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QUESTIONS CONCERNING GENERAL EDUCATION ASSESSMENT

1.  Q.  Who is responsible for collecting data on learning General Education program?
	A.  We all are.   If you teach a course that counts in the Gen Ed, you will be expected to have assignments that address the learning goal of that Gen Ed area, and subject the responses to the grading rubric for that area.    At present, General Education Coordinators are responsible for making sure assessment is carried out.  They collect reports and tender a complete report on their area at the end of each academic year.   

2. Q.   What is the relationship between major assessment and Gen Ed assessment?
	A.  General Education is comprised of the goals the College as a whole has for student learning; therefore it is everyone’s responsibility to have a hand in collecting data, reaching conclusions, and recommending changes to the administration and ourselves.  Major areas are programs are responsible for student learning in that given discipline.   Student learning assessment in the major is done by the faculty teaching in that discipline.   They alone are responsible for gathering data, assessing results, and making programmatic changes.

3.  Q.  Why then must major areas choose two Gen Ed areas to assess?
	A.  The skill areas of Gen Ed are so basic that they should be applicable to many different fields of study.   We need to demonstrate learning over time.   Therefore, if skills are assessed when a student takes courses as a freshman, they need to be assessed again when they are juniors or seniors.  Without that latter data, we cannot demonstrate that learning is taking place.   By asking each major to include at least two General Education goals within the major goals, we ensure that our General Education learning goals are assessed at the senior level.  

4.  Q.  What is the significance of the “divisional” General Education requirements?
	A.  The answer relates to #3 above.  Divisional requirements are also required to assess General Education skills.   Thus, the divisional courses contribute to the tracking of skills by adding a “middle” or “third layer” of assessment.

5.  Q.  Can you give an example of what you mean by three layers of assessment?
	A.  Sure.   The simplest example is writing.   We assign freshman writing to incoming students, so we get a reasonably good evaluation of how well our entering students write.   We then assess them again in a more advanced writing course (WRT 170).  Finally, those capstone projects that are writing intensive add a third layer of assessment so that we can ascertain how well our graduating seniors have learned their skills.




6.  Q.  Shouldn’t we then track the same students starting as freshmen and watch their progress over four years?
	A.  Ideally, yes.  This is called longitudinal assessment; in other words, tracking a distinct population over time.   Practically, however, this is not feasible.   Thus, assessment experts advise that it is acceptable to allow the sample to change with time.


QUESTIONS ON MAJOR PROGRAM ASSESSMENT

1.  Q:   Why can’t we use course grades as evidence of student learning?   
	Short answer:   Too many factors go into the designation of a final grade.  Attendance, punctuality, spelling, and neatness are just some possible factors.   None of these are indications of how well a student has learned a skill or mastered content.  Therefore, student learning must be assessed independent from these other grade components.
Longer answer:  Actually, you can use some grades---subject to limitations.      Grades on assignments, tests, and projects are certainly valid indicators of student learning.  The key is that those assignments and tests must be linked to specific learning goals.   So, for example, if one of the Chemistry department’s goals is to their majors be able to explain how the Periodic Table works, a test on the periodic table would be an appropriate indicator.   On the other hand, a final grade for the course in which the table is taught is NOT appropriate, since additional factors went into the determination of the final course grade (like, perhaps, their lab scores or attendance record—which have nothing to do with understanding the periodic table).
	Hence, final grades for courses are generally not useful as indicators of student learning.   If, however, the entire course is directly linked to a goal, (as per the example above—a course on the Periodic Table) and no other criteria are used in reaching a final grade other than the scores on assignments and tests, then the final grade is considered valid data.   

2. Q:  How will the information we gather be used and disseminated?
	A:   The data you collect will be used by you to reach your determinations about how well you have met your outcomes expectations.  It is important that students and other stakeholders be informed of what changes will be made as a result of the assessment process, so everyone should consider posting all conclusions on the web pages for each major or program.   

3. Q:   I understand the need to quantify results; however, some data cannot be transformed into numerical values.   Does this make the data less useful?
	A:  Not at all.   Both quantitative and qualitative information are valuable.  Quantitative information, because it is expressed as a numerical value, is usually more easily comparable to earlier or later data.  Similarly, it makes it easier to analyze the results and make easily understood presentations of performance over time.  
	Qualitative evidence, on the other hand, can provide deeper and richer information and hence can be even more useful in assessing certain outcomes.  Why not do both, if you can?  It will provide a more lush explanation of results than one or the other, by itself, could.

4.  Q:   How much of our assessment plan should we do every year?
	A from 2012:   The key word in this question is “do.”   “Doing” assessment is comprised of both gathering data and reporting results.    When we began this assessment program, we allowed everyone to collect data on only one area at a time.   But now that we are three years into the plan, it is important that all majors start gathering data on all goal areas now.     However, it is not necessary to report on every area each year.    You can establish a regular reporting schedule taking one goal each year.   The ultimate goal for the plan is that the conclusions you draw now should be based on three years of accumulated information.  So start accumulating evidence on all goals now!
	A from 2015:   Each major should be collecting assessment data from each course it fields, every semester, on each of its goals.   Your year-end reports should describe the data you have collected and what the data indicates.   If you graduated majors that year, your report should indicate how well they mastered the learning goals from your major. 

5.  Q:  How can we be sure our conclusions are valid?  
	A:   The easiest way is to perform multiple assessments over time.  For example, if you wish to ascertain if students have learned how to frame a good paragraph, you should sample their writing frequently and not just in a single semester.   Do it over the span of a few years.  Corroborate your results as much as possible with other assessment academic departments.  Someone who scores well on English writing assignments should also get good grades on their papers in History, for example.

6.  Q:  How can we ensure that we evaluate our students consistently?  Everyone has his or her own standards.
	A:   Certainly, that is true.  However, it is very easy to ensure consistency, and that is by creating and using standardized rubrics.  Rubrics are valuable in a number of ways, but primarily because they establish a set of performance characteristics that everyone can accept.   Then, by grading a student against those established characteristics, the data can be reasonably uniform.    Can differences of opinion still happen?  Sure.  But then again, the solution is to take a number of samples of the data to minimize interpretive differences (see Q 5).

7.  Q:   What is the most accurate and comprehensive evaluative technique for student outcomes?
	A:  There is no such thing.  No one tool or single strategy is applicable for all situations.  Each objective is an entity unto itself, and we must acknowledge that there are a myriad of ways to assess objectives.  Find the tools and strategies you feel are appropriate for your learning outcomes, use them, and evaluate the results.   If the results are meaningful, you’ve found a workable plan.  If they are not, scrap the tools and the strategy and try again.   The best plans will evolve over time (even the span of years) and will be continually rethought and revised as the need arises.
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8.  Q:   Must we test the same students each time we sample the data for any given objective? 
	A:   No.  Although it is a good idea to sample data over time (the so-called “value-added” approach) it isn’t really necessary to use the same students.   Studies that track the same students (called “longitudinal” or pre/post test studies) have their uses but in general are often difficult to manage.  Most assessment experts recognize this and allow institutions to sample as best they can.  However, most of our majors are small enough that we can perhaps draw longitudinal conclusions about a given student at the end of his/her experience.  Use the value-added approach if you can, but do not feel compelled to use the same or even similar sample of students.

9.  Q:  Should all the assessment plans be similar?
	A:    By no means.   It may be useful that the form your assessment plan takes be similar to others, but that doesn’t mean that the content must conform to any standard.   The goal is to create a system that allows you to test your assumptions about student learning and reach measurable and useful conclusions that will allow you to improve.   As long as your plan meets those criteria, how you get to that point doesn’t matter.

