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  In this week's presentation, Dr. Arend Flick, Associate Professor of

English at Riverside Community College, discusses the process his department

used to assess some of the learning outcomes for a transfer-level

composition course.  
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For colleges just beginning to think about doing course-based assessment,

particularly in disciplines naturally skeptical about any apparent effort to

"quantify" learning or (even more insidious!) "stifle" instructor

creativity, our experience at RCC with assessment in English composition may

prove helpful.  And perhaps reassuring.

The English discipline at RCC (consisting of 31 full-time instructors and

well over 100 adjuncts) agreed in Fall 2002 to experiment with a

course-based learning outcomes assessment project focusing on English 1A,

our transfer-level composition course.  We chose to begin with 1A primarily

because we felt that its course outline of record contained the murkiest and

least precise "learning objectives" of any of our composition courses.  We

also had plenty of anecdotal evidence that the course was being taught in

highly idiosyncratic ways by a critical mass of our instructors.  Now we all

believe that good teaching is by nature idiosyncratic, and none us wanted to

go the (apparent) way of K12, with scripted lesson plans and common texts,

topics, and exams.  (Nor did we want to admit assessment into our midst as a

stealth form of accountability, or worse, evaluation of individual

instructors.)  But we recognized that we had a problem when English 1B

instructors were unable to count on incoming students having any shared

knowledge or skills base, knowing (for example) MLA format, or how to quote

effectively from texts under consideration-or even how to write analytically

about texts.

We spent fall 2002 where all course-based assessment needs to begin: trying

to define, as sharply and clearly as we could, the precise learning outcomes

for English 1A.  We were particularly concerned to distinguish these

outcomes from those of its prerequisite course, English 50.  This is not at

all an easy task in a discipline in which a piece of competent English 1A

writing differs from a piece of competent English 50 writing by being more

"complex" stylistically, rhetorically, and cognitively.  But what do we mean

by "complex"?  We were less concerned at this point with the thorny issue of

ensuring that these outcomes were "measurable."  We came quickly to the

tacit conclusion that defining what it is we expect students to know, or be

able to do, by the end of English 1A, was valuable in itself, and that we

would eventually figure out ways of measuring the achievement of those

outcomes-or not.

We began this process of SLO definition by surveying (see link at

http://rccd.cc.ca.us/assessment_committee/documents/English%201A%20LO%20Questionnaire.doc)

all RCC English 1A instructors about what they saw as essential, important,

or non-essential learning outcomes for the course.  We used language from

our existing course outline, but we supplemented it with a great many

outcomes we found in other places: at other colleges and universities, at

the national Writing Program Administrators statement on learning outcomes

in Freshmen English, etc.  After reviewing survey results (most 1A

instructors took part), we began to draft our own outcomes statement.  Most

of this work was done via email, though a subcommittee of the English

discipline did meet from time to time to work on specific outcomes and to

hammer out language.  I stress the collegial, cooperative nature of our

approach.  Unless outcomes statements are developed by a cross-section of a

discipline, with buy-in from all (or virtually all) members, the enterprise

is likely to fail.  I also stress that for us, this effort to work toward

such a statement was extraordinarily valuable in and of itself.  It forced

us to think about the course, to articulate its goals, to reflect on it in

ways that inevitably affected our teaching of it, even before we proceeded

to assessment of learning itself.  Our draft statement of SLO for English 1A

(see link at

http://rccd.cc.ca.us/assessment_committee/documents/Learning%20Outcomes%201A.doc)

remains fluid, to be revisited (and refined) in spring 2004, but it provides

a clearer set of expectations to instructors than any public document we had

before.  Nothing in the document, or in the assessment movement in general,

forbids instructors from teaching in the ways that seem most fruitful to

them (indeed, assessment encourages instructors to do so)-or even from, in

effect, adding learning outcomes of their own to the course they teach.

We'd like to hope, in other words, that all students leaving English 1A at

RCC will have met the consensus learning outcomes.  But so much the better

if students of instructor X have achieved three additional outcomes-and

students of instructor Y four different, additional ones.

Having generally agreed on SLOs for English 1A, we developed a project in

spring 2003 to assess the extent to which five of the outcomes, chosen

somewhat arbitrarily, were actually being met by students at the end of the

semester.  This involved inviting instructors in the course to submit

anonymously (we were, after all, assessing learning in the course, not

individual students-or instructors) five randomly selected late-1A papers

from their course for a group reading of representative 1A papers against a

scoring rubric.  (The rubric may be found at

http://rccd.cc.ca.us/assessment_committee/documents/1A%20Final%20Rubric.doc.)

  Once again, participants in the assessment reading found the discussion it

generated perhaps the most valuable part of the enterprise.  But we were

able to generate data that reassured us that our late 1A students generally

wrote on appropriate late 1A topics in prose generally free from mechanical

error.  However, we also found evidence that too many of them were unable to

quote from texts correctly and effectively, that too many were still unable

to employ MLA source citation methodology correctly.  This information has

gone back to individual instructors (many of whom have indicated that it has

affected what and how they now teach the course) and to the discipline as a

whole.  We've completed the feedback loop that good assessment requires.

What's next?  This past fall, we've begun to develop a SLO statement for

English 50, and we expect to do a reading of sample late-50 papers toward

the end of spring semester, 2004.  (English 50 lends itself to a common

final examination in ways that English 1A does not, which may make our task

easier.)  Within the next few years, we expect to develop SLOs for every

composition course we teach, with a regular rotation of assessment readings

at the end of each semester.  We're finding this process somewhat more

time-consuming than would be ideal, but we're energized by our recognition

of its value.  And we console ourselves with the fact that work done outside

the classroom on assessment pays off in less work we may have to do inside

the classroom in helping students meet learning outcomes they should have

achieved in an earlier course.

