Developing Course-Level Student Learning Outcomes:

How can course outlines be used to articulate course-level student learning outcome statements?  

Presentation #2, 

*****************************

A.      BACKGROUND INFORMATION:  

In our first presentation, we noted that some faculty have found that clarifying the instructional objectives for a course was a good starting point for their assessment efforts.  A key resource for such efforts is the "course outline of record."   As noted in the Academic Senate's publication "Components of a Model Course Outline of Record" http://www.academicsenate.cc.ca.us/Publications/Papers/Model_outline.htm 

"The course outline of record plays a critical educational role on campus. It is the primary vehicle for course planning [and articulation]. When a course is revised or updated, it is the course outline that records the changes. As such, it forms the basis for a contract among the student, instructor, and institution identifying the expectations which will serve as the basis of the student's grade and giving the fundamental required components of the course which the student is guaranteed to receive from the instructor and institution." 

California Education Code Title V (Section 55002) specifies that the unit value, scope, objectives, and content of courses are required components of the course outline of record. The Academic Senate recommends that the objectives in the course outline of record (See "Components of a Model Course Outline of Record"):

*  State in measurable terms what students will be able to do: "upon completion of the course the student should be able to...."

*  Be concise but complete: ten is too many; one is not enough.

*  Use verbs showing analysis: rather than "understand," "identify" or "describe" say "explain" or "compare and contrast."

*  Adequately cover theory, principles, and concepts. Use skills and applications to reinforce and develop concepts. Don't add concepts to supplement skills.

*  Be broad and introductory in scope, not too advanced, narrow, or specific. 

In comparing the above properties of course objectives to the definition of student learning outcomes (component #1) in our first Listserv presentation, one sees many similarities.  However, to use course objectives to define course-level learning outcomes, faculty will need to review them to ensure that they are: 1) specific enough to be meaningful for instructional and assessment practices; and 2) up-to-date and accurate reflections of the shared understandings of those teaching the course.

***************************************

B. PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE: Strategies for Using Course Outlines to Articulate Course-Level Outcomes: 

1.      Dr. Arend Flick, Riverside Community College (RCC) English instructor, says that the RCC English faculty found the course outlines to be a useful device to begin discussion of learning outcomes.  Yet, he notes that, in large part, they found them too vague, and obsolete (even though they had been "updated" recently), to be of use without further refinement.  He subsequently developed a survey that was sent to RCC English instructors asking them to rate the importance (essential, important, unimportant, and not applicable) of various instructional objectives in the college-level composition course.  The discussion generated by the survey findings helped to sharpen instructors' shared understanding of the learning outcomes for this course and will lead to revisions of the course outline of record.

2.      Janet Fulks, Bakersfield Community College Biology instructor, remarks that their course outlines also needed revision.  She notes that they "tended to be too detail- and content-oriented."  Developing appropriate course-level outcome statements requires a good understanding of the prerequisites and the student population(s) being served.  They also found that their curriculum document over-emphasized cognitive outcomes.  Fulks notes that it "required some healthy exploration and dialogue to actually develop psychomotor and affective outcome statements."

3.      Dr. Susan Mills, RCC Math instructor, notes that the objectives in their Elementary Algebra course outlines were sufficiently specific that they could use them directly in their assessment plans.  Their discipline was able to construct common final measures that assessed these objectives.

***************************************

B.      OTHER RESOURCES:

Janet Fulks notes that there are some professional organizations that have worked hard to formulate content areas and learning outcomes for specific courses. An example is the American Society for Microbiology (ASM). On the ASM website they have posted the core themes and content from which I developed my SLOs - they can be seen at: 

http://www.asm.org/Education/index.asp?bid=10051 

See the American Psychological Association Task Force's report on learning goals and outcomes for undergraduates at:

http://www.apa.org/ed/pcue/taskforcereport.pdf 

