Written Communication Assessment Fall, 2009, Pilot

 Interview Summary

Pauline Ginsberg, Consultant

Twenty-two of the 43 faculty members submitting written communication assessment data via Banner in Dec., 2009. were interviewed either in person (18) or by telephone (4) regarding their experience.  Seven of the interviewees were members of the adjunct faculty.  Each interviewee was asked to tell me something about his or her experience using the written communication rubric as well as the ease of data entry.  Interviews lasted from 5 minutes to 40 minutes with longer interviews focusing on use of the rubric, use to be made of the data collected, and the assessment process in general.

Submitting Scores to the Banner-Powered Data Base:

All interviewees agreed that it was easy to understand the directions and to enter data.  A typical response, including this one from a new faculty member without previous experience with the Banner format was, “It was remarkably easy to do.”

In fact, the only problem with data entry was experienced by faculty members who did not have a copy of the rubric at hand and had to search for it.  One of them suggested adding a link to the rubric from the Banner page. That link is now in place.

Using the Rubric to Assess Student Papers:

Faculty members had a range of approaches to using the rubric as can be seen from the following quotations.  

 “I read the rubric, then set it aside and used common sense to enter the scores.”

“It was easy to score my first impression onto the rubric.”

“ (It was) good; no training was needed.”

“I had read the papers twice and really knew the class, so I just recalled the papers in my 

    
      mind and entered the data.”


“I would have appreciated some training regarding how to apply this.”


“We could use some specific models of what would be a 1, 2, 3, or 4.”


“I would like to see some examples of exemplary work.”


“I was not sure I was consistent within myself.”


 I found something like “'sticker shock’ (in that) I had to think about

      how these rubric categories fit with my own rubric.”

Several interviewees had more to say about congruence between the assessment rubric and their own.  One observed that the closer the writing portion of her own rubric was to the rubric used for assessment, the easier it would be to submit student scores.  Another said that his own rubric was more detailed than the assessment tool in some respects and he would not want to lose that specificity.  Some others said that they would like to change their own rubrics to fit the model, but would not do so immediately due to lack of time to rethink a rubric that they had already found effective.  Others would not change until they had the opportunity to reach departmental consensus.  

Another interviewee probably spoke for many when he stated that he might be interested in changing his present rubric but wanted to be sure that this new rubric would continue to be utilized before committing time he might otherwise spend updating course content.

There were no clearly negative comments about using the rubric although one person said, “It was probably more complicated than I would use all the time.”

By contrast, there were many positive statements including:


“It wasn’t as painful as a root canal.”


“I really think we should be doing this.”


“It helps my department with accreditation.  We really have no choice.”


“I love that we’re doing this!”


“The rubric saves my department a lot of time in assessment of our own goals.  (But) we

      will (only) know its value when we have more data.”

As an instructor, “I feel more comfortable and fair by being able to point to a rubric....  

     Use of the rubric lets the student know where ... to improve and it feels more objective

      and less arbitrary, especially to older students who are very grade driven.”

“I like the concept of the rubric and sent it to all the graduate students (in my department) 

     so they could see how (I would) be taking a more standardized approach.”

“It took me a while to understand the different categories, (but) I thought they were 

     appropriate and changed one of my rubrics to fit this one.”

“Overall, I thought it was fantastic.”

“Happily, no distinction was made between full time and adjunct faculty.”

“This made me look at the class as a whole... (rather than one student at a time)”.

“I used the rubric a second time when I was grading  final projects.....”

“It made me give more specific feedback to students.”

“The rubric itself was user-friendly—easy with low and high (scores), more difficult in 

     the middle.”

“The reason I (volunteered) as an adjunct is because I really think the students need 

     substantial help with writing.”

“It didn’t really take much time since I used this rubric for everything except content.”

Two interviewees (of 4) who had participated in an earlier pilot of the rubric stated that their prior experience made use of the rubric easier even though some changes were made between the earlier pilot and this one.  One of these used his own rubric to assign grades to student papers and at the same time made notes regarding the scores he would submit.  Because he was familiar with the assessment rubric, he reported, he rarely had to look back at it and, therefore, rating the papers and submitting the scores for 15 students added very little time to marking.

Attitudes, Dilemmas, Inquiries, Suggestions and Misunderstandings

As noted earlier, some of the interviews were quite lengthy. Faculty members involved had clearly given the rubric, student writing and assessment in general a great deal of thought.  Their reflections offer much to CAPA as it continues to design and implement student learning assessment across the curriculum.  They also offer numerous practical suggestions regarding ways in which assessment in general and writing assessment in particular may feed back into curriculum development.  Moreover, some of their comments and those they quote from their colleagues, point up problems that CAPA will almost certainly want and need to consider going forward.

Misunderstandings:  

· Some faculty members believe that there is a problem if freshmen students do not achieve scores of 3 and 4.

· A lot of faculty members did not participate in this assessment because they thought it would take a lot more time than it actually requires.

Attitudes:

· If there is no plan to use assessment data to improve student skills, assessment is a waste of time.

· If I knew everyone else was doing it too, I would spend more time on writing in my classes.

· Timing is everything.  Many faculty members including at least one interviewee felt that it was not appropriate to ask faculty to submit writing assessment scores before the contract was fully settled.  This probably affected the number of volunteers who participated.  Changes in health insurance benefits are still affecting faculty attitudes negatively.

· Someone who noted the scientific objections to the assessment method in faculty senate stated that she doesn’t think perfect consistency is needed in order to learn what UC needs to know about student writing, but didn’t speak up.

Inquiries:

· Will there be an opportunity to use writing assessment to improve student performance?  What will be done in this respect?

· Attached to writing are students’ research skills which are low or rudimentary.  Will we be assessing these and designing interventions as well?

· Will students get their own scores and have access to the rubric so they know what they have to improve?

· How do I decide which class’ work and which assignment(s) to assess?

Dilemmas:

Timing of assessment submission.  Many people had trouble squeezing assessment in at the end of the semester when they were overwhelmed with papers and deadlines, but there was no consensus regarding when would be best.  One person thought that the beginning of the new semester would be best because there were no papers to grade so those from the previous semester could be pulled out and scored.  A few others thought this would be the worst time since they preferred to put the previous semester behind them and focus on the current one.  One suggested around midterm and before advising.   It appears that there are many individual differences and CAPA’s recent decision to open the Banner page to submissions shortly after the last day to drop a course and keep it open until shortly after grades are due will accommodate most of the faculty.

Writing assessment and class size.  

· Classes for which assessments were submitted ranged in size from 1 to 23.  Many interviewees believed that it would be too difficult or too time consuming to submit scores for a class larger than 20.  Some would have set the ceiling at 15.  A few said that as many as 30 would be no problem.  It is probable that faculty members with classes over some number between 20 and 30 minimize the number and/or length of writing assignments.  This being the case, can we be certain that all students have ample opportunity to practice writing during their UC careers?
Standards for English language learners.  Some programs have many international students and students for whom English is a second, third, etc. language.  Often they are excellent students who learn to follow the rules of standard English writing, but their language and syntax continue to be problematic.  Should we have different expectations and assessment procedures for these students?  If not, is there some means of separating them out for the purpose of data analysis?
Suggestions:
Training.  

· “I would have appreciated some training regarding how to apply the rubric.”  In a previous experience there was lively debate about the criteria.  Training could be done in groups of faculty members with students at similar levels, e.g. English 100, English 101, English 102, and upper level courses.

· A few interviewees would like sample papers showing levels 1, 2, 3 and 4 with regard to each of the criteria.

· For those who would like training in the use of the rubric, webcasts could be used instead of face-to-face training sessions or training sessions could be recorded and made available to those who couldn’t attend.

· “I would like to learn more about how to integrate writing instruction in my classes.”
· Departments could work with trainers to align and integrate their current rubrics with the all college rubric.
Sampling.  Two interviewees suggested sampling as a means of reducing the assessment burden on faculty members.  This appealing approach can be more complicated that it initially appears since, if the sample were drawn randomly from course sections, there is the potential to impose writing assignments on faculty members who might not otherwise use them-- an academic freedom issue.  One way around this problem was presented by an interviewee who suggested that each major specify one course for assessment at the introductory level, one at the mid-point, and one at the capstone level.  This would foster departmental self-assessment, enhance the likelihood that information gathered would feed back into curriculum development and increase faculty understanding of the value of assessment in relatively large departments, but would pose a problem for departments with few majors.

Role of adjuncts.  The participation and opinions of adjuncts are important to the assessment and curricular development process.  They have experience outside of U.C. and have a perspective on the need for writing skills in the “real” world.  Some adjuncts regard learning outcome assessment as a necessity and are excited to be participants in the assessment process.

Faculty Expectations.  In the opinion of one interviewee, if the school will make and effort such that students are expected to write often and write well, students will live up to the expectation.  This will have an impact on student recruitment as well as employer recruitment of U.C. grads.  It will protect the value of the U.C. degree.  And it will free up faculty members to focus on writing in the subject areas rather than writing basics.  Everyone wins!

Improving writing through faculty interaction.

· Several interviewees would be interested in meeting with other faculty members either in formal training or under less formal circumstances to discuss the issues raised above and to support each other in working to improve student writing.  These include both full time and adjunct faculty members. 

· We might have writing forums where all faculty would read the same paper(s) and discuss their merits. These could meet every 2nd month for 1 ½ hours and focus on different disciplines each time.  A panel of 5 faculty members could each comment and then open the meeting for discussion.

· At least 3 interviewees are interested in taking an active role in writing assessment and assessment more generally 
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