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Abstract: In the spring of 2011, a group of Sociology capstone students at California State University, Channel Islands (CSUCI) partnered with CSUCI’s Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI) to conduct a survey of OLLI members’ satisfaction and needs. This represents a model for service-learning partnerships and community-based research. Here, we present the project’s origins, describe stages of the research collaboration, and review key findings. Our central purpose is to describe the nature and benefits of the partnership in order to encourage and promote similar partnerships at other universities. To that end, we provide a series of lessons and recommendations that contributed to the success of our partnership. 


In spring 2011, current and former members of the OLLI Program at California State University Channel Islands (CSUCI) participated in an extensive survey designed to provide systematic feedback to staff concerning issues crucial to the effective design and delivery of programs and services. The survey included responses from over 200 participants, addressing topics such as the reasons they joined OLLI, the reasons that they select specific classes, and satisfaction with various aspects of the program – among others. The research findings were presented in a 40-page report that graphically illustrated responses and provided interpretations highlighting important patterns. The findings are invaluable for the OLLI staff in their ongoing efforts to develop new programs and to redesign existing programs where needed – all in order to better serve current members, reach out to former members, and to attract new members. It is also the kind of research for which most OLLI programs have neither the expertise nor resources to either conduct on their own or to contract out. The CSUCI OLLI program is no different from most in that sense. So how was it able to commission systematic survey research resulting in a professional grade report? 
The “2011 OLLI-CSUCI Member Satisfaction Survey” was conducted as a partnership between the OLLI Program and the CSUCI Sociology Program. The research was conducted by a group of four CSUCI Sociology students as part of their senior capstone course – under close supervision of their professor, and in collaboration with the OLLI Program Director. The students designed and administered the survey, collected and analyzed the data, and produced the final report – all at virtually no cost to OLLI. While this may sound like a unique opportunity for collaboration, such opportunities are increasingly common in universities around the nation as programs emphasize real-world research experience for undergraduates, and seek to find ways to connect with partners in their communities. As college educators will be quick to point out, the benefits are mutual: while the project provided valuable research to OLLI’s staff that will help them to identify needs and opportunities among their members, the project provided students with valuable experience working with a "client" on an applied research project – and, in the process, developed the kinds of skills and experiences that are crucial for more advanced studies or in professional settings. 
Given the benefits that such partnerships present to Lifelong Learning programs, this article describes how the partnership originated, how it worked, and what specific outcomes it produced. We believe that our particular experience offers a useful model for other programs to develop mutually beneficial partnerships to design and implement useful research. We emphasize that a full understanding of the needs and requisites of each of each partner is crucial for developing and engaging in effective partnerships. Consequently, we have written this as a team which includes each of the main partners: the lead student involved in the project (Annie Betterley)[footnoteRef:1], the professor who supervised the project (Dennis Downey), and the Program Director of OLLI-CSUCI (Marty Kaplan).  [1:  The full group consisted of four students: Annie Betterley, Richard Betita, Scott Pipkin, and Jeanette Ruvalcaba.  ] 

	Below, we present both the “process” and “product” of our partnership with the goal of conveying to leaders of other OLLI programs why they might want to seek out such a partnership and how they might most effectively go about that. We begin with some background on the partners, giving a sense of the particular characteristics of the CSUCI OLLI program and of the CSUCI Sociology capstone program. We subsequently chronicle how the partnership came into being, and the subsequent steps of research (design, administration, analysis, and reporting). We next present some of the main findings of the final report. For the most part, the findings are specific to our local program and will only give a sense of the potential utility of such research to other programs (although some findings might be suggestive of patterns in other programs as well). Throughout, we emphasize lessons that emerge from our partnership, and conclude with specific recommendations for those interested in establishing similar research partnerships at their own universities. 

	OLLI at CI: Since its founding in 2004, it has grown to over 500 student-members in 2010-11.  In its existence, OLLI has served well over 2,000 regional residents cumulatively. OLLI provides short courses (typically eight weeks long) to persons over 50 for intellectual enrichment.  In Ventura and Santa Barbara Counties, three sessions are held per year, each having over 20 courses.  They are of the quality and content found at major universities.  Member-students do not seek university training for career advancement, but instead learning for learning’s sake.  Courses have no tests or grades, nor do they carry degree credit.  They cover disciplines found in liberal arts and sciences programs such as literature, history, music and art theory and history, cultural studies, science, social and behavioral sciences, and many more.  In addition, a lecture series, Taste of OLLI, presents up to eight lectures on different topics.  Courses are held on weekdays, evenings, and Saturdays.

 	CSUCI Sociology Program: The Sociology Program is a relatively small and relatively young program – as are all programs at our small and young university.[footnoteRef:2] Those characteristics allow the program to focus on contemporary initiatives in the discipline and higher education without having to shift away from previous investments (such as outdated curricular structures, etc.). Two of those initiatives are the emphasis on research experience in undergraduate education and on community-based research – which come together in our senior capstone course. The capstone course is designed to be the culminating experience of the Sociology major, wherein students pull together the skills and understandings that they have developed throughout the major – specifically, by designing, conducting and reporting on original research. Our capstone class is designated as a service-learning course, which means that student learning objectives are linked to some type of community service project. Students are required to conduct research in close collaboration with and to address the needs of some community partner – generally a local non-profit and/or social service organization.  [2:  CSUCI is the newest and smallest campus of the California State University system, having been in operation for less than a decade and having less than 4,000 students. ] 


Establishing the partnership 
In the fall of 2010, the capstone professor and the OLLI Program Director were in contact about a couple of issues. (We were coordinating a screening of the documentary "Berkeley in the Sixties" for a Social Movements course to which OLLI students would be invited. Additionally, the OLLI director had contacted a number of faculty members seeking partners for an external research project on seniors in the county – a project that required time and commitments beyond what was possible for a capstone project.) At about the same time, one of the incoming capstone students expressed an interest in pursuing a graduate education focused on issues related to senior populations. All of those conversations naturally pointed toward the possibility of some collaborative research project. We discussed the feasibility and usefulness of a survey of OLLI members focused on satisfaction and needs, and agreed that the project had great potential: the research would be extremely useful for OLLI, and while it would be challenging for students it posed no insurmountable obstacles. 
That background points to one of the first lessons from our project: it emerged out of prior contacts and conversations. Had the partners not already been in contact, it is unlikely that the project would have hatched. That is not to suggest that seeking out partners directly is inadvisable; quite the contrary. However, engaging in contacts with broad networks increases the likelihood that the components of a viable partnership will be identified. 

	Designing and conducting the research
	The challenge of completing a full research project – from initial design to final report – in the span of one semester is daunting. That is magnified by the fact that it is being led by undergraduates with scant research experience, supervised by a professor supervising multiple with five other research projects in the capstone course (along with other teaching and professional service responsibilities). Given those constraints, it was crucial to get the project moving immediately. During the first week of the semester, students selected their research project and arranged meetings with partners; at the start of the second week, the students (and professor) met with the Program Director and Operations Director of OLLI to discuss and map out the project. We discussed underlying research needs, and developed a preliminary list of topics that should be addressed. 
We confirmed early on that the best form of research would be a survey, since we were interested in gathering information about subjects that lend themselves to the direct questions of a survey. (In contrast, had the Director wanted developed responses about more complex issues, or about topics that might be difficult to access via forced choice question formats, we might have steered toward a series of in-depth interviews.) The logistics of survey research were propitious for a capstone project: we would have good access to respondents through classes, and it would also be relatively easy to send copies of the questionnaire to former members, given electronic records. Such logistics are crucial to keep in mind when seeking to attract partners. 
	One important decision made in the meeting was that in addition to current OLLI members, our research would also address former members. That design would allow us to observe differences between the groups along the range of topics, and help to pinpoint unseen problems or obstacles that might lead to nonrenewal. Of course, there are a variety of reasons why members may not renew for reasons unrelated to the programs and services offered – but gauging the relative importance of those reasons is important in and of itself. A collateral benefit of contacting former members was to nudge them to try OLLI again.
To gain some personal experience with OLLI members, each student attended at least one class, and engaged in conversations with members at the breaks. Students correctly surmised that such personal contact would give them a more concrete sense of members and their needs, and that would be beneficial to the survey construction process. It was also a sign of their commitment to the project, and undoubtedly helped to increase the willingness to respond on the part of OLLI members.
Following that initial meeting, all of the topics identified and developed in collaborative discussion were compiled and organized. The next step was to design the questionnaire itself to elicit data on each of those topics. Two questionnaires were developed: one for current members and a slightly different one for former members. Questionnaire design was an iterative process in which students designed and edited drafts and the supervising professor made numerous suggestions concerning organization, clarity, formatting, etc. Once a solid draft was created, it was sent to OLLI Directors along with a narrative research design to make sure that it matched their needs and expectations, and was not missing any essential topics; additional helpful changes were made at that stage. We then filed all necessary documents with our campus Institutional Review Board – a necessary step for all research involving human subjects. 
It is important to point out that the process of multiple meetings and regular reporting are crucial aspects of the capstone experience, as students take responsibility for the sequence of tasks involved in the project and gain experience in professional interactions with a research “client.” Being aware of those professional training goals of partnerships (and communicating that awareness) can be important in establishing a partnership, as it indicates a partner who understands their own role and responsibility in making the experience meaningful for students. 
	
	Survey administration
	For current members, the questionnaires were distributed in the classes, with respondents given the option of completing them that day or bringing them back completed at the subsequent class. The option to bring them home and return them later undoubtedly led to higher rates of nonresponse, but requiring students to complete surveys in class would have created more serious problems, given limited class time. These are simply the kinds of tradeoffs that must be made in real research.) For former members, questionnaires were mailed to a random sample of 300, along with a letter of introduction and a stamped return-addressed envelope (and an advertisement for upcoming OLLI events, to make the best use of the mailing). In addition to asking for a survey response, former members were invited to “try” OLLI again by taking one of the short lectures described in a flyer that was included with the survey. 
Ultimately, we received 208 responses, which was ample to support data analysis. Of 500 questionnaires made available to current members, 152 were completed; of 300 questionnaires sent out to former members, 56 were completed and returned. While those are not exceptional response rates, they are about what one would expect given the nature of the survey. We have no reason to believe that the nonresponse led to any kind of systematic sample bias that would significantly influence the results.

	Survey results
	At the end of spring semester, the students made their capstone presentation – along with other students who conducted research projects with a variety of other community partners. While the brief oral presentation highlighted the research, the more important product was the 40-page written report submitted to the OLLI directors – which included full graphical representations of data along with clear interpretations of patterns. The report was similar to what one might expect from a professionally commissioned report, minus the expensive glossy production. 
	Below, we present some of the major findings. While the data pertain specifically to the CSUCI OLLI and may not be directly applicable to other programs, we discuss them for two purposes. First, they provide a sense of the kinds of data that survey research can generate, which is crucial for considering partnerships at other universities. Second, some general patterns are suggestive of priorities and patterns that may be pertinent to other OLLIs. The brief synopses mirror the major data presentation chapters in the final report, and represent the most important findings in each section. For those interested in seeing the full report, it is available electronically on the CSUCI-OLLI webpage: http://ext.csuci.edu/public-programs/osher/index.htm

Member demographics: The demographics section provides basic data describing the distribution of respondents based on gender, age, employment status, education level, and the mode of transportation that they commonly use to attend classes. OLLI members are predominantly women (72% of current members; 82% of former members), which might be explained by differences in interests between men and women, life expectancy differentials, or other factors. To the extent that interests are driving gender differences, that might be recognized in programming and addressed in soliciting new memberships. 
OLLI members are highly educated; not surprising, given that their membership indicates a basic value for lifelong education. Over half of respondents (51%) indicated that they have a graduate or professional degree; another 38% indicated that they earned a bachelors degree. Given the predominantly academic focus of CSUCI OLLI programming, it is likely that education levels are particularly high even relative to other OLLI programs. 
The age distribution is what one might expect: over half (53%) of current members fall into the age categories that represent the traditional decade following retirement (65-74 years). Based on another question, 88% of current members are retired, with another 8% working part-time and 4% working full-time. 

Patterns of OLLI membership and participation: We asked respondents about the length of their membership, patterns of classes taken, reasons for taking classes, and how they first learned about OLLI. Starting with years of membership, the largest single category (35%) was five or more years; that indicates a good, solid base of returning members. The next largest category (23%) was one year – indicating a healthy influx of newcomers. The categories in between had smaller percentages, ranging between 11% and 16%. In contrast, former members presented a very different pattern, with nearly half (49%) being one year members, and another 29% being two year members. Those different patterns suggest that former members tend to leave after a relatively short membership period. It might be worthwhile to do some additional in-depth interviews with former members to learn why they ceased membership.
When asked the number of classes that members generally take per semester, respondents indicated that over half take one or two classes (57% of current members; 56% of former members). For current members, the remainder takes more than two classes; 13% indicated that they have taken five or more. Former members, in contrast, indicated only a quarter have taken more than two classes, and 19% indicated that they have taken no classes.
When respondents were asked their reasons for taking classes, we see a healthy mix of reasons. The two most important reasons were for “social interaction” (96% indicating this was very important) and “to learn something new” (91% indicating this was very important). Two additional reasons were assessed. Only 22% indicated that “stimulating the thinking process” was very important – which was curious, given the importance of learning something new. 
How members were introduced to OLLI has important implications for any efforts to expand membership. Consequently, we asked respondents how they first learned about OLLI. Over half of current (55%) and former members (54%) indicated that they learned about OLLI through a friend. This suggests word of mouth is currently the dominant means of promoting OLLI. Among the other possible responses, only two reached relatively high levels; nearly one quarter of current members (23%) indicated that they learned of OLLI through a media advertisement, while 15% learned of OLLI through the catalog. All other sources were less than 10% among current and former members (internet; senior center; community event; social group). It will require additional research to discover whether those patterns are indicative that word of mouth is inherently the dominant means to introduce people to OLLI, or whether that is indicative of inadequate use of the other sources. 

Class preferences: We asked questions regarding class selection and interests in additional class offerings – both crucial questions for planning. When asked about the importance of various factors in selecting classes, respondents indicated as we might expect that the subject matter is the most important issue (93% indicating that it is very important). The next most important issue was the professor, with 74% indicating that as very important. This underscores the very positive reputation that some teachers have, and that students will seek out classes that they are offering. Logistical issues (schedule and location) are very important for about half of respondents, while the issue of whether other students are taking the class only accounted for 10% listing as very important. Though members highly value the social aspect of classes, they are not very concerned about the particular students in a class.
When asked what types of classes they would like to see more of in the future, the most common response was the social science category (indicated by 74%). Literature, Art History, and Science & Math accounted for 57%, 50% and 42% respectively – while Music History/Theory and Popular Culture accounted for approximately a third each. We also asked about potential interest in summer courses, which we have been considering offering. Given that 70% of current members responded that they would be interested, we are working on plans to initiate summer courses in the future. 

Member satisfaction: The most basic goal of the research was to measure member satisfaction with the CSUCI OLLI program, in order to identify which components are meeting the needs of our members and which should be targeted for improvement. Our questionnaire asked respondents to indicate their level of satisfaction in each of the following areas of programs and services: location, selection and quality of classes, class schedules, parking, transportation, professors' knowledge and attitudes, and fees. Overall findings were positive, indicating that members generally have high levels of satisfaction with what OLLI is providing to them, and how they are being provided. Some members and ex-members have significant dissatisfactions. . . . Of all issues, parking was the only one with significant levels of dissatisfaction – although here, too, there was more satisfaction than dissatisfaction. Error on table 4 – location should be about 4.2

Extracurricular activities: As noted previously, CSUCI’s OLLI program is academically focused, with few social or nonacademic programs. While current students are very satisfied with the academic challenge and content of courses, we wanted to learn whether students would be interested in supplementing the academic side of programs with more socially-oriented events or programs. Respondents were asked to indicate in what types of extracurricular activities (if any) they would be interested in participating. Out of the ten different activities listed, only three seemed to be of general interest: class-based field trips; guest lectures at the CSUCI campus; and trips to Art and Natural History Museums. Those activities underscored the primarily academic interests of CSUCI OLLI’s members, while indicating potentially popular ways to (slightly) expand the academic focus within the class structure. This is useful information that we can use to plan expanded activities. 
Additionally, In order to more directly gauge the potential for social/extracurricular events to lure back former students, we asked former members whether respondents would consider returning to OLLI if social events were to be offered. The overwhelming majority (90%) responded positively (among the 48 who answered the question), identifying an unfulfilled need for former members. To the extent that the response patterns indicate robust underlying preferences, they identify a potentially promising program element for OLLI administrators. 
A final question of broad interest was asked to determine whether current members would be interested in volunteering “to assist in planning or setting up events.” This is important for two reasons: because any additional social events would need additional help to implement, and because it offers additional opportunities for involvement that some members might find attractive. Among current members, while the majority responded that they were not interested in volunteering, 33% indicated that they did have an interest. That represents a sizeable number, and an important source of assistance and a means for integrating a core of more active members into the program. 

Future supplementary analyses: There are narrow limits on the types of analyses that can be accomplished in a project that is designed, implemented, and reported during the course of a single semester. Those limits are common when working with university partners, although there are certainly other models. (Some capstone or similar research programs are a full year, for example.) In our case, because of those time constraints, the report was only able to provide univariate analyses (that is, reporting response patterns for each of the questions asked), along with comparisons between current members and former members. There are many additional insights that will require further (generally bivariate) analyses to harvest. 
For example, given particular challenges associated with transportation to our main location, we might want to examine whether there are different patterns of satisfaction depending on the dominant mode of transportation reported. We noticed that former members were more likely to drive than to use public transportation; the opposite was reported by current members. We have seen that a camaraderie has developed among members who take the bus into campus and walk to classes together. Perhaps that informal socialization plays an important role in generating member attachments. If so, we might seek ways to encourage or institutionalize that. That is just one of many additional patterns (and its implications for programs) that might be explored through additional analyses. We are currently working to cultivate another partnership (possibly through a statistics or methods class in Sociology) to complete those analyses. 

	Outcomes of the partnership
From the perspective of CSUCI-OLLI, the project was a great success: the research summarized above represents invaluable data that is already starting to help them to make changes that promise both enrollment growth and additional programs and services for members. From the student perspective, the project was a valuable learning experience that enriched their education – and which provided skills that will pay off in the future. Students enjoyed working with the OLLI staff, found them excellent partners to work with, and felt that their work was always appreciated. The students described their interactions with OLLI members as an inspiration – specifically, to see how learning can be a joy to the life process no matter what age you are. Finally, from the perspective of the supervising professor, the project was extremely successful given that the main goals were achieved: a quality report was delivered to our partner, and our students were given a rich learning opportunity. 

	Recommendations for establishing research partnerships 
	Our purpose in presenting this project is to encourage other OLLI programs to seek out similar partnerships with their universities. At many universities, opportunities for such mutually beneficial partnerships are possible and just waiting to be realized. In conclusion, we present some general recommendations that are useful to consider for those interested in engaging in such partnerships. 
	Seek out programs with opportunities for research partnerships. It may take some time to identify potential partners, and then to cultivate the personal relationships necessary to make them happen. That background work is crucial. Initiate conversations. Sociology and other Social Science programs are a good place to start, as they are likely to encourage community-based research – whether in a capstone course, a methods course, or through some other type of arrangement. Some of the best units to contact may not be academic. Many campuses have centers of some sort that promote community-based research or service learning. For example, CSUCI has a Center for Community Engagement which is a great resource for finding partners on campus. 
	Think about the kind of research (and research questions) that you would like to address. In order to find partners, it is important to be able to communicate effectively your needs – and because the best research concepts take some time to emerge, you don’t want until the partnership is on rails and speeding down a semester-long track to think through those needs. Moreover, not having thought through those needs may prevent the partnership from emerging. Sometimes, an “elevator pitch” will spark a potential partnership, and sometimes being unprepared will lead to a missed opportunity. 
Remain flexible. In some ways, this is largely a balance to the previous recommendation. While it is important to think deeply about what would be useful, it is important to be flexible with what is possible – in terms or topics, or research methods, or any other aspect of the research project. For example, some departments may focus on or encourage qualitative research rather than survey research. There are a range of topics that might be useful to address, and there are a range of methods through which to access them. To the extent that you remain flexible, the more likely it is that you might be able to find a suitable and interested partner for your project. 
	Seek ways to make the partnership mutually beneficial. Keep in mind that you are essentially looking for students to volunteer their time (albeit generally to complete academic requirements) to do what you need to have done – and that supervising professors have to invest a lot of their own time and energy to make the project succeed. Of course, as we have pointed out, there are obvious benefits to students as well – so you need not take a Tom-Sawyer-and-the-whitewashed-fence approach. However, to the extent that you recognize and address proactively the needs and potential benefits on the other side of the partnership (such as effective professionalization experiences), that is helpful. If you can add additional incentives (for the students or the sponsoring program), that is all to the better. Think creatively; use your imagination. Can you publish findings in a newsletter? Can you offer a great letter of recommendation? Can you make an award or recognition at the end of the project (that they could put on a resumé)? Can you send a letter to the department chair or university president noting the utility of the research? Some of those are after-the-fact, but dropping them into initial discussions may go a long way toward cementing partnerships. 
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