed.  Mott’s Own AQIP button at www.mcc.edu will also lead you to local information about what we are doing.

IMPORTANT: We will disseminate our Strategy For Action Workbook widely to all employees who participated in Conversation Day and other discussion.

ALSO IMPORTANT: We will set up POST-Strategy Forums and communicate with all employees to share the feedback on our action projects and to get feedback from employees on the best revision and approach to the Forum feedback. (The AQIP Leadership will lead this effort.)

Options for Concluding Vital Focus

Mott CC may choose to conclude Vital Focus AFTER the Strategy Forum, rather than BEFORE.  The College could choose either one, but if we choose AFTER, we can even bring our Facilitators back to campus to help us work through the feedback and integrate the action projects into our work. The benefit of this approach is that Mott CC would not view the action projects as “final” going into the Strategy Forum and could use the feedback from other institutions as a key to the final revision of these action projects.

Potential Future Steps:

Could we repeat Vital Focus in the future? Yes. It is often used in preparing the final portfolio or as a means for interpreting the next priority projects from the portfolio—or even as a basis for the portfolio conversation process.

We may choose to do Vital Focus on our own or in conjunction with the Higher Learning Commission. AQIP’s goal is to build our internal ability to turn conversation to action, not to make us forever dependent on a process or a facilitator.

If we do repeat Vital Focus, AQIP recommends that we replace Constellation (our entire survey) with Examiner, a tighter, more advanced survey from which we can get comparative results from other institutions. 
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VITAL FOCUS AND THE NEXT STEPS AFTER CONVERSATION DAY
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