	
	


Memo

To:
David Larson, Chair, Department of English
From:
  Rachel Carnell, Director, Undergraduate Studies
Re:
Assessment of Senior Seminars—2009 
Date: 
  May 14, 2009
CC:
Undergraduate subcommittee (Geither, Sonstegard, Karem)
Process

Over the course of past assessments, the Undergraduate Literature Committee has developed a consensus as to what constitutes the desired outcomes from our program, evidenced by our assessment rubric, which can be summarized as follows.

· Students should be able to write clear and effective prose.

· Students should be able to develop a coherent argument investigating a clearly formulated problem or question.

· Students should be able to analyze texts and language effectively.

· Students should be able to research and to select sources effectively, and to incorporate them into their investigation.

· Students should be able to express him/herself effectively in oral presentations and discussions

The department has been using a two-page assessment form with 5 categories (with four to five skills listed in each), addressing these topics.

The assessment sheet is “scored” by the instructor for each student turning in a final paper in the course on all five categories, with an overall determination of the seminar paper being: 1) above expectations, 2) meeting expectations, or 3) below expectations. From each section of senior seminar (sections officially capped at 20 students each but sometimes slightly over-enrolled), the instructor chooses three sample papers The same assessment rubric is then used by the subcommittee on undergraduate literature to score the sample papers in the process described below. Because the committee members were not able to view the seniors’ final oral presentations on their reports, the fifth section of the rubric (on oral presentations) is not scored.

The three members of the English Department’s Subcommittee on Undergraduate Literature read a total of eighteen senior seminar papers from three senior seminars offered in 2008.  Each paper was read by a minimum of two members of the committee.  The reading was blind—no one knew the name of the student or the ranking of the paper by the instructor. Each reader completed an assessment rubric for each paper, and ultimately rated the paper as follows: 1) above expectations, 2) meeting expectations, or 3) below expectations.  Following the readings, we opened up the envelopes containing the instructor’s rankings and compared them to ours.  Subsequently, we had a discussion regarding the strengths and weaknesses we observed across the essays.  Unlike last year, only one member of this year’s assessment team had been involved in the process in previous years. Thus this year committee did not have an “intuitive” longitudinal expertise. Moreover, the person leading the assessment team this year was entirely new to this process. The limitations to her intuitive longitudinal perspective, however, were balanced by the fresh perspective brought to this year’s process, as can be seen by the “new data” section included below.
Although there was not always unanimity in the ratings assigned by the different evaluators and seminar instructors, there was great consistency.  The rankings of the readers and the instructor were unanimous in six of the eighteen papers (like last year, about 1/3).  Except in one instance, unanimity occurred at the extremes (“Above” or “Below”), which suggests there is a clear set of benchmark outcomes for those outcome levels.  There was one three way split this year (one more than last year). In almost all cases, the two-way splits typically occurred because one or more readers rated a paper as a 1, while another ranked it as a 2.  Discussion revealed that these 1/2 splits typically occurred on papers that did one thing exceptionally well (e.g. literary analysis) but were average in another respect (e.g. use of sources), and that the difference sometimes occurred because of the readers’ preferences as to which skill was more important. In the one instance in which there was a split between “above” and “below” expectations on a single paper, this was due to the paper’s length—which the assessor marking it “low” felt it did not represent a length or depth appropriate to a senior research paper. This scoring difference probably represents, however, a difference of page-length requirements (and number of sources requirements) on different instructors’ syllabi, a possible disparity that will be addressed in the “Questions for Further Analysis” below.
New Data

Although last year’s report delineated progress made in comparison to previous years, based on the sample essays, this year’s assessment committee approached the data somewhat differently. Since the sample essays are always chosen to represent equal numbers of papers above, meeting, and below expectations, these samples by themselves cannot in fact measure overall progress: because of the way the sampling is performed, there will always be the same ratio of excellent, fine, and poor papers. This year, the assessment team asked each instructor to provide in the summary report a data set of the total number of papers that met, exceeded, or fell below expectations. Since this summary data was not included in last year’s report, no longitudinal analysis is yet possible. However, this year’s team will be asking 2009 senior seminar instructors to include similar summary data, so that we will be able to compare next year’s data to the following 2008 data set:
3 sections of senior seminar: 
Total number of papers: 


59 
Exceeding expectations:

18

Meeting Expectations:

28

Falling Below Expectations:
13 

[This data does not include students who did not turn in a final paper or who took an incomplete for the course]
From this summary data, we conclude that about 80% of our majors are meeting or exceeding our expectations, and that our program is, therefore, performing very well overall. However, there is still, of course, room for improvement, as will be analyzed further below.
Analysis of 18 sample essays:
All but three of the 18 sample papers showed clear and effective prose, which is two more than found in last year’s sample of 23 papers. However, the committee is not certain that this data comparison is particularly useful—since the committee contained 2 of 3 new members, who may have been using stricter standards for judging that criteria than were used last year. These papers were also generated from seminar sections on topics in early literature (medieval and Renaissance), historical area in which the instructors felt that many of the students were not comfortable working. This problem is discussed further in the “Questions for Further Analysis” section below.
The analysis evidenced in the papers was generally effective when it was present, although readers noted that in all but the “above expectations” papers, students had trouble combining their analysis effectively with their use of secondary sources.  It seemed that sometimes a zero-sum game was present in the papers, such that the paper would either effectively report upon secondary sources or conduct literary analysis, but not in smooth sequence or simultaneously. One scorer, in marginal comments, also noted a problem in that students often gave “plot summary” as analysis, a difficulty also discussed in the “Questions for Further Analysis.” 
We noted some long-term progress respect to the rubric goal of researching and incorporating sources, albeit with some caveats described below.  Previous assessments have found an insufficient use of secondary sources (relevant historical and literary scholarship) in student outcomes, and reports from four assessments have advised department faculty to teach the incorporation of sources earlier in the program, so that students are prepared for this work in their capstone work in the senior seminar. Most students were able to direct their papers towards “a clearly formulated problem or question,” but it was not always clear what solution or answer was being offered.  Readers observed that students sometimes seemed tentative in staking a claim within a debate or finding their voice in a critical conversation, even as technical competence was higher than in previous assessments.
Overall, this assessment suggests that our program is doing well at preparing most students to write effective prose, to conduct textual analysis, and upon researching, selecting, and incorporating secondary sources in their papers.  Changes called for in previous assessments seem to have helped our program address the needs of our weakest students, particularly in terms of prose construction and basic and intermediate research skills.  However, in the instructor reports from 2008, there is concern expressed about students’ basic ability to analyze texts. In fact, they seem much more comfortable identifying and summarizing sources than in engaging in the sort of analysis we assume students should be being taught in ENG 240/ 241—i.e. the technical aspects of literary analysis. This new concern is addressed, along with the rest of the concerns already mentioned, in the sections below.
Questions for further analysis
1) The inconsistencies in page length and number of cited sources noted by assessment committee members in their reading of the sample papers raises questions about the consistency of the requirements for the final seminar paper specified by different senior seminar instructors. A recommendation follows in Recommendations, item 1 below.

2) Evidence generated in comments by assessors about the sample papers and by instructors suggests possible inconsistencies in the assignments for teaching “close reading” required in the sophomore ENG 240/241 sequence, a sequence now taught by as many part-time instructors as full time faculty. Recommendations for examining this question are in Recommendations, item 2 below.
3) In two of the three instructor reports, instructors indicated that a certain number of students had difficulty in interpreting pre-nineteenth-century texts. The professor teaching a senior seminar on a medieval topic, noted that her seminar was the only senior seminar offered in the spring 2008 semester and that “many students enrolled in the class seemed to be taking it in order to graduate according to schedule, without having any enthusiasm about the course material.” The instructor of a course with a sixteenth-century focus was surprised that so few students had any familiarity with canonical sixteenth-century texts. Although we are not permitted by the administration to offer more sections of upper-level courses than we currently do (in fact, we are now facing steep cuts in our upper-level course offerings), the topics of senior seminar will naturally rotate through the areas of expertise of the faculty who teach it. The question raised by the medieval and sixteenth-century sections of senior seminar would seem to indicate a lack of interest in or familiarity with “early” British literature. Since the only previous exposure our students may have had to pre-nineteenth-century literature may have been in ENG 321, and since a significant proportion of our majors—i.e. those in the creative writing track—are not required to take any of the British or American survey courses, we wonder whether the creative writing students are more likely than others to perform “below expectations” in senior seminar. Ways of addressing this question are addressed in Recommendations, item 3, below.
4) Our students have always performed adequately (passing at a mid 80’s percentage rate) on the required PRAXIS exams for licensure in teaching language arts and secondary English. However, we feel that our students should be performing at a somewhat higher level. Part of the difficulty is that ETS, the generator of the tests, does not provide sample tests, so that our instructors have no knowledge of the content of these exams (presumably, middle-school and high-school level languages arts content) and so are unable to judge what relationship the college-level content of our literature courses has to that secondary or middle-school content ostensibly being tested. We can envision scenarios in which our focus at the appropriate college-level content might undermine performance on a lower-level test. For examples, instructors might stress how literary analysis at the college level should not necessarily resemble what was asked of high-school students. However, this question remains something of a mystery, since we do not know what is actually covered by the PRAXIS exams. Some possible suggestions are indicated in item 4 of the Recommendations section below.

5) Our assessment rubric was first drafted by professors, many of whom are now retired, who had a slightly different emphasis on the style of literary analysis expected of our majors than do most of our current faculty members. One comment in an assessment report by a professor teaching senior seminar in retirement is provocative: “Students in the seminar also seemed to find it difficult or impossible to grasp and apply categories that dominated thinking in earlier periods—e.g., art and nature, ideal and real—and their difficulty with these components of earlier cultural contexts contributed to their struggles with the 16th-century texts. They readily applied current analytical categories and distinctions to the issues raised in the earlier works. This probably reflects the politicizing of literary criticism since the late 20th-century and, again, whether or not it is a cause for concern depends on the current goals of the English major.” This comment is addressed in items 3 and 5 in the Recommendation section below.
Recommendations

1) Analysis of consistency of expectations in ENG495 syllabi

Since the analysis of the sample papers suggested some disparity in the page-length requirements for the senior seminar paper as well as in the number of sources to which students were expected to refer, the undergraduate subcommittee will undertake a survey, starting in the fall, of the specified expectations for ENG 495 sections. Once this analysis is finished, the committee will then issue written guidelines for the final seminar paper in ENG 495 courses that should help create more consistency.
2) Analysis of consistency of expectations and skills taught in ENG 240/241:
Since instructors and assessors identified more difficulties with close textual analysis (beyond the level of plot summary) and since this problem was evident at the start of the assessment process this spring, the undergraduate subcommittee has already begun collecting data on written assignments in ENG 240/241 sections to make sure that there is consistency about assignments asking students to perform close textual analysis. Once this analysis is finished, the committee will issue written guidelines for analytical assignments in ENG 240/ 241 to insure that our students are all being taught the same types of technical literary analysis.

3)  Analysis of majors not comfortable with “early” texts: Since all of our majors except for the creative-writing-track students are required to take British literature I, our majors should be more familiar with and more enthusiastic about “early” British texts than the two senior seminar instructors focusing on early texts indicated that they were. The assessment team will ask instructors of 2009 senior seminar sections for student i.d. numbers of students performing at the level of “below expectations” to see if it is possible to identify any type of students—whether transfer students taking ENG 321 equivalencies elsewhere or creative-writing students not taking ENG 321—can be identified as a significant source of the problem, or whether the problem is more random.
4) PRAXIS II Exam scores: Although we do not have access to actual PRAXIS exams, our undergraduate subcommittee has now purchased some commercial preparation books. When there is time to review these materials, the committee will try to make some recommendations to the department as to how to help students prepare for these exams. Professor Stella Singer, who regularly teaches several of required courses for licensure students, has volunteered to take the exam herself and report to the undergraduate subcommittee about its content.
5) Revisions of the Assessment Rubric: In considering the changing generational expectations for literary analysis in the last 3 to 4 decades, the committee acknowledges the query articulated by our retired colleague. In fact, most of the faculty members in our current department are engaged in historically informed cultural and historical analysis of literary texts. We thus agree with this retired colleague and believe our students should be able to perform such analysis of “early” literature, as we explain in Recommendation 3 above. However, our assessment rubric has reflected a focus on linguistic analysis over historical analysis, probably because our department in prior decades contained a substantial segment of linguistics-oriented faculty. Since linguistic analysis is no longer particular current in today’s research foci nor taught by almost any of our faculty, in revising the assessment rubric this year, we changed one of the sub-categories in the textual analysis section, replacing an item (C. c.) focused on linguistic constructions with the following two more currently relevant analytical categories in subcategories c and d in the Analyzes Text section (Item C) of the assessment rubric:
c) Is able to make an argument without overly relying on plot-summary for evidence.

d) Demonstrates an appropriate understanding of cultural, historical, and ideological current evident in literary texts.
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