General Education Program Assessment Recommendations

Approved by the Assessment Steering Committee, 9/13/2006.

Approved by the SCSU Faculty Association Senate, 9/26/2006.

Approved (with disclaimers) by the General Education Committee, 9/29/2006.

GEC Minutes of 9/29/2006 Approved by Senate 10/24/2006.

I.  Principles of Effective General Education Program Assessment

Principle 1.  The General Education Program at St. Cloud State University should be subject to comprehensive program assessment.

While other SCSU programs are on regularly scheduled comprehensive assessment plans, it has been difficult to assess the current General Education Program for numerous reasons.  The existing program did not have a mission, set of goals, and assessable student learning outcomes.  Consequently, assessment was limited to piecemeal assessment done by CORE areas and the Racial Issues Curriculum. The campus has now adopted a General Education Mission (approved by Senate on 1/24/2006) and the General Education Committee has drafted goals that reflect the Minnesota Transfer Curriculum, the Higher Learning Commission Statement on General Education, and best practices in general education curriculum.  As a new General Education Program is developed, it is important that it be assessable as a program.  Therefore, program assessment must be carefully designed and administered by SCSU faculty.  The development of this plan should occur as General Education Program revision efforts continue.

Principle 2.  General Education Program Assessment should focus on the degree to which program goals and accompanying student learning outcomes are being met. 

It is important to focus not on courses that students take, but on learning that occurs in and across those courses designated as part of the General Education Program.  Many goals and student learning outcomes (SLOs) may cross disciplines.  Some goals and SLOs may focus within particular disciplines.  The Minnesota Transfer Curriculum has provided a useful delineation of student competencies that may be consulted in the development of SLOs, as well as consulting other institutions within the state, at best practice institutions nationwide, and national discipline standards.  It is important for faculty with expertise in content areas and assessment to provide assistance in finalizing key SLOs for goal areas as we revise our General Education Program.

General Education Program Assessment must also include assessment of how our institution meets the Minnesota Transfer Curriculum (MnTC).  All institutions must do an Institutional Self Review of their MnTC and demonstrate compliance by Fall 2008.  We must submit a plan for how our institution will conduct this review by December 15, 2006.  Then, we must complete the self review and submit a report on the review, indicating any changes in the institution’s MnTC by January 30, 2008.

Principle 3.  Multiple measures should be used in the assessment of the General Education Program, not necessarily each year, but over time.

Best practices in assessment recognize the potential shortcoming of single measures and the value of multiple assessment measures. It is important for faculty with expertise in content areas and assessment to provide assistance in selecting and implementing assessments that are appropriate for key General Education SLOs.
Principle 4.  Assessment of the General Education Program should be done in stages within a three-year cycle.

Best practices in assessment recognize the pragmatic and logistical difficulties associated with assessing all components of a program at once.  Yet, to ensure that there is continual focus on improving student learning across all goal areas in the General Education Program, there should be some assessment of each goal area each year.  One approach could be to have goal areas target particular SLOs on a three-year cycle. Staggering efforts in goal areas allows opportunities to use assessment findings to improve curriculum and its delivery for better student learning.

Principle 5.   As we revise the General Education Program, new course proposals and revalidation of existing General Education courses must address which SLOs will be met.

The current curriculum process requests inclusion of the means for assessment of student learning.  Faculty with expertise in content areas and in assessment will develop/suggest assessments for the General Education Program.  [Note: Initially, until a more formalized process is in place and which is discussed below, the General Education Committee will work with volunteer faculty who will provide assistance in drafting the key SLOs for goal areas.]   The attached Figure 1. Process for the Development of Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) for the General Education Program shows how various constituencies will be involved in this process.  We recognize that courses will no doubt have additional SLOs beyond general education, and that faculty may develop their own assessments for these SLOs. 
Principle 6.  All General Education course syllabi should state that the course is a General Education course and include identification of both General Education goal (or goals) and accompanying SLOs of the course.
This practice will help create a climate in which assessment is recognized, valued, and used by faculty and students.  It will showcase the importance of student learning in General Education. 

Principle 7.  Faculty involvement in assessment should be both recognized and rewarded.
We recognize that key players in the assessment process assume overlapping and interconnected roles of Information Providers, Coordinators, and Implementers.  But, equally important are the Supporters who value quality General Education and program assessment that contributes beyond department and university service to teaching effectiveness, student growth, professional development, and in some cases, scholarship of teaching and learning—literally all areas of Articles 22 and 25 in the IFO Contract.  Department chairs, Deans, Academic Affairs, the Faculty Association, and the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning should acknowledge this support role and recognize, reward, and provide adequate support for quality assessment in General Education and in program assessment.
II.  Proposed Plan for General Education Program Assessment at SCSU

The Proposed Model.  The General Education Program Assessment structure should parallel the college program assessment structure.  [Note: Inherent in this recommendation is adequate allocation of resources to implement the proposed structure.]

The proposed model includes two key elements that need further definition: the General Education Assessment Director and the General Education Teams for Goal Oversight  (referred to as GETGOs). 

General Education Assessment Director:  The General Education Assessment Director has functions and responsibilities parallel to College Assessment Directors.  The table below demonstrates this parallel structure:

	General Education Assessment Director
	College Assessment Directors

	Oversees GETGO assessment activities
	Oversee department assessment activities

	Provides resources and consulting
	Provides resources and consulting

	Collects and summarizes GETGO reports to University Assessment Director
	Collects and summarizes department reports to University Assessment Director

	Member of University Assessment Committee
	Member of University Assessment Committee

	Chairs the General Education Assessment Committee [GETGO Coordinators]
	Chairs the College Assessment Committee [Department Assessment Coordinators]

	Assesses only existing goal areas
	Assesses only existing programs


**Parallel responsibilities should drive allocation of reassigned time and extra duty days.

General Education Teams for Goal Oversight:  The General Education Teams for Goal Oversight (GETGOs) and GETGO Coordinators have functions and responsibilities parallel to Department Assessment Committees and the Department Assessment Coordinator.  The table below demonstrates this parallel structure of the coordinators:

	GETGO Coordinators
	Department Assessment Coordinators

	Guide development of General Education Program goal area SLOs
	Guide development of department program SLOs

	Develops General Education Program goal assessment plan
	Develops department program assessment plans

	Guides data-gathering for General Education Program goal assessment
	Guides data-gathering for department program assessment

	Recommends rubrics, assessment instruments
	Recommends rubrics, assessment instruments

	Does reporting and analysis of assessment activity
	Does reporting and analysis of assessment activity

	Offers recommendations for improvement of learning
	Offers recommendations for improvement of learning


**Parallel responsibilities should drive allocation of reassigned time and extra duty days.

The GETGOs themselves are extremely important features of this proposed system and are based on best practices from other institutions, including two from Minnesota.  MSU-Mankato uses General Education Course Content Instructor Groups (GECCIGs) for each goal area.  These individuals receive extra duty day compensation for assessment work in the summer.  Winona State University uses Faculty Area Committees (with reassignment for committee chairs) for goal areas and for “flagged” areas that provide more depth in basic skills within majors (writing, oral communication, mathematics/statistics, and critical analysis).  [It may be noted that we use something similar to flags with the Upper Division Writing Requirement and the MGM requirement.]  With a strong infrastructure that manages and rewards those who actually do the assessment, SCSU can expect comprehensive and quality assessment activity.  

There are several advantages to forming such a system that uses GETGOs, GETGO Coordinators, and a General Education Assessment Director:

· Expansion of the number of faculty members who are doing assessment (allowing for faculty input, ownership of assessment, and buy-in) 

· Initially, the General Education Committee and College Assessment Directors could solicit membership on these groups, aiming to keep groups diverse yet manageable in size.  

· Comparability and flexibility with being able to use common instruments across similar content goal areas

· Standardized testing may help us get data on more complex and higher level goals (critical thinking, integrative learning).

· Increased collaboration across goal areas of the General Education program

· The General Education Assessment Committee provides a vehicle for making connections across GETGOs.

· Collaboration could consider at what point in the students’ career goals are assessed (e.g., Integrative learning later? After year 1? At major entry? Pre-graduation?)

· Increased availability of informational resources and consultation for assessment of General Education

· The General Education Assessment Director can provide training, expectations, timelines for reporting, and so forth, as needed.

· Having more faculty members involved in assessment will help to build capacity for assessment throughout the institution.

Some of our current General Education assessment practices fit well within the model described in this proposal.  Some of the best assessment has occurred in the five CORE areas and in Racial Issues.  While departmental committees have handled CORES 1, 2, 3, and 4 (sometimes diverting resources and focus away from program assessment), CORE 5 and Racial Issues gather assessment data that cuts across disciplines.  This approaches the idea of a goal area group (GETGO).  These efforts have successfully used ad hoc coordinators; however, there has been little effort to provide training in assessment or other necessary support that would strengthen their effectiveness.  

The attached organizational chart (Fig. 2. Flowchart Connection Showing Central Role of Proposed General Education Assessment Director) shows the proposed linkages of the General Education Assessment Director and the GETGOs and GETCO Coordinator with the University Assessment Director, the University Assessment Committee, the General Education Committee, the Dean of Undergraduate Studies, and the Provost and Academic Affairs.

The strength of this model is that General Education Program Assessment becomes the primary function of a faculty director who can coordinate work of faculty committees focusing in parallel modes with the goal oversight committees.  This person is in a unique position to guide comprehensive faculty-owned program assessment in General Education while maintaining strong links with the University Assessment Director, the Dean of Undergraduate Studies (who has responsibilities for the General Education Program), and the General Education Committee.  Under this proposed model, the General Education Assessment Director would take the place of the University Assessment Director on the General Education Committee, allowing for continued and well-informed conversations on improvement of student learning through the General Education Program.

It is unreasonable to expect that the Faculty Association unit-elected members of the General Education Committee actually conduct General Education Program Assessment. The duties of the General Education Committee as noted in the Faculty Association Standing Committee document describe this group more as a recommending and policy-making committee.  Specifically, the duties are listed as follows:

1. Make recommendations to the University Curriculum Committee concerning general education policies. 

2. Examine the general education program continually for improvement and make recommendations to the University Curriculum Committee for action. 

3. Study, help, develop, and make recommendations concerning effective teaching practices, desirable objectives, and educational consequences in the general education program. 

4. Help in the planning and development of interdepartmental general education courses and assessment. 

This committee has been kept extremely busy in past years with numerous major policy tasks including CORE 5 Democratic Citizenship, Racial Issues, Minnesota Transfer Curriculum, semester conversion, Upper Division Writing Requirement, and most recently development of General Education Program mission and goals.  It is only this last year that the General Education Committee Chair has received any reassigned time; this has come during the major process of program review/revision and response to the HLC/NCA self study.  At present, the Chair of the General Education Committee serves by nature of position on the following committees: University Assessment Committee, Strategic Planning Committee, HLC/NCA Program Review Committee, and HLC/NCA General Education Committee. In addition, the Chair of the General Education Committee maintains a web page for General Education, established primarily for communication purposes during the current General Education review/revision process.  

Members of the General Education Committee are full-time faculty with teaching responsibilities and expectations for other scholarship, service, work with students, and professional development under Articles 22 and 25.  It is not expected or assumed that the members either teach General Education courses or have assessment expertise.  There is insufficient time and resources and insufficient background in assessment to have members of the General Education Committee coordinate quality and comprehensive assessment of the entire General Education Program.

Under the current system, General Education course proposals are sent to the University Curriculum Committee (UCC).  The General Education Committee has representation on UCC to provide feedback on these proposals.  During implementation of a new General Education Program, we expect that both committees will be kept very busy with the review and revalidation process.   

It is important to underscore the value of using an assessment model for General Education that parallels the structure for program assessment at the College level.  Both areas of assessment are important, and the University should take steps to ensure that attention and resources are not directed to one category at the expense of the other.  There is a complexity of General Education Assessment that is not unlike a college with diverse departments having multiple and unique programs.  It is essential that clear structures and reporting systems are instituted for General Education Program Assessment. 

Proposed Reporting System.  General Education Program Assessment reporting should be similar to College assessment reporting.

The Current System:  At present, any assessment work done in General Education has been included in individual department assessment reports that have been submitted to College Assessment Directors, forwarded to the University Assessment Director, and reorganized under a separate section for General Education assessment.  Consequently, reporting formats are idiosyncratic to the departmental committees (or, in some cases like CORE 5 or Racial Issues, the groups) who submit the reports.  Reports have typically been submitted at the end of Spring semester, the busiest time for faculty who are also finishing up teaching responsibilities.  Occasionally, the few faculty members who receive the infrequent assessment mini grants receive extra summer duty days to complete data analysis.  There has been little effort to build a comprehensive database of General Education assessment.  Consequently, when department programs need such data for accreditation or external review, they are hampered by lack of readily available information.

Proposed Reporting System:  The proposed reporting system includes suggestions about (1) who would write the reports and when, (2) how they would be disseminated and used, and (3) how they could be accessed for later use.  

The use of reports that are written by GETGOs, aggregated by the GETGO Coordinators and subsequently forwarded to the General Education Assessment Director (for summary analysis and recommendation) and the Director of Assessment have several advantages:

· Goal areas can report using a standard template.  Winona State University offers an excellent example of goal area reports that are informative and useful for curricular enhancement.  Templates can prove a boon to the GETGO Coordinators who can have a standardized reporting system that is user-friendly.  Such sections as “curriculum implications” and “goals for improvement” allow consideration of assessment that closes the feedback loop and makes assessment a meaningful activity rather than a report for compliance.

· Assessment reporting can be more effective if done in the summer.  This will allow those doing the work to devote their undivided attention to it for a few days, and it will adequately compensate them for their work with extra duty days.

· Reports can be in a readable and useful format for examination by the General Education Committee (and, possibly the University Assessment Committee) for recommendations for improving assessment activity.

· Using existing database software (e.g., Weave Online) or adapting/developing existing software (e.g., Balanced Scorecard) can allow GETGO Coordinators or their designees to input data and reports.  Assessment data can be matched to the goals and SLOs of the General Education Program for easy access by programs needing the data.  Inherent in this suggestion is sufficient resource allocation for both training and extra duty day compensation.

Figure 3 suggests a proposed General Education Assessment Process flowchart.  The use of multiple measures, a clear reporting mechanism, and feedback loops to continually improve curriculum are included.
Resources for General Education Program Assessment: Funds for General Education Program Assessment should be a budget item in Academic Affairs, not dependent on funding sources that are competitive or ad hoc.  

While we realize that the request for more money for any initiative may be misconstrued as continual complaints of under-funding, universities cannot—as we have learned from colleagues across the country attending professional conferences in institutional effectiveness—administer quality assessment programs on “budget dust.”  If SCSU is serious about implementing a quality General Education Program, and simultaneously a quality General Education Assessment Plan, sufficient financial support is a must.

With that said, we recognize the following needs:

· The appointment of a General Education Assessment Director with reassigned time for the numerous duties outlined above.  This person is parallel in position with College Assessment Directors.

· Allocation of money where assessment needs are greatest.  For the General Education Program, there may be the need to provide additional funding to get the proposed model in place.

· Extra duty day compensation (or, some reassignment of duty) for the GETGO Coordinators to oversee GETGOs, provide training, and write the final reports.

· Extra duty day compensation for GETGO teams to analyze data.

· Allocation of resources for assessment consistent across colleges and General Education (reassignment, workload), equitable in both directions.  Members of department assessment committees should receive compensation equivalent to that received by GETGO team members, and department assessment coordinators should receive compensation equivalent to that received by GETGO coordinators. Reassigned time for college assessment directors should be consistent across colleges, as well as consistent with that for the General Education Assessment Director. 

· Allocation of resources to the Office of Institutional Effectiveness to develop, adapt or acquire a data information system to support assessment efforts.

· At this time Institutional Effectiveness has sufficient staff resources, but as this ramps up, may need to revisit (testing, periodic institutional reports staff assistance)

It is our plan to have further conversations with colleagues at Winona State University and MSU-Mankato to explore how their General Education Assessment Models are funded.
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