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Sustainability Literacy and Alternative Break 2016-2017 

 Alternative Break is a student led service-immersion experience where students travel to 

different parts of the country during academic breaks to learn about and address 

unsustainable/sustainable practices. The mission of Alternative Break is to empower students to 

progress from members of their community to active citizens through social issue focused 

education, direct service, and reflection. Due to the nature of Alternative Break, it has a strong 

relationship to sustainability literacy.  Alternative Break focuses on the Quality Enhancement 

Plan (QEP) goals related to building awareness, integrating and synthesizing knowledge, 

building skills and competencies, experiential and learning practice, and becoming change agents 

for resiliency.  

Assessment Process 

 The QEP goals of building awareness, integrating and synthesizing knowledge, building 

skills and competencies, experiential and learning practice, and becoming change agents for 

resiliency were measured through the evaluation and scoring of Alternative Break Reflection 

Journals. In particular, the direct measures were determined using the Sustainability Literacy 

Rubric. Students who participated in Alternative Breaks filled out and completed the Alternative 

Break Reflection journals while on their trips.  

 Performance targets for this assessment process was to determine the baseline of student 

learning outcomes aligned with the QEP goals. In addition, the assessment process will influence 

the operation of the Alternative Break program in the future.     

Methods  

The Sustainability Literacy Institute assessment team, in collaboration with graduate 

fellows, assessed 35 alternative break reflection journals using the Sustainability Literacy 

Rubric. Prior to the qualitative assessment, reviewers went through a rubric and scoring training. 

Next, teams of three rated the reflection journals and then reconvened to discuss discrepancies in 

scoring that had a difference of more than one rating level. The reflection journals that were 

assed were from six different Alternative Break trips: Asheville (n=7); Atlanta (n= 3); Charlotte 

(n=5); Miami (n=4); Washburn (n=7); and Puerto Rico (n=9).  

Outcomes 

 Below is an overview of the sustainability literacy student learning outcomes for students 

who participated in Alternative Break programs during the 2016-17 academic year. Figure 1 is a 

comparison of all QEP Student Learning Outcomes. 
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Figure 1. Comparison of all student learning outcomes based upon trips. 

Identify various elements of sustainability and relationships between them (SOL1) 

 As Figure 9 shows, the total average rating for SLO1 was 1.78, below average; student 

work identified zero or one element of sustainability. Figure 2 illustrates the following 

information. The Atlanta Alternative Break trip had the highest average rating of 2.89, average; 

student work identified at least two elements of sustainability, but did not describe the 

relationship between them. The Puerto Rico Alternative Break trip had the second highest rating 

of 2.00 (average), followed by the Washburn Alternative Break trip with an average rating of 

1.74 (below average). The Charlotte Alternative Break had an average rating of 1.58 (below 

average), while the Asheville Alternative Break and Miami Alternative Break had the lowest 

average rating of 1.22 (below average).  

 

Figure 2. Average rating for identify various elements of sustainability and relationship between 

them. 
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Identify key ways to be more sustainable in personal life and on campus (SLO2)  

 As illustrated in Figure 9, the total average rating for SLO2 was 1.74, below average; 

student work did not identify ways to be more sustainable. Figure 3 shows the following 

information. The Puerto Rico Alternative Break had the highest average rating of 2.40, average; 

student work identified at least one way to be more sustainable. The Atlanta Alternative Break 

had the second highest average rating of 1.89 (below average). The Washburn Alternative Break 

had an average rating of 1.82 (below average). The Miami Alternative Break had an average 

rating of 1.56 (below average), while the Charlotte Alternative Break had an average rating of 

1.50 (below average). The Asheville Alternative Break had the lowest average rating of 1.28 

(below average).  

 

Figure 3. Average rating for identify key ways to be more sustainable in personal life and on-

campus. 

Identify policies and practices that have led to unsustainability (SLO3) 

 As seen in Figure 9, the total average rating for SLO3 was 1.78 below average; student 

work did not identify unsustainable policies/practices. Figure 4 illustrates the following 

information. The Puerto Rico Alternative Break had the highest average rating of 2.40, average; 

student work identified at least one unsustainable policy/practice. The Atlanta Alternative Break 

had the second highest average rating of 1.89 (below average). The Washburn Alternative Break 

had an average rating of 1.82 (below average), while Miami had an average rating of 1.56 (below 

average). The Asheville and Charlotte Alternative Breaks had the lowest average ratings of 1.50 

(below average).   
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Figure 4. Average rating for identify policies and practices that have led to unsustainability.  

Synthesize knowledge from two or more systems to address a sustainability problem 

(SLO4) 

 As Figure 9 shows, the average rating for SLO4 was 1.56, below average; student work 

did not incorporate knowledge from two or more systems to address a sustainability problem. 

Figure 5 illustrates the following information. The Atlanta Alternative Break had the highest 

average rating with an average rating of 2.67, average; student work incorporated, but did not 

synthesize knowledge from two or more systems to address a sustainability problem. The Puerto 

Rico Alternative Break had the second highest average rating of 1.65 (below average). The 

Miami and Washburn Alternative Breaks had an average rating of 1.45 (below average), while 

the Asheville and Charlotte Alternative Breaks had the lowest average rating of 1.33 (below 

average).  

 
Figure 5. Average rating for synthesize knowledge from two or more systems to address a 

sustainability problem.  
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Demonstrate the impact of production-consumption practices on social, economic, and/or 

ecological systems (SLO5) 

 As Figure 9 shows, the total average rating for SLO5 was 1.51 below average; student 

work did not indicate at least one production-consumption practice, or student work did not 

address the impact of social, economic, and/or environmental systems. Figure 6 illustrates the 

following information. The Atlanta Alternative Break had the highest average rating under SLO5 

of 2.22, average; student work indicated at least one production-consumption practice and 

provided some explanation of its impact on systems. The Puerto Rico Alternative Beak had the 

second highest rating of 1.68 (below average). The Washburn Alternative Break had an average 

rating of 1.43 (below average).  The Charlotte Alternative Break had an average rating of 1.34 

(below average). The Asheville Alternative Break had an average rating of 1.28 (below average). 

While the Miami Alternative Break had the lowest average rating of 1.11 (below average). 

 

Figure 6. Average rating for demonstrate the impact of production-consumption practices on 

social, economic, and/or ecological systems.  

Design a solution to a given sustainability problem (SLO6) 

 As illustrated in Figure 9 the total average rating for SLO6 was 1.33 below average; 

student work did not provide an outline of an effective solution to a sustainability problem. 

Figure 7 shows the following information. The Atlanta Alternative Break had the highest average 

rating of 1.56 (below average). The Puerto Rico Alternative Break had the second highest 

average rating of 1.39 (below average). The Washburn Alternative Break had an average rating 

of 1.35 (below average), while the Asheville Alternative Break had an average rating of 1.28 

(below average). The Miami Alternative Break had an average rating of 1.22 (below average). 

The lowest average rating was for the Charlotte Alternative Break with an average rating of 1.17 

(below average).  
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Figure 7. Average rating for design a solution to a given sustainability problem.   

Advocate for resiliency at various levels (SLO7) 

 As Figure 9 shows, the total average rating for SLO7 was 1.53, below average; student 

work did not advocate for resiliency or only advocated at the individual level. Figure 8 illustrates 

the following information. The Atlanta Alternative Break had the highest average rating of 2.22, 

average; student work demonstrated some understanding of the triple bottom line problems and 

resiliency, and advocated for resiliency beyond the individual level (campus, national, 

international), while the Puerto Rico Alternative Break had the second highest rating of 1.71 

(below average). The Asheville Alternative Break had an average rating of 1.45 (below average) 

and the Miami Alternative Break had an average rating of 1.44 (below average). The Washburn 

Alternative Break had the second lowest average rating of 1.38 (below average), while the 

Charlotte Alternative Break had the lowest average rating of 1.00 (below average).  

 

Figure 8. Average rating for advocate for resiliency at various levels.   
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Conclusion  

 According to the assessment results, the average rating for all seven of the QEP student 

learning outcomes was “below average”. Baseline has now been set at “below average”. The 

performance target for the 2017-18 academic year is to have the average rating for all seven QEP 

student learning outcomes at “average”.  

 During the 2016-17 academic year, the Atlanta Alternative Break and Puerto Rico 

Alternative Break tended to have the highest average scores. Additionally, although Atlanta had 

relatively high ratings, it is important to note that it had a small sample size (n=3) out of the total 

population (N=35). Further, the Puerto Rico Alternative Break had relatively high ratings 

because it focused on the practice of permaculture, which has a strong emphasis on earth care, 

people care, and fair share- the triple bottom line.  

 Due to the assessment results, there will be several changes to the Alternative Break 

program. The Alternative break program will get rid of weekend trips and focus on just spring 

break trips. By doing this, CCE staff will have more time to standardize the process of training 

site leaders, leadership board members, and participants. Alternative Break student leaders will 

spend the entire fall semester attending bi-weekly trainings rather than only a month. In addition, 

all site leaders will go through a training on sustainability literacy. Further, by investing in 

Spring Break, alternative break will be more financially accessible to students. This will increase 

the overall population size.  

The assessment process will change as well next academic year. Instead of assessing all seven 

Sustainability Literacy SLOs, the Assessment Team will only asses SLO 3, SLO 5, and SLO 7. 

Additionally, the Sustainability Literacy Institute Assessment Team may want to conceder 

gleaning data from Alternative Break participants through a focus group. One limitation of using 

the Alternative Break Reflection Journals is that it is measuring student learning outcomes based 

upon students’ written communication skills. With a focus group, the Sustainability Literacy 

Institute Assessment Team would be able to capture more data from students’ who have stronger 

oral communication skills. Additionally, it is important to note that many of the student journals 

provided very little detail, which likely contributed to the relatively low scores. 

   

 Figure 9. Average rating for each student learning outcome.   
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Journal

Alternative Break

Center for Civic Engagement
Lightsey Center, Room 203

160 Calhoun Street
843.953.5838 || volunteer.cofc.edu



9 Components
of AB

1. Strong Direct
Service

2. Alcohol and
Drug Free

3. Diversity

4. Education

5. Orientation

6. Training

7. Reflection

8. Reorientation

9. Community Impact

Alternative

Break                   Empowers

students to progress

from members of

their community to

active citizens

through social issue-

focused education,

service, and critical

reflection.

We envision united,

self-aware

communities of

Active citizens          

      embracing Diversity

and working

passionately for

social justice.

mission is to contribute to the holistic

development of College of

Charleston students and to cultivate 

in them a passion for positive              

                             .  through the use of  

                         ,                    , and            

                                            .                  

Center for Civic Engagement'sThe 

social change
education service
critical reflection

Our vision is a                    of

informed citizens committed to a    

            

community

just and equitable world.

Triangle of Quality service



Name:

Student I.D:

Destination:

Apply to join the Leadership Board or a Site Leader and be a part of the
magic next year! You could get a chance to lead the very trip you went on
and engage with the issue even further.  Or, you could get to work behind

the scenes and strengthen the program as a Leadership Board team
member.

Lead

Stay Curious
Find a way to integrate social justice into your career. Question history

and the motivations of people that may have benefitted from the ongoing
oppression of others. 

These are all just some ways to stay engaged! If you
have any other ideas, let us know ­ we'd love to help

any way we can.  Want more? Email us at
volunteer@cofc.edu



REORIENTATION
SURVIVAL GUIDE

How to survive in a Post-AB world

You've just been on this amazing experience with an incredible group
of people and been exposed to a deeply rooted social issue.

It's perfectly natural to feel overwhelmed and frustrated upon
returning to your community, but have no fear, the Reorientation

Survival Guide is here!  

Stay Active

Organize

Reflect
Arrange a group reflection (after post­service) with the other

participants from your trip. Talk about the experience as a whole and
plan out how to support each other  through the Reorientation process.

Put together an event for your campus! Host a documentary pertaining
to a social issue you interacted with, or put together a panel discussion.
If possible, connect with other departments on campus to collaborate.

Learn
See if there are any academic opportunities for you to engage with the
social issue ­ whether it be enrolling for a course or attending a lecture

by a special guest speaker.

Engage
Get involved with local organizations that work with the social issue. If
there aren't any in your area that you can physically get involved with,
connect with other organizations and groups so you can be kept in the

loop with the current state of the movement. 

Try and write to your government representatives about their stance on
a particular social issue ­ use your voice!

Continues on next page



Do you feel prepared for your trip? If not, tell us why.

Before departing for your Alternative Break
experience, how do you feel about your Education,
Orientation, and Training (EOT) meetings?



What is something that you were taught in one of
your college  courses that you now have a more
concrete understanding of due to this experience?

Using complete sentences, respond to the
following questions.



Who gains more as a result of your short­term
volunteer work ­ you or the community? Why?

NOTES
Use these pages to write down any thoughts,
revelations, quotes that you want to remember,
doodles, etc.



Check all that apply. If none of these apply,
please leave this question blank.

As a result of this experience, I have interacted with
people of a different...

Race

Gender

Sexual/Gender Identity

Religion

Culture

Is there anything else you would like us to know about
your Alternative Break experience?

Please explain:



In what ways does this Alternative Break experience
complicate your ideas about volunteer work?

How will this AB experience change how you engage
with your community?



Describe how your own ideas about diversity and
equity and their roles in society have been impacted by
your Alternative Break experience.

Describe how has Alternative Break impacted your
knowledge of social justice, privilege, and oppression.



What did you give/contribute as a result of your
Alternative Break experience?

Talk about how Alternative Break influenced what you
think about yourself, this social issue, the systems
which you are  a part of, and the world around you.



What is something that you were exposed to in the
pre­trip EOT meetings that you now have a more
concrete understanding of due to this experience?

What did you gain and learn as a result of your
Alternative Break experience?



In what ways does this Alternative Break experience
approach social, environmental, and/or economic
problems?

How has this Alternative Break experience exposed
you to sustainable or unsustainable practices?
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