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As part of the ongoing assessment efforts at The University of Montana, members of the Assessment Advisory Committee reviewed current department assessment reports. In general, we found that most departments are actively involved in assessment, have selected a number of measures of students’ learning, and are making modifications in the curriculum and assessment activities, but we also found that many improvements could be made across the University.

Members of the committee used the following questions to evaluate the department assessment reports. These are given below as they may help departments revise and update their reports. 

1. Is there a Mission Statement? Is it well articulated and assessable (measurable)?

2. Does the department report a set of objectives/goals/outcomes? Do these fit the mission of the department and are they measurable? Is there a clear focus (e.g., service, research, student learning)?

a. Does the department use performance-based measures (e.g., pre- and post-tests, essays, oral reports, external data such as GRE scores) specific to the stated student learning goals, in addition to more indirect measures such as students’ self report?

b. Does the department use/report in-class assessment techniques to evaluate students’ progress toward the desired learning goals?

c. What has the department changed (e.g., curriculum, student learning goals, programmatic direction, instructional strategies/delivery) in response to information/data obtained with measures of student learning goals?
d. What are the plans for continued assessment?

Posted on the assessment website are departmental and sample assessment reports with commentary from the committee that may be useful:

www.umt.edu/provost/assessment2007.htm
www.umt.edu/provost/assessment/bestpractices.htm
Committee members identified areas in which, across most departments, assessment reports could be strengthened. We found:
1. The instruments selected to measure students’ progress (e.g., capstone courses, presentations, portfolios, surveys, pre- and post-tests) often were not tied to specific learning goals. That is, a department might name five learning goals and list three ways in which they measure students’ learning, but it was not always clear whether all five of the goals or only two or three of the goals were being assessed. Certainly, a department might concentrate on measuring only one. two or three of its student learning goals in a single year, with the expectation of measuring others later. To facilitate the identification of specific learning goals with particular instruments, we have modified the format of the assessment report (attached).

2. Many departments failed to specify what modifications they made in response to assessment results, or what plans they had for continued assessment in the future. These are important when demonstrating assessment as a process for continual improvement. For example, if during accreditation visit a site team member asked to see the data that compelled a curricular change, would the department be able to produce those data that show how the modification in the curriculum was an intentional response meant to improve students’ performance?

3. “In-class” or “embedded” assessment appears to be a poorly understood construct. Missouri State defines course-embedded assessment as involving
the assessment of the actual work produced by students in our courses. The assessment may select course papers or elements of final exams and use these student artifacts to assess the achievement of specific course learning objectives. In some cases the assessment instrument may be separate from graded work in the course or it may be graded work. It is important that the purpose of this assessment is to assess the learning outcome of the course and not the grade of the student. Course-embedded assessments may also be indirect assessment techniques (classroom assessment techniques) employed continuously throughout the course to improve the quality of the learning process. The faculty member who teaches the course will evaluate the student by assigning a grade, but in addition the student work will be evaluated for the purpose of assessing the learning objectives of the course. It is an important principle of good practice that the course assessment results should not be used to evaluate the faculty member for purposes of retention, promotion or tenure. 
Note that the work designated as embedded assessment may be an actual exam question used in calculating a grade for a student, but also used to assess whether students are meeting the student learning goals for the course. For instance, an essay exam question such as “Demonstrate your knowledge by explaining the differences between evolutionary change by Lamarkism and natural selection. Explain 1) the butterfly with the eye-like spots on its wings and 2) the Panda's ‘thumb’-- first by Lamarkism and then by natural selection.” The instructor of this course would grade each student for his/her ability to explain accurately the two hypotheses and to apply correctly each theory to the phenomena. The same essay question could be used to assess whether students achieve one of the learning goals established by the Division of Biological Sciences, such as, to “critically think and evaluate data and evidence.” Using a random sample of students from the class, what proportion of those students showed an excellent ability to think critically and evaluate data, a good ability, a fair ability, or a failure to do so? If the majority of students show only fair or no ability to think critically and evaluate data, what would the department or faculty member change in order to improve students’ performance and meet this learning outcome?
Committee members scored the plan outlined in your assessment report with regard to all areas using a 4-point scale.  The Department of Chemistry received a 2.5-3.0,  which is considered very good, in the areas of Mission Statement, Student Learning Goals, In-class Assessment, and Future Plans for Continued Assessment.  The committee commended the department for its “multiple methods for evaluation program performance” for performance-based measures, and for its “clear, forward-thinking focus” and “development of new methods” in regard to future plans for continued assessment.
The committee readers were concerned about a lack of detail in these areas, however.  For example, although the performance-based measures were noted, the committee was critical about the lack of detail presented because it is difficult to assess whether the instruments are “fully meeting the goals.”  In addition, though the committee approved of the Mission Statement, they remarked on a lack of connection between the statement and the student learning goals, specifically pointing to “no mention of teaching others to think like scientists.”  Furthermore, the committee commented on the disconnect between assessment data and changes being made in the department (see #2 above).
Members of the Assessment Advisory Committee* are willing to meet with departments to help in revisions or updates to an assessment report. For the committee, I urge you to contact me (arlene.walker-andrews@umontana.edu), if you are interested in meeting with one of us. Assessment is a critical area for improvement at The University of Montana, especially as we prepare for the Northwest Commissions on Colleges and Universities’ site visit in 2010.
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