Aiming for Best Practices in Recruitment, Selection, and Initial Training of Student Leaders

International First-Year Experience Conference, Vancouver 2012


	Hiring
stage
	Challenges
	Best Practice

	Visioning
	Ideal leader depends on unique features of your program and institution
	Systematically reflect on your data (e.g., program assessments, session observations) to create profiles of strongest/most successful leaders in your context

	Recruiting
	Often need to delay course selection and recruitment advertising until funding is confirmed
	Information Session to more broadly share info. about the position/program, expectations, logistics. Can be interactive and provide a pre-screening for leader selection.

	
	High faculty turnover makes it difficult to find candidates who took the course with the same faculty member.
	Recruit upper-year students with broader content knowledge who can handle an intro class taught by any faculty member.

During the term, encourage regular faculty-leader communication about course material

	
	Finding candidates who are very strong academically but still approachable and able to understand students’ academic challenges as well as having excellent interpersonal skills.
	Don’t discount candidates who started with low grades and improved. 

Communicate your “ideal leader” vision so faculty can make more appropriate recommendations 

	Identifying                       
	Too many candidates who look good on paper but lack interpersonal skills needed for an effective leader. 
	Group interviews in which candidates are observed interacting with each other.

	
	Candidates may relate well to professors and staff, but not to other students.
	Invite and encourage recommendations for future leaders as part of leader-debrief interviews at year end.
Train experienced leaders to be involved in group/individual interviews.

	
	Funding or other delays to the final hiring decisions. 
	Advertise positions “subject to budgetary approval.” Proceed with normal hiring but delay final decision until last minute (even after training if necessary). 

	
	Finding candidates with good metacognitive awareness who will be able to focus sessions on the learning process.
	Include interview questions on study strategies and skills to assess metacognitive awareness.

	
	Candidates give good answers to interview questions about leadership, group dynamics, and so on, but may be unable to put them into practice
	Use behavioural interview questions.

Check candidates’ academic and employment/volunteer references, by phone if possible. Ask for examples of when the candidate displayed the desired characteristics. 

	Developing
	Leader must be available to attend supported class.
	Ask Registrar to grant leaders permission to register on the first day, before classes fill up.

	
	Some leaders are hired despite weaknesses evident during application/interviews.
Wanting to develop an “okay” leader but needing them to hit the ground running. 
	Address weaknesses as soon as possible with a 1-on-1 welcome meeting (“onboarding”) between the program coordinator and the new leader
Experienced leaders can provide additional mentoring.

	
	Large volume of content to teach in training, while demonstrating how to facilitate rather than teach.
	Require leaders to read manual before training and have senior leaders run most training activities using SI activities.

Continue developing leaders through regular meetings and in-service training. 
Hold firmly to 2 full days of  pre-service training 

Involve experienced leaders in training. Give them separate challenges and expectations from new leaders.


The Institutional and Programmatic Context:

Our campuses provide academic support based on the Supplemental Instruction (SI) model.  Although our campuses, and our programs, differ, the leader role we envisioned was based, generally, on this model.

In short, SI is a program of peer-based learning support.  In SI sessions, leaders aim to
· Plan review sessions: content, process

· Facilitate student learning: active learning, scaffolding, group activities, learning strategies

· Create safe learning spaces

· Foster student independence

For more information on the Supplemental Instruction (SI) model of academic support, visit 
http://www.umkc.edu/cad/si/ (University of Missouri, Kansas City—home of SI, internationally), or
http://www.canadiansi.uoguelph.ca/   (Canadian National Center for Supplemental Instruction) 
Lessons Learned (broad conclusions resulting from our collaboration)
· The hiring process does not always show the whole picture (fortunately this is rare). 

· Soft (late) funding can add to delayed leader selection and training difficulties. 

· Last minute hiring can lead to poor selection of leader that you later regret. 
· Consider very carefully before offering an SI if all the pieces are not in place. 

· Be flexible, and be prepared to adapt to uncontrollable circumstances.

· Although we may have an ideal leader in mind, many different kinds of people can be effective.
· Involve experienced leaders wherever possible—from recruitment, to interviewing, to training and supporting new leaders.
· They (the “pros”) provide the student perspective (in interview decisions).

· They help to relax candidates (in interviews).

· They function as a “near-peer” for new leaders (in training and later).

· They gain valuable skills in taking on these roles.
On the value of Reflection

It may seem obvious, but, in fact, seems to require a continual effort to take or make the time to reflect on data (program assessments; session observations; leader feedback; etc.) 

· to compile composite or individual profiles of strongest/most successful leaders; 

· to articulate factors contributing to most effective sessions;

· to discern our own practices which contribute to both  (or hamper either)

Sharing these reflections in various ways (as examples and stories, formally and informally)

· with leaders, and leaders-in-training, so that they have a clear image of the ideal as they develop

· with faculty, so they keep in mind the ideal when they recommend prospective leaders

The challenge:

It seems intuitive, but it’s easy to overlook the simple act of reflection, or the practice of overtly reflecting on outcomes, at all kinds of levels, as often as possible.  To manage complex programs can come to mean reacting to a constant stream of small challenges and attending to emergent situations springing up to demand our attention and energies.  The hardest thing can be the simple act of channelling our attention and creativity toward seeing how the program is functioning, and articulating and assessing the outcomes, and balancing those against the ideal outcomes or goals.

An example

Below are some commonalities I (ET) was able to recognize, when I set out to describe some of the best sessions I’d observed, by some very good, but also very different, leaders.  Once I could recognize and then name the characteristics, I could watch for evidence to affirm my assumptions, and then begin to train new leaders towards becoming aware of and developing those characteristics.  Before that, it felt fuzzier—too vague and subjective to act upon with any confidence.


The Info. Session (in practice at TRU)
Objectives from recruitment perspective:  manageable way to provide same info. to all candidates (levels playing field at interview; precludes answering same sets of questions hundreds of times;  reduces time-pressure on Training (by 1 hr.); reduces chance of an applicant being accepted and having second thoughts, during training, about feasibility of taking the position.  

Other potential:  Info Session can take on a pre-screening function—providing occasion for observing how students interact during group work and socialize in general; especially valuable for students whose first language (and culture) is not English—to asses linguistic ability and comfort with “casual culture” of SL.  
From letter of invitation emailed to prospective applicants:

The purpose of the info. sessions is to give you enough information to know whether the position of SL Leader would be a good fit for you, and a chance to ask any questions you may have.  In the meantime, please explore the website for a general overview www.tru.ca/sl
 

2012 SL Leadership Information Sessions will be 90 minutes, and will run on the following dates/times…    

[includes 3-4 options beginning during exam weeks, timed between exam times; and after, varying from early AM to early evening, to fit around jobs…]

****

From follow-up email confirming the date, room, etc.:

During the session, you'll learn about SL, and about what's involved in being an SL leader… 
Attached, please find an application form, which you can submit after your session, and up to the deadline noted at the top of the form.  Also attached, please find a set of FAQ's for applying.

SL Info Session (Sample) Agenda

1
Sign-in & Introductions& icebreaker—name, undergrad yr completing, program 
5 mins.

Quick intro; objective for the 90 mins--to give you a clear idea of what’s involved in being an SLL, so that you’ll know whether or not to apply… [This will not prepare you to lead!]

2
Think/Cluster/Share task

10-15 mins.

Write down 
[paper; flipchart stands; markers]



a) One thing you know about SL  
[What We Know]

b) One question you have.  

[What we want or need to know]

In clusters (3-4)  Share and summarize/extend on both a) and b) on flipchart paper
ET park questions; students add to questions at any time during session

3
PPT Pres.  All about SL (why, how, background, some data)

25+ mins.
Open Website:  quick link to SL…

4
Job description [sent]/ timeline  [handout]  + activity—pp6-7)
10+ mins.

Think/Pair/Share--Share & summarize what aspects of the job you’d

Most look forward to…

Least look forward to…

5
Training Agenda:  Aug. 30-31(all day both days + meet before individually 15-20 mins)  …   Notice how much you don’t yet know:  (Show manual…)
 5 mins.

6
Nuts and Bolts:  roles/responsibilities/compensation
5-10 mins.


Review flowchart of selection process:  If accepted to train and placed and sessions are attended:

7
Go to Parked Questions [debrief parking questions as session management strategy] 10+ mins.

Now you may apply!!  … Job descriptions and applications were sent –right?
Group interviews (in practice at Carleton)
Challenge: Too many candidates seem qualified on paper but lack interpersonal skills. Individual interviews are very time-consuming, and they don’t let us see the candidate interacting with peers.

Best practice: Group interviews
In group interviews, you can observe a large number of candidates interacting with each other. We invite several candidates for each position to a group interview, and then select the best candidates for individual interviews.

Participants
· Program coordinator

· Observers – current and former leaders trained to observe and take notes on candidate behaviours. We have at least 1 observer for every 4 candidates. Leaders are happy to volunteer for this role.

· Candidates – usually 20-40 candidates per group interview

Agenda
1. Introductions

2. Icebreaker – a large-group activity that requires candidates to cooperate

3. Video & discussions – candidates watch a short video of an SI-type session. In small groups, they discuss what the leader did well and what could be improved. We ask them to come to a consensus and to make a brief presentation. We are looking for candidates who can facilitate without dominating their groups.
4. Scenarios & discussions – we present candidates with short written vignettes about challenging situations that arise in sessions. The candidates discuss the first few situations in small groups. Then we rearrange the room and candidates discuss the remaining challenging scenarios in one large group.

5. Q & A – We finish with a question and answer session. Candidates can ask questions of the coordinator and observers.

6. Debriefing – the program coordinator and the observers have a confidential discussion and rank candidates for each position.

Notes

· Switch candidate groups several times to observe each candidate interacting with different people. 
Behaviour-based interviews

Challenge: Candidates may know the right answers to interview questions but not how to act on them.

Best practice: Use behavioural interview questions. 

Behavioural interviews assume that the best predictor of a candidate’s future behaviour is their past behaviour. Behavioural questions ask candidates to describe their actual experiences – how they behaved in a given situation – rather than predicting how they might behave in a hypothetical situation or how they think people should behave. 

Behavioural questions have three parts: 
1. The job requirement: “At times, leaders have to do X . . .”

2. The situation and behaviour: “Tell me about a time when you have done X”

3. The outcome: “How did you handle it?” “What did you learn? “How did it turn out?” “How did they respond?” “What would you do differently next time?”

To create behavioural questions, think of skills or qualities your ideal leader should have. Write several questions for each category of skills. 

Leadership and group skills: “Leaders sometimes need to encourage and motivate students who might not be very motivated academically. Describe a time when you motivated others to take on tasks that they didn’t necessarily want to work on.”

Organization and time management: “Each week, leaders have to create a workshop plan that describes the material they’ll be reviewing, the methods they will use, and how long each part will take. Tell me about a time when you had to create and carry out a detailed plan.”
Flexibility: “Leaders make a detailed lesson plan for each workshop, but they often have to change it to accommodate what the students need that day. Describe a time when you had to deviate from a plan. How did you handle it and what did you learn?”

Communication and interpersonal skills: “Leaders are peers to their students, but they also have to keep students on task and maintain an appropriate academic environment in workshops. Can you think of a time when you had to balance being a peer and being an authority figure? What did you learn from the experience?”

Preparing the candidate

Inform candidates of the interview format when you invite them to the interview so they can prepare. At the beginning of the interview, remind the candidate about the purpose and structure of behaviour-based questions. I find if effective to say something like “I want stories about specific incidents, rather than summaries of what usually happens.” Have multiple questions in each category and allow candidates to skip questions. Allow them time to recall an appropriate incident before answering. 

Checking candidate references 

Challenge: Candidates may give good answers to interview questions about leadership, group dynamics, and so on, but still be unable to put them into practice.

Best practice: Check academic and employment references to confirm candidates’ accounts of their past behaviour. If possible, conduct reference checks on the telephone, as referees may disclose more than they would in writing. Ask questions that parallel those in your interview. Also ask employers to confirm the student’s stated role on a given project (e.g., “Mary mentioned she worked on the ABC Project. Can you describe her role?”)
	Candidate name: __________________
Reference name: ______________Date:_______________

Hello, I’m calling about [NAME], an employee/student of yours who has applied for a position as a workshop facilitator for the Enriched Support Program. ESP facilitators lead structured study groups for students in a selected course. The purpose of these groups is to help students to engage actively with the course material, to establish and review what is most important, and to form social bonds in a positive academic context. The ultimate goals are to improve students’ grades in the supported course and to support their transition into university.

1) How do you know the candidate? Were you his/her direct supervisor?
2) Dates employed/taught:  

3) Any association outside of school/work (e.g., family or friend)?
4) Employment reference: Describe the candidate’s role in your organization. 
5) Academic reference: Describe the candidate’s mastery of the course content and skills.
6) Organization

a. Meets deadlines 

b. Plans well 

c. Able to manage part-time work as well as school 
7) Communication and interpersonal skills

a. Comfortable in groups 

b. Approachable and likable by peers 

c. Able to handle stress and conflict 


8) Flexibility

a. Takes instruction 

b. Open to learning new approaches 

c. Open to positive and negative feedback 


9) As a potential future supervisor of this individual, what advice would you give me for getting the best performance from him/her?

10) Would you rehire? 



On-boarding of newly hired leaders (in practice at Carleton)
Challenge: Newly hired leaders presented some weaknesses in their interviews.

Best practice: Address weaknesses ASAP with 1-on-1 on-boarding interview. 

Process: The program coordinator meets with each new hire in late August or early September. The coordinator begins by asking the candidates what they thought their strengths and weaknesses were during interviews, and then reviews why candidates were selected (strengths) as well as things they can work on. 

Benefits: On-boarding is a chance for the coordinator and the new leader to develop a 1-on-1 relationship. It helps the new leader by giving feedback on their performance in interviews. It also normalizes the idea of receiving regular feedback as part of this position. 

Example on-boarding notes:

	Strengths

Group interview: 

· encouraged quieter group members to share their opinion

· displayed enthusiasm by smiling and variations in voice
· helped to keep the group on task by asking how much time was left and whether someone should write out the answers

Individual interview: 

· art camp examples showed strong understanding of group dynamics and conflict resolution 

· described strategies for reading and note-taking in psychology and knew that different approaches might work for different students
References: 

· reliable & diligent

· helpful to peers and colleagues
· accepted feedback without being defensive, made significant improvements
Things to work on: (Please ask your observers and Team Leader to help you with these.)

· Some answers were repetitive or took too long to get to the main point. Try to start with the main point before expanding with details.

· At times you spoke very quickly, which could make it difficult for some students to follow.

· When you presented in the group interview, you looked only at me and not the other participants. Try to make eye contact with everyone.

· Something else you would like to work on: ______________________________________
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Common Elements among effective leaders (potentially contributing to their effectiveness):


These are all leaders with at least a semester of experience.  


They are able to leave their egos at the door.


They are relentless about preparing—both a session plan and materials/questions.


They are comfortable being challenged—about content and about process.


They are able to share responsibility with their session participants; not withhold it.  


All are third or fourth year of study.


All accomplish success in terms of high rate of student participation; high level of student satisfaction; and relative success of students in the target course.  





Differences among the group (and so not appearing to determine or diminish effectiveness): 


Two are very quiet, and three very outgoing.


One is more laid-back; two are high energy.


They are from the arts, science, or business programs.


Three have been strong academically (always?); others have more recently become strong students.


Three participated in SL as first year students (two with strong leaders; one not so much).


Two are over thirty years old; the others are early twenties.  





SI Leader Recruitment


Flowchart (TRU)





Student Recommendation


(from surveys / leaders / faculty)





Contact (email/phone) with invitation to Info Session
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unable to connect





Attends Info Session


(1.5-2 Hr; various dates)





Does not apply





Leader Application received





Notified:


Not short-listed


(GPA/other issue)





Invited to Interview





Notified:


Not selected





Invited to training


(2 days, RF before classes start)





Notified:  Not selected to lead at this time (issues apparent during training; or scheduling issues, etc.)
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Leadership placement delayed 


to later semester








OR








PAGE  
3
Rachelle Thibodeau, Carleton University
Elizabeth Templeman, Thompson Rivers University
Vivian Fayowski, University of Northern British Columbia
Krista Bianco, University of Guelph & Canadian National Centre for Supplemental Instruction

