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The A & S Assessment and General Education Committee would like to share its findings and recommendations from a year-long assessment of effective written communication and critical thinking.  The committee invites faculty to discuss the findings and recommendations at the departmental and division levels.

Some possible points for discussion may include:

· Are there specific places in the curriculum where writing is a weak/strong spot?
· Is there a clear path for students to work on these skills/competencies over the course of the major or program?  Does the development of skills build over clearly defined stages?
· Is effective communication one of the department’s/division’s goals and objectives?  Should it be?  Are there mechanisms in place to assess?
· What do the department’s/division’s writing-enriched offerings look like?  Does the department/division have a process for proposing, assessing, re-evaluating?  Is there consistency?  Do the courses make sense in the curriculum?  Do they contribute explicitly to success in writing and learning in other courses?  The capstone?  Courses in allied fields?
· Are there recommendations proposed by the committee that the group/department/ division would like to target?  Can the A & S Assessment and General Education Committee help?
· Does the data match the department’s/division’s own findings in effective communication/critical thinking?  If not, why not?  If so, would it be possible to generate other ideas/recommendations/plans for assessment?
The committee invites feedback and questions, and looks forward to continuing and ongoing discussion at the local and college level around these issues.

SUMMARY

During AY 2010-2011, the A & S Assessment and General Education Committee undertook two rounds of assessment of Objective 2.2 and Goal 6.0:

Objective 2.2:  Students will be able to write papers that require locating, analyzing, and formally referencing information sources to support conclusions.

Goal 6.0:  A liberally educated person will be able to think, read, and communicate critically.


6.1: Students will examine, evaluate, and refine their habits of thinking, and accept ambiguity, while questioning assumptions and ideas.


*6.2:  Students will be able to make claims and draw conclusions supported by the marshaling and evaluation of evidence.


6.3:  Students will synthesize divergent contents, methodologies, and models as reflective learners and thinkers across and within disciplines.
(* This objective was the focus of the committee’s assessment, using a slightly modified effective written communication rubric.)

At the end of Fall 2010, the committee read and scored a random sample of ENGL 101/103 papers; at the end of Spring 2011, the committee followed the same process with a random sample of ASC 400 papers.  Committee members used the A & S effective written communication rubric to assess writing, as well as selected components of the rubric related to claims and evidence to score for critical thinking; the committee also engaged in extensive debriefing sessions during AY 2010-2011 and Fall 2011 to work through findings and recommendations.
A summary of findings indicates that students barely met the standard for competent at both the ENGL 101/103 level and at the ASC 400 level; students were not at the masterful level, and many were at the developmental level.  Furthermore, the committee did not see the desired shifts in performance from early to late career.  For effective written communication and critical thinking, scores were in the low range for articulating claim and deploying evidence.  Additionally, papers were also rated with low scores on ability to implement counterclaims, make syntheses, use sources credibly, and manipulate audience and purpose.  

As last year’s assessment indicated (detailed below), students do a great deal of writing, but the committee did not find the desired results.  The committee has eight recommendations emerging from this study, and presents them here along with talking points for divisions and departments to use in discussion of the findings.
BACKGROUND (2007-2010)

Assessment of Effective Written Communication (Objective 2.2)

In 2007, the A & S Assessment and General Education Committee worked with the Dean and Faculty of the College of Arts and Sciences (as well as faculty in other units) to begin the assessment of effective written communication.  From 2007 to 2009, the committee in conjunction with faculty designed rubrics for the assessment of effective written and oral communication as well as critical thinking, piloted the rubrics, and worked with the dean’s office to collect data from nine departments in A & S (see the Appendix for the written communication rubric).

A report of this activity, created and disseminated in Spring 2010, details the findings, as well as data from the NSSE and a faculty survey (available upon request and in A & S Shared Files).  The committee found that student learning takes place incrementally over the course of four years in the general education program, through a range of assignments across disciplines.  However, findings indicated little more than that different types of assignments were being given, and that students and faculty reported generating and responding to a lot of writing.  Additionally, the 2010 findings did not indicate that students are necessarily doing the level of revision desired in writing-enriched courses.

Assessment of Critical Thinking (Objective 6.0)

In Spring 2010, four faculty teaching the Values Seminar developed two different methods to assess the critical thinking goal and objectives. Objectives 6.2 and 6.3 were assessed using a modified rubric that had originally been developed for communication. To assess objective 6.1, a reflective essay was employed.  Analysis of the reflective essays made it clear that students could often understand the value of refining their thinking and accepting ambiguity. When the reflective essays were compared to the final research paper, it was evident that students failed to put this understanding into practice.  Using the rubric, faculty found that most of the papers that were assessed fell in the competent range for the criteria being used to assess 6.2.  While there was synthesis occurring within a discipline there was little or no synthesis occurring across disciplines. Objective 6.3 was generally found to be lacking in all papers that were assessed; students demonstrated difficulty finding and using appropriate sources.  Another weakness was the general quality of writing which hindered the students’ ability to show competency in critical thinking.

METHODOLOGY

In December 2010, the A & S Assessment and General Education Committee convened to assess effective written communication and critical thinking.  Members of the committee were assigned a random sample of ENGL 101 and 103 papers, with each paper getting two readers.  Using the A & S effective written communication rubric, which was adapted to score for critical thinking (specifically 6.2) concomitantly, members of the committee read and scored the papers; the pairs of readers met for each paper to calibrate the scoring.  The committee then gathered for an hour-long debriefing.  This process was followed again in May 2011 with a random sample of ASC 400 papers.  In the fall of 2010, there were 346 freshman in A&S and engineering, a random sample of 88 students (25%) were selected from this group. In the spring of 2011 there were 115 students enrolled in ASC 400, a random sample of 30 students (26%) were selected from this group.

The A&S Academic Assessment and General Education committee used the A&S rubric

for effective communication and critical thinking to evaluate all of the papers. There are six items on the rubric, two items that relate to claim, two for evidence and two for audience. Each paper was evaluated by two people; for much of the analysis, the results for the two raters were averaged for each item. Then the two items for each area (claim, evidence, and audience) were added together. This gives the possibility of a maximum score of 6 for each area.

FINDINGS

The figures in the appendix offer a breakdown of the quantitative data, comparing the results for ENGL 101/103 and ASC 400.  This data suggests that the performance of the

students in ENGL 101 is similar to the performance of the students in ASC 400, and the data indicates this to be in the barely competent to developmental range.  In the areas of claim and evidence in particular there seems to be little difference. However, in the area of audience, there does seem to be an improvement in ASC 400 over ENGL 101/103.  Using a scale of 1.0-3.0, where claim, evidence, and audience are analyzed broadly from developmental to competent to masterful, overall in both groups students fall at 1.5 (see Appendix for tables).
Members of the committee made the following qualitative observations related to critical thinking during both rounds of assessment concerning student work at the freshman level and in the Values Seminar:

· Papers reflected difficulty with stating a claim, finding effective sources, critically evaluating them, and using them as support for whatever claim was or was not being articulated

· Papers reflected difficulty developing and deploying counterclaims

· Papers displayed a lack of original thought or analysis

· Papers reflected an inability to synthesize research with larger context

In general, members of the committee saw problems in the key areas of effective written communication and critical thinking as defined by the general education objectives and its corresponding rubrics:  claims, evidence, and audience.  

In terms of effective communication, while students generally demonstrated control of standard academic English, they also demonstrated an inability to manipulate audience effectively, to organize material, or to synthesize their own ideas with research.  Students seemed unable to formulate a rhetorical purpose suitable to academic writing and its conventions.  An inability to work with appropriate or relevant scholarly sources was also observed.

In terms of critical thinking, the ENGL 101/103 and ASC 400 papers overall showed marked weakness in being able to articulate claims and support them with well-chosen, credible, and appropriate evidence.  Papers generally did not reflect an ability to grapple with bigger intellectual questions or to synthesize writers’ thinking with larger context.   In discussing the ASC 400 papers, the committee noted that there seemed to be little movement beyond the “research paper” model of ENGL 101.  (These findings parallel the findings of the Spring 2010 Values Seminar assessment group, as described above in the Background section.)

RECOMMENDATIONS

1.  ENGL 101/103:  The committee recommends a review of the freshman writing program, possibly with a focus on course design.  Given the stronger data from ENGL 103 students, the committee suggests looking at whether revising the design of ENGL 101 might yield stronger results.  (This recommendation was also made by the Spring 2010 Values Seminar assessment group.)  The committee recommends beginning with revisiting the 1999 Proposal for Improving Undergraduate Writing.

2. The Writing-Enriched Program:  The committee recommends a review of the Writing-Enriched program, especially its outcomes and criteria.  Specifically, the committee recommends tying assessment to planning and teaching.  Such a review might take place at the levels of departmental curriculum, the governance structure (i.e., Curriculum and Planning), as well as from a pedagogical and design perspective.  Reducing the number of courses, improving faculty development, and providing more oversight are all possibilities.  The committee strongly recommends that revision of writing by students play a more substantial role in teaching and learning.

3. Program Review: General Education at Mid-Career:  The committee recommends looking more closely at what is happening in the middle of the General Education curriculum, between ENGL 101 and the Values Seminar.  This could take place as part of a review of the Writing-Enriched program.

4. The Library:  The committee recommends finding ways for faculty and library staff to work more closely together on teaching students to use sources effectively, evaluate research material, and develop a credible writerly stance using such material.

5. The Values Seminar:  The committee recommends working closely with the Values Seminar Committee to review the goals and objectives of the Values Seminar, as well as its design, purpose, and position within the curriculum.  In particular, the committee recommends strengthening connections among the goals and objectives of ENGL 101/103, the Writing-Enriched program, and the Values Seminar.  (This recommendation was also made by the Spring 2010 Values Seminar assessment group.)

6.  Capstones in the Major:  The committee recommends assessing student work in the capstone for the major, and would suggest that the divisions and departments implement this recommendation possibly using a methodology similar to the committee’s.

7. Rubrics:  The committee also recommends reviewing the effective communication rubric for possible changes to improve its usefulness as an instrument for future assessment projects.

8. Further Assessment:  The committee recommends undergoing another round of assessment of ENGL 101/103 and ASC 400 with revised rubrics after some of the above recommendations have been implemented.  Another suggestion would be to create transcripts of the committee’s debriefing sessions and code them for another layer of data.
APPENDIX:  Rubric for Objective 2.2:  Assessment of effective written communication
Assessment Criteria for 2.2 “Students will be able to write papers that require locating, analyzing and formally referencing information sources to support conclusions”

	Level


	Masterful
	Competent
	Developmental

	Criteria


	
	
	

	Claim
	Writer presents an arguable claim, grounded in deep understanding of the discipline and reflecting critical and original thought.  

Writer reaches reasonable and interesting conclusions based on claims and evidence
	Writer presents an intelligible claim, evidencing basic understanding of the discipline and some critical thought.

Writer reaches conclusions that are, for the most part, solid.
	Writer presents a shaky or simplistic claim which seems to reflect weak grasp of the discipline.  

Writer reaches tenuous, illogical, or irrelevant conclusions.

	Evidence
	Writer provides appropriate, relevant evidence, chosen to further claims and establish credibility and evaluated and analyzed according to writer’s purpose and context.  

Writer demonstrates an awareness of disciplinary contributions and synthesizes the ideas of others with his/her own.
	Writer provides some evidence that while not fully analyzed is mostly relevant.

Writer demonstrates some awareness of disciplinary contributions, although synthesis may be lacking.
	Writer provides no evidence, or evidence presented has little to do with the purported claim.  

Writer offers little or no synthesis of information or research with the writer’s own ideas.

	Audience
	Writer constructs and maintains an organizational pattern that facilitates reader understanding of the argument and information presented.  

Writer employs style and mechanics suited to the genre of academic writing and the specifics of the discipline, including appropriate word choice, usage, and documentation.  
	Writer constructs an organizational pattern that allows for general understanding, although components of the structure may be weak or ill-sustained.

Writer follows the expectations of academic writing, although there may be flaws in diction, usage, or documentation.
	Writer constructs a disjointed or flimsy organizational pattern that fails to lead the reader effectively through the text.  

Writer employs style and mechanics inconsistent with the expectations of academic writing:  misuse of diction, poor usage, flawed documentation.


Revised 6 April 2008; A & S Assessment and General Education Committee.
APPENDIX:  Findings from AY 2010-2011 Assessment:  Quantitative Data
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FIGURE 2
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FIGURE 3
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FIGURE 4
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