ST. CLOUD STATE UNIVERSITY RESULTS FORUM FINAL REPORT
By Joe Melcher, University Assessment Director, with contributions from members of the University Assessment Steering Committee
The final institutional report preceding the Results Forum should be analytical rather than chronological; that is, it should focus on trends and implications rather than sequences of events or participants. The questions below are intended to assist in that process of analysis, but they should not be seen as restricting your right to expatiate on significant issues or trends. Institutions should use the questions to structure their responses, either by answering them fully and directly or by incorporating them in a narrative. If your institution has used the Academy to prepare for an upcoming accreditation evaluation, you may frame your responses so that they are easily transposable to a PEAQ Self-Study Report or an AQIP Systems Portfolio.

 Your report should be no longer than eight to ten pages and should reflect the collective thoughts of those most closely involved in the Academy process. 

1. Describe your Academy project(s) as developed at the first Roundtable in 2006-07. Be as detailed as possible about the issues it was intended to address as well as the content and strategies of the project itself. Include in your discussion your reasons for joining the Academy and the degree to which you have dealt with those reasons. If you enrolled in the Academy in response to the recommendation of a site evaluation team, explain how you Academy work addressed the issues raised in that report.

Our former College of Education Dean was thinking proactively and submitted a proposal to join the Academy during the run-up to our 2007 HLC accreditation visit because she realized that assessment had pretty much died at SCSU and that its absence would have a very negative effect upon our accreditation report. Our Academy projects have resulted in some significant changes and we plan to maintain all of the initiatives into the foreseeable future.
Although HLC staff and mentor suggested that we stick to one project, we persisted with our planned three projects because we saw them all as being necessary and related to one another. Nevertheless, our second project, “Student Learning in Programs” was the core project because we saw its focus on developing awareness and structures for program-focused assessment as the catalyst for accomplishing the other two projects. The first project was to develop a University Assessment System (to provide institutional-level support for assessment and to develop data collection and reporting processes). The third project was to focus on assessing general education. Each can be considered separately, but together constitute an institution-wide assessment program. We now describe each project in a little more detail:

University Assessment System:  The goal of this project was (and is) to "have a University assessment system that reflects a sustained institutional commitment to assessing student learning in all programs and support services. The system will be clearly defined, carefully enacted, date-based, valued by all stakeholders, and used to enhance and strengthen our strategic plan for academic distinction." In briefer terms, its goal is to increase our institutional capacity related to assessment. As an umbrella project, we designed it to facilitate an institution-focused approach to the assessment of student learning at all levels and to integrate assessment at various levels. The project also involves: refining institutional assessment policies; communicating those policies; building institutional assessment capabilities; integrating assessment into the worklife of the institution; and monitoring the state of assessment in the institution.
It incorporates the development of a comprehensive database that can include a variety of information related to student outcomes, and which can be searched and aggregated in a highly flexible manner. The Office of Institutional Effectiveness is developing this project. The other main element of the University Assessment System has been the development of a process for the systematic collection of information related to student learning in programs (see next project). This has principally involved appointing college assessment coordinators who chair college assessment committees, and the development of forms approved for the process of reporting and aggregating assessment data at the program level.

Student Learning in Programs:  This project implements the system plan at the level of programs. Its stated goal was to "ensure that all academic programs will regularly assess and document student learning based on intended learning outcomes for those programs, and will take action based on that analysis to confirm or improve student learning." Furthermore, each major, free standing minor and graduate program should have an assessment plan and should document in an annual report how that plan is being implemented. Assessment reports should “close the loop,” or in other words, demonstrate how assessment findings are being used to improve student learning. We designated this as our core project due to the need to enhance program review and knowledge about program effectiveness; with the exception of some accredited programs, most programs at SCSU were not undertaking any formal assessment of student learning or other measures of program effectiveness.

General Education Assessment:  The goal of this project is for SCSU to “have a distinctive, mission-based and assessable General Education program that integrates a rich liberal education with a variety of academic/professional programs and that reinforces key learning outcomes across each student’s total college experience.” This program was adopted because assessment of the general education program had completely lapsed over the years, largely because there was no individual or office responsible for guiding or coordinating general education assessment. Another difficulty was that the student learning outcomes for our former general education program were very broad and clearly had not been developed with assessability in mind. General education courses were supposed to meet three of five outcomes, and the vast majority of faculty were either not aware that they were supposed to assess student learning and/or were unsure how to do assessment.

2. Describe any changes that you made to the project(s)—or that had to be made to it—other than personnel changes. What were the reasons for these changes? Did the changes improve the project? 

We did not make any substantive revisions to the projects other than to adjust timelines and/or quantitative goals when progress was slower than planned.

3. What challenges to the success of your project arose in your four Academy years? How did you deal with those challenges?

Most of our challenges related to the difficulties of initiating and sustaining change in a large organization, especially with respect to programs that have not had prior assessment expectations (namely, those which do not have external accreditors). Many programs and their faculty hold fast to the traditional view that student learning is a private matter between instructor and student, and they strongly resist the idea that student learning outcomes should be to any extent public information or that they should be required to report on their assessment progress.
It also takes time to develop training materials, recruit cooperative faculty, publicize initiatives and requirements, and to get faculty and programs to remember to conduct assessment and to compile and submit reports, etc. Until the recent State of Minnesota budget shortfalls necessitated cutbacks, administrative support for our Academy projects was consistent and strong. The University Assessment Director was a full-time position from 2002 to AY 2008-09). However, last year the position was cut to 75% and cut again this year to 50%. The Assessment Office has had a discretionary budget of $37,000; this is likely to be reduced considerably in FY 2012.
We have dealt with these challenges by trying to get as many people involved in assessment as possible. We have a fairly large (12 person) University Assessment Steering Committee with representatives from both academic and nonacademic units; the five colleges each have an Assessment Coordinator with a minimum of 25% release time; programs are encouraged to have assessment committees; we developed an Assessment Peer Consultant corps; and we host a yearly Assessment Luncheon that brings together all of these folks, along with department chairs, program directors, Deans and Provost.
As noted, the Assessment of General Education project is behind schedule. The reason is that the General Education Committee had already started the process of designing a general education reform, and we decided that it would cause too much confusion to restart assessment of the old general education program, given that we anticipated soon starting a new program. The old program was not very assessable. However, we did not anticipate that it would take three years to design the new program and get it approved by Faculty Senate and our state system (because the new program was required to be consistent with what is called the Minnesota Transfer Curriculum, which facilitates the transfer of the student credits within system colleges and universities). Other than these issues, we did not encounter particular barriers other than some recalcitrant faculty, who argued that assessment was not in their job descriptions and/or that they do not have the time or resources to add assessment to their workload.

4. What have you achieved as a result of your work in the Academy? Consider the range of these achievements, from the very specific (development of a rubric) to the more general (outcomes-based curriculum approval processes). To what degree have these achievements been institutionalized?

We have achieved a substantial proportion of our goals, with the most significant shortfall being in the area of general education assessment. By project, highlights of our progress include:
· University Assessment System
· Established a university-wide assessment reporting process based on annual reports from each college and other units (e.g., Student Wife and Development);
· developed a comprehensive, “one-stop” University Assessment Office website (http://www.stcloudstate.edu/assessment/); it includes
· public posting of assessment plans for SCSU programs, which is useful for outside evaluators as well as faculty, who can look up student learning outcomes and the timeline for their assessment (http://www.stcloudstate.edu/assessment/plans/program.asp);
· Progress made on developing a comprehensive database to be maintained in the Office of Institutional Effectiveness; when completed, the system will include course-, program-, and university-level assessment data that can be accessed by users with varying levels of access.	Comment by jmmelcher: Current status? When finished?
· In 2008 SCSU joined the Voluntary System of Accountability (VSA) project (http://www.collegeportraits.org/MN/St.-Cloud-State), through which we post assessment-related information for prospective students and parents. Information includes things such as student experience survey, NSSE, and Collegiate Learning Assessment results.

· Assessment of Student Learning in Programs (our core project)
· shifted focus of assessment to major/minor programs rather than courses or no individual faculty;
· the vast majority of programs have started or completed program assessment plans consisting of a Mission Statement (96%), Student Learning Outcomes (85%), Program Matrix (linking program SLOs are with specific courses) (53%), and Timeline (specifying when specific SLOs will be assessed) (29%);
· developed a standard annual assessment report format for programs and their Upper Division Writing Requirement (see http://www.stcloudstate.edu/assessment/plans/ProgramandUDWRTemplateAY20092010.docx).  And although Faculty Senate prohibited requiring its use, the vast majority of reporting programs have chosen to use it;
· during the past two years, a majority (60% and 59%) of academic programs  submitted an annual assessment report;
· used program- and college-level assessment reports to write and publish annual assessment reports each year since 2004-05 (http://www.stcloudstate.edu/assessment/plans/reports.asp); 
· From the beginning, we have tried to emphasize that the main point of doing assessment is to be able to make course-, program-, and institution-level improvements based upon the results. Based on last year's annual program reports, 11% to 50% of programs (by college) reported that they had "closed the loop" by implementing changes based on assessment. The institution average of 29% was up from only 17% the previous year;
· since December 2008 we have published four issues of a periodic campus newsletter, Assessment Conversations;
· developed an Assessment Peer Consultant program to make it easy to provide assessment technical support to programs.

· General Education Assessment
· refined a program-focused assessment model linked to a brand-new liberal education program; the new program was designed for assessment in so far as courses must meet a specified number of student learning outcomes in order to be included;
· are implementing the liberal education assessment plan; plan uses small committees (Liberal Education Assessment Panels, or LEAPS), each charged with coordinating assessment of course-based student learning outcomes in each of the 10 "Goal Areas" in the liberal education program;
· will start collecting liberal education assessment data for courses beginning in Spring term, 2011.

5. What effect has your time in the Academy had on institutional commitment to the assessment of learning on campus? How broad is that commitment? How has institutional capacity for assessing student learning changed?

Our Academy work has had a substantial effect on knowledge and commitment, due largely to the sustained involvement of a full-time University Assessment Director and a University Assessment Steering Committee that has met regularly (often weekly) during this period. Another significant factor has been the development of a relatively standard system for reporting on assessment, one that most faculty find acceptable in terms of balancing accountability and concern that negative results could be used against them. We think that most faculty understand that the important thing about assessment is not turning in data for the sake of demonstrating that their students are wonderful (or terrible) but that they use what they learn from assessment to improve their courses and programs, In other words, the expectations around assessment have changed: Programs and their faculty know that assessment is here to stay and they know that assessment is important to program review processes. The latter was reinforced by a Strategic Program Appraisal that we have been undergoing since last year, in which administration specifically incorporated the degree to which programs had participated in assessment as indicated in the most recent annual University Assessment Report.
We need to make continuing progress, of course, but we are proud of the fact that faculty and program participation in assessment has reached a level of penetration and consistency that it never achieved in the past (going back to the early 90s at least). The assessment work is more widespread, of higher quality (e.g., more focused on direct measures) and more consistent. We believe that this progress can be maintained as long as there is administrative support for assessment (e.g., supporting an institutional assessment office with an overall director and a general education assessment director), coupled with institutional assessment expectations (e.g., requiring assessment data and follow-up actions for regular program reviews). 
We have increased institutional capacity for assessment by developing an assessment mini-grant program funded through the Assessment Office and awarded by the Assessment Steering Committee. Since our Academy participation, 41 faculty or programs have received mini-grants (maximum $2000) to carry out quality assessment projects. Many of them have reported on the results of their projects at Faculty Forums. We have also increased awareness about assessment by consistently offering workshops for faculty and staff each year, by instituting an Assessment newsletter, by offering a series of assessment mini-grants, and, most importantly, by training a corps of Assessment Peer Consultants (APCs) to work with faculty and programs.
Using a "train the trainers" model, and with an initial consultation with Academy mentor Elaine Klein, we developed a 13-hour APC program to train faculty and staff who would then be available to work with programs on assessment problems and projects. So far, we have trained 48 consultants, and are about to add 6 more this semester. Although the number of program requests for consultations has been modest (6), we have evidence that the APC program is having other beneficial effects. Last spring the Assessment Director surveyed the APCs and found that, despite the small number of requests for formal consultations, their training as peer consultants was leading them to engage in a lot informal assessment activity. For instance, of the 34 who completed the survey, 81% reported that they had "assisted or collaborated with colleagues in my own department or unit on an assessment activity.” Furthermore, 65% reported that they had done the same for colleagues in another department or unit. Overall, 62% reported that they were currently more active in assessment-related activities than they had been prior to their training as peer consultants. Clearly, our APC program seems to be having residual effectiveness above and beyond its formal purpose, and this may continue to be important to the sustainability of assessment in the institution.
Our assessment grants budget enabled the Assessment Steering Committee to fund 42 faculty assessment grant proposals since 2008-2009. This program has resulted in a number of interesting assessment projects, most of which should remain sustainable in the foreseeable future. Campus presentations by many of the grantees have helped us to showcase good assessment practices and assessment scholarship on campus. Among others, projects have included:
· Critical Thinking for Accounting Majors
· Major Field Test for 2009 Biological Sciences Graduates
· Creative Writing Program Assessment
· College ESL Program Assessment for Curriculum Management
· The Impact of the Racial Issues Requirement at SCSU
· TESL Program Assessment Management for Intercultural Communicative Competence Student Outcomes
· Connecting with Recent Graduates of the Educational Media Program
· Implementation of Student Learning Outcome Assessment for Community Psychology degree program
Finally, we have made some progress in "closing the loop" on assessment. That is, 37% of programs have proposed making changes—and 29% of programs have made changes—based on assessment information. In a related vein, work has begun on “assessing assessment" in two colleges. This has taken the form of the college committees taking a look at program assessment reports and providing feedback on their strengths and weaknesses as assessment activities and outcomes.

6. What effect has your Academy work had on institutional culture, structures, and processes?

We have instituted, sustained, and formalized a number of activities and processes that we believe have created lasting values around assessment. We have established a stable and workable structure of assessment coordinators, college committees, and the paperwork flow. Although its creation predates our participation in the Academy, the fact that we have had a full-time University Assessment director for 6 of the past 8 years helps communicate to the campus community that assessment is an institutional priority. We believe that the fact that the assessment director must be a faculty member helps reduce high levels of resistance to the assessment mandate. The creation and widespread use of our simple, yet comprehensive, annual program assessment report form, has simplified the creation of our annual institutional assessment report. Its publication each year is publicized to the faculty—thereby raising awareness of the public nature of assessment. These efforts complement other institutional initiatives to promote transparency and institutional accountability, such as SCSU's participation in the Voluntary System of Accountability and the just-initiated participation in the Presidents’ Alliance for Student Learning and Opportunity.

7. What effect has your Academy work had on student learning?

Unfortunately, it is difficult to provide direct evidence for effects on student learning at this point. The main reason is that the SCSU model of assessment is based upon program reports that get submitted to college assessment coordinators (faculty colleagues), who in turn use them to assemble overall college assessment reports. These reports indicate which programs submitted reports and other summary details, but they specifically exclude other details. This process was adopted in order to have an appropriate degree of anonymity that hopefully reduces faculty resistance to providing possibly sensitive information (especially about course-level assessment).
Outside of program assessment data and reports of improvements in student achievement, the only overall way to assess the institution-level of success in assessment is to use results from institution-wide instruments such as the Collegiate Assessment of Academic Progress (CAAP), the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), or other such instruments. To date, we have administered each of these one time. We have determined that we will not use the CAAP again, but will continue to periodically use the CLA (every 2-3 years) to measure analysis and writing skills, which are among the most desirable outcomes of a college education. The results of our first administration of the CLA produced freshman-to-senior improvement scores that, according to the 2008-2009 scoring patterns, showed an "increase in learning on the performance task is well above what would be expected at an institution with students of similar academic abilities.” On the writing measure improvement was “what would be expected at an institution with students of similar academic abilities." Nevertheless, we are not claiming that our assessment program is responsible for these results.

8. What concrete evidence do you have to demonstrate the effects you described in questions 5-7?

The evidence is found primarily in our response to section 5 above  Although we cannot directly link student learning outcomes with our assessment program, it would appear that the set of CLA scores referenced in section 7 indicate that SCSU is facilitating average to strong student growth. To some degree, it is probable that these gain scores are due at least in part to faculty and programs reflecting on their courses and programs in order to implement changes based upon assessment information (whether informal or formal)
Even though we cannot provide data that unambiguously establishes ways in which assessment has improved student learning, we have little doubt that our Academy projects have planted seeds of good practice and program-specific growth in the use of assessment. For instance, as shown in our most recent annual assessment report (for AY 2008-09) anywhere from 29% to 92% of programs within each college indicated that they had discussed assessment processes or findings. Final reports from our 2009 round of assessment mini-grants provide further examples of how assessment has enriched programs’ understanding of student learning:
· Creative Writing: "One of the greatest outcomes of this project is that it has sparked a discussion in our program about that most difficult endeavor: the fair and accurate assessment of creative output. How do you help a student progress without diminishing his passion for the craft? How do you help a student without making her feel like her grandmother isn’t a worthy subject? One of the greatest benefits of our new assessment tool is that it very concretely allows us to demonstrate to students their success in matters of craft, separating inspiration from the art of conveying it. As stated earlier, our unanimous finding was that this [rubric developed under the grant] is a useful tool, and one that we will continue to use. The Creative Writing faculty will meet in the fall to discuss these findings. It would seem that any coursework toward improving spelling and syntax that can be added to our curriculums would benefit our students, especially in beginning level courses.
· TESL Program Assessment Management for Intercultural Competence Student Outcomes:  This project has given us the opportunity to use an objective measure of culture to assess the extent to which our program has improved student intercultural communicative competence and also improved student achievement in this area.  Now that we have this data, we would like to institutionalize this data collection process by using the IDI on a regular basis for our students when they enter our program and upon exit from our program.
· Racial Issues Colloquium: Fruitful discussions interpreting our data have helped the Colloquium better comprehend students’ levels of understanding prior to, and after having taken, a racial issues course. We are also more aware of which areas need focused attention. For instance, we had expected better results in some of the questions relating to content and attitude. The Colloquium discovered problems with some of the language used in the survey instrument. As a result, we have revised the assessment instrument (see attached), will share the revisions with the larger Colloquium and will implement the revisions in Fall 2010. In addition, we intend to form small focus groups with students to better understand how students are reading the questions of the survey instrument.
Finally, reports from assessment peer consultations indicate how they are helping programs (both academic and nonacademic) progress in their assessment efforts. Examples include:
· Center for Student Organizations and Leadership Development: "The consultants made suggestions for revising all the survey materials based on the grant proposal, the desired survey outcomes, and the clarity of the survey questions and structure."
· Volunteer Connection/Service Learning: [The peer consultants were ]”extremely helpful.  It was great to have outsiders come in and look at the surveys because we were too invested in them. I believe that the professional knowledge and expertise of the two consultants in the end means that we have a more reliable, valid and also professional assessment tool.
· Advising Center – Advising & Registration Days: The center worked with the consultants to improve their previous assessment instrument, and the consultants
· suggested using averages rather than percentages to increase usability of question responses.
· suggested  grouping “Excellent” and “Good” responses, as well as “Fair” and “Poor” responses to make results more usable.
· Modeled ways to discuss and present the results, including ways to make the graphs easier to read.

9. What do you see as the next logical steps for continuing the work you have begun in the Academy? In particular, what new student learning initiatives do you see developing from your Academy work?

The following are some initiative and projects that we think will help extend our work:
· Collaborate with our Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning on Faculty Learning Communities; collaboration/communication should be facilitated by the fact that the CETL Director and University Assessment Director now sit on each other's committees.
· Make a concerted effort to establish a full-fledged and effective general education assessment program, and try to link it with strong measures of student learning, be they self-developed (e.g. rubrics) or others (e.g., CLA).
· Continue to track CLA and NSSE results; compare results for incoming freshmen and graduating seniors
· Maintain the Assessment Peer Consulting program and increase efforts to encourage academic and non-academic programs to utilize their services;
· Implement use of the data system for uploading assessment data (on a voluntary basis) and reports.
· Review the structure of assessment: Assessment Steering Committee should evaluate whether the current system is working well and/or in which ways it should be improved. For instance, is the system of college assessment coordinators working as intended? What alternatives might there be?
· Work through our shared governance process of "Meet and Confer" to develop a shared understanding of faculty and administration roles in assessing student learning (see following section for more details).
· Strengthen the relationship between program review and assessment (particularly for non-accredited programs). Current policy links program review and assessment (see http://www.stcloudstate.edu/provost/program_review.pdf, p. 4). A draft update of the program review policies proposes to make the relationship more explicit.

10. What plans have you made to sustain the energy and momentum of your Academy work?

This report has consistently emphasized the ways in which we have sought to extend and deepen the visibility and importance of program and institutional assessment work. We intend to sustain this work, to make assessment work an expectation for all programs and faculty, and to continue to emphasize "closing the loop" in order to make assessment activities productive. However, in order for assessment to become an integral part of the teaching/learning enterprise, we need more than just directives and training/information sessions. In addition to expectations, assessment also needs to be rewarded and recognized for being done and for being done well. With that realization, Jim Sherohman, the previous University Assessment Director, drafted a Position Paper on Rewards for Assessment Work. It was formally approved by the Assessment Steering Committee in April, 2010, and will be distributed to department chairs and program directors for comment. We also need to continue discussions with Administration about how assessment work should be viewed in terms of tenure and promotion. Assessment work needs to be valued, as well as expected; if not, faculty have little incentive to engage in it, and it will become merely an exercise in filling out forms in response to directives, which is not likely to promote gathering meaningful information that can point the way to program improvements. Expectations and requirements are important: We have noted that programs with assessment expectations driven by accreditors are much more likely to have submitted assessment reports and to have indicated that they made program improvements based upon assessment data. To this extent it is necessary and helpful that the HLC has been promoting the need to do assessment and to use its results, but it is nevertheless difficult to get this message to penetrate to the level of individual programs. At least for non-accredited programs, program directors and faculty can still plausibly think that their failure to engage in assessment will not have much of an overall impact on program review, program resources, and program quality. Hopefully, the combination of "carrot” (e.g., as in the position paper mentioned above) and “stick” (HLC requirements) continues to help take us in the right direction. Program review processes that incorporate assessment can also be both carrot and stick to the extent that a) doing regular program assessment facilitates doing periodic program review, b) administration rewards assessment by granting resources to the extent that assessment information supports it, and c) administration punishes lack of assessment by withholding resource requests that are not supported by assessment information.
Finally, SCSU is committed to developing a set of Institutional Outcomes (most likely based upon AAC&U’s “Liberal Education and America's Promise” (LEAP) outcomes). Such a set of institutional outcomes could be used to drive (and to assess) student learning related to both our new liberal education outcomes and program learning outcomes. We are slowly moving toward becoming a genuinely mission-driven organization that pays constant attention to what students are learning; the adoption of institutional outcomes will be one more step toward that goal.
