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Dear Subscribers,

  Below is the first in a three-part series that Dr. Bill Scroggins, VP of Instruction at Modesto Junior College, has developed on student learning outcomes.  Parts 2 & 3 will be posted on the Listserv over the next several days.  Since the text-based format of the Listserv cannot accommodate tables, Dr. Scroggins has posted a formatted version of his presentation on the California Assessment Institute's web site at: http://cai.cc.ca.us/SLOworkshops/SLOresults1.doc

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

Presentation #5: Student Learning Outcomes-A Focus on Results

Part 1. SLOs and Course Objectives

Bill Scroggins, December 2, 2003

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

If the Student Learning Outcomes initiative is to be sustained, it must be seen to have value to faculty-value that clearly outweighs the task of constructing SLOs. This series of reflections on my part are intended to address getting useful results from the SLO process-maximizing utility and minimizing futility. (That little "f" really makes a difference, doesn't it?) Part 1 addresses reducing the effort to WRITE a useful SLO.

A great deal of energy has been expended in discussing the difference between a course objective and a student learning outcome. The difference may be clearer when viewed in the context of producing assessment results that 1) provide useful feedback to improve the teaching and learning process and 2) provide useful information to improve college practices. SLOs more clearly connect with how the instructor will evaluate student work to determine if the objective has been met. When we write an assignment, we provide a context in which the student will respond and we evaluate the response based on criteria we use to judge if the student has met the objective-usually we have at least a mental construct of minimum acceptable performance standards. These are the two additional pieces that transform an objective into an SLO. Here's how I think it could work.

If course objectives have been written well, they will be complete, measurable, and rigorous. In practice, as faculty look more closely at the criteria and methods to assess these objectives, changes often result. To "operationalize" an objective for assessment purposes, that is, to transform it into a statement of desired student learning outcomes, typically we must address:

1)      the stated objectives in terms of acquired knowledge, skill or values (hopefully, the existing course objectives), 

2)      the context or conditions under which the student will be expected to perform-demonstrating the knowledge, skill or values, and 

3)      the primary traits (criteria) which will be used in assessing student performance, usually referencing minimum acceptable standards.

Below are some examples of "robust course objectives" or "statements of desired student learning outcomes." (Note that this difference is largely semantic. Some colleges have chosen to put SLO statements in course outlines as an enhancement of the objectives, while others have built statements of desired SLOs into a program assessment plan, typically related to program review.) Whatever vehicle the college uses to operationalize course objectives to SLOs, it must be done collaboratively among faculty who teach the course.

Examples of Course Objectives Transformed Into Student Learning Outcomes

Course Objective #1 (English)

Write well-organized, accurate and significant content.

Statement of Desired SLO

Context:        Given an in-class writing task based on an assigned reading,

Objective:      demonstrate appropriate and competent writing which

Traits: states a thesis, supports assertions, maintains unity of thought and purpose, is organized, and is technically correct in paragraph composition, sentence structure, grammar, spelling, and word use.

Course Objective #2 (Psychology)

Analyze behavior following the major accepted theories.

Statement of Desired SLO

Context:        Given a particular behavior and its context (e.g., playing incessantly with one's hair when under pressure in the presence of the opposite sex), 

Objective:      describe how the perspectives of behaviorism, humanistic, psychoanalytic, and biological psychology would interpret that behavior and what methods might each use to alter that behavior. 

Traits: Include theoretical basis, description of causality, and treatment regimen.

Course Objective #3 (Biology)

Understand and apply the scientific method.

Statement of Desired SLO

Context:        Given a hypothesis,

Objective:      design experiments and interpret data according to the scientific method in order to evaluate the hypothesis.  

Traits: Include the ability to approach the scientific method in a variety of ways, formulate questions, design experiments that answer the questions; and manipulate and evaluate the experimental data to reach conclusions.

Course Objective #4 (Film)

Compare and contrast the text and film versions of a literary work.

Statement of Desired SLO

Context:        After viewing an assigned film based on a literary text,

Objective:      write a review of the film.

Traits: Include an appraisal of the director's selection and effective translation of content from the literary text and the dominant tone the director seems to be trying to achieve, supporting each statement with detail from the text and film and your personal reaction to the cited scenes.

Primary traits are the characteristics that are evaluated in assessing student work. Identifying primary traits for a given assignment involved listing those specific components that, taken together, make up a complete piece of work. They are the collection of things that we as teachers look for when we grade student work.

Definition of Primary Trait Analysis

Primary trait Analysis is a method of explicitly stating the criteria and standards for evaluation of student performance of an assignment or test. The professor identifies the traits that will be evaluated, and ranks the student's performance of each trait on a scale of "most effective" to "least effective" realization of the assignment goals. On this scale, the level of the student's performance is explicitly ranked so that the student knows how she is being evaluated. The instructor has created the scale for direct application to the assignment the student is performing so that if the entire class does poorly on the assignment, it is clear to the instructor what difficulties the class may share with one another. This recursive feedback of primary trait assessment can be used to inform classroom and program improvement.

Primary Trait Analysis definition is adapted from "Integrating the Assessment of General Education into the Classroom-A Two-Year College Model" by Ruth Benander and Janice Denton of Raymond Walters College and Barbara Walvoord of University of Notre Dame presented at the Annual Meeting of the North Central Accrediting Association in April of 1997: http://www.rwc.uc.edu/phillips/Assessment/NCApaper.html 

See also Effective Grading: A Tool for Learning and Assessment. Walvoord, Barbara E. and Virginia J. Anderson. 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishing, Inc. 1998; and "Primary Trait Analysis: Anchoring Assessment in the Classroom" by Benander, Denton, Page and Skinner; Journal of General Education, Vol. 49, No 4, 2000.

Part 2 of these reflections will take the next step: bridging SLOs into the grading process.

