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I. Introduction

A. Overview


Communication scholars are fond of noting that you cannot understand the effects of communication unless you appreciate the processes by which people communicate. Researchers frequently emphasize the dynamics of the human communication process. Interestingly enough, the same mantra guides assessment. Academic assessment puts a premium on process – that is, on building assessment into the day-to-day business of course development. Academic assessors emphasize that there should be a dialectical, give-and-take relationship among overarching goals that guide assessment, findings, feedback from assessment, changes in curricular content, and even revision of goals in light of information learned from the overall evaluation. 


Mindful of some of the commonalities between the fields of communication and assessment, the School of Communication Assessment Committee and Director embarked upon a multi-faceted evaluation of the undergraduate program.  The report that follows reflects faculty synthesis of goals, outcomes, findings, and strategies for change.


It is important note that the undergraduate curriculum which is being assessed is a combination of: (a) academic, social scientific coursework on communication processes and effects; and (b) skills-oriented classes concerned with journalism, public relations, communication management, and film and digital media. Communication involves a panoply of issues -- the study of mass media, interpersonal conversations, organizations, film and broadcast media. Academic study of these contemporary phenomena is important. The field also has a practical side, and the School of Communication has four majors: the general major in Communication, Journalism and Promotional Communication, Communication Management, and Film and Digital Media.

B. Changes in Program

No structural changes were made last year that bear on this assessment.
C. Recommendations from Previous Year

This is discussed in the last section of the report.
II. Goals

A. Articulation of Goals

The goals of the undergraduate program are to ensure that students: (1) display an understanding of basic processes of communication; (2) demonstrate that they are conversant in basic research methods commonly utilized in communication and can apply them in various contexts; (3) exhibit in course assignments a theoretical understanding of communication; and  (4) demonstrate, through their work, satisfactory knowledge of applied communication skills needed for entry into relevant career fields. 

B. Process of Student-Learning Goal Development

The goals were developed by the Undergraduate Committee, under the guidance of the Undergraduate Director, in 2002. They were extensively discussed and approved by the entire faculty. Goals were subsequently approved by the University Assessment Committee prior to the first assessment. 

C. Community Engagement

Community engagement plays a central role in communication, with its concerns about context, application, technology, and culture.  It has particular relevance for the fourth goal above. We define community engagement as: (1) the application of communication concepts to particular contexts, such that students are (2) harnessing ideas in ways that shed light on communication problems in the metropolitan sector; and (3) showcasing mediated and interpersonal communication skills in the service of Northeast Ohio communities. Examples include students conducting communication campaigns for non-profit agencies in the journalism and promotional communication major, applying knowledge of conflict resolution in a senior-level class on communication management, and producing an urban issues cable program in the film and digital media major. Internships, in which students work on communication problems in hospitals, public relations firms, and city government, also help us engage the community.

D. Review of Goals

These goals were discussed and reaffirmed at the August, 2004 faculty retreat. The goals collectively reflect the faculty’s commitment to teaching students the social scientific underpinnings of communication – concepts that shed light on the nature of communication and methods for determining what is true.  They also display a commitment to complementing social science coursework with career-relevant training in journalism, communication management, and media arts and technology.  The goals have remained the same over the course of the past years of faculty discussions. Reviewers’ comments have been carefully considered and incorporated, as much as possible.

III. Outcomes

A. Articulation of Outcomes

Outcomes are derived from goals. As program evaluators have noted, outcomes can be thought of as operational objectives that can be measured empirically. In our case, there are four outcomes that correspond to each of the aforementioned goals. Outcomes consist of: (1) demonstrated student mastery of basic communication processes; (2) documented knowledge of, and basic competence in, the application of commonly-used communication research methods; (3) documented theoretical understanding of communication processes; and (4) documented applied communication skills (i.e., news and public relations writing; application of communication management principles; and film and digital media production skills). 
Student exams and papers completed in Communication 101 (Principles of Communication) address the first outcome listed above (demonstrated mastery of basic communication processes). Major exams and papers from Communication 303 (Communication Inquiry) address the second outcome (competence in communication research methodologies). Upper-level capstone courses address the third and fourth outcomes pertaining to theoretical understanding and development of applied communication skills. By aggregating student materials in these ways, we are able to make judgments about the extent to which the program fulfills program goals.

Outcomes are also assessed perceptually through a student survey of graduating seniors (see next section).

B. Development of Student-Learning Outcomes


Program outcomes were crafted at the same time as goals were developed, in 2002. The process by which goals and outcomes were adopted was democratic in that it involved all faculty members and was deliberative, with the focus on faculty discussion, debate, and reconsideration of issues as appropriate.

C. Outcomes and Community Engagement

Outcomes bear on community engagement strategies in three ways. First, by examining capstone papers directed at application of communication management theoretical processes to social problems (i.e., Outcome #3), we can evaluate our performance in applying concepts to a community engagement context. Second, by analyzing capstone papers in skills course in the majors, we can see if students are learning applied communication skills that bear on enhanced communication with the community (i.e., Outcome #4). Third, by analyzing results of the student survey, we gain understanding of how satisfied students are with internships, career counseling, and other applied areas, components of community engagement.

D. Outcome Vetting and Modification
Outcomes have been reaffirmed at School faculty meetings. After the considerable discussion of assessment that followed a committee report several years back, faculty reaffirmed the outcomes, noting that they continue to reflect the School’s emphasis on social science education and skills training. Reviewers’ recommendations have been considered and incorporated.
IV. Data Collection

A. Research Methods

Undergraduate program assessment is coordinated by the director of the School of Communication and directors of the three School divisions. The School Director, working with faculty, requested Communication 101 exams, Communication 303 papers, and capstone papers throughout the fall and spring semesters. Directors of the School divisions reviewed capstone courses from their respective divisions and they divided up responsibility for reviewing 101 and 303 materials. With assessment calling on diverse faculty expertise in different areas of the School, the process was thorough and broad-based.

 The 2009-2010 assessment has two components: (a) analysis of Communication 101, Communication 303, and capstone papers by a faculty team; and (b) a survey of graduating seniors to assess their perceptions of program strengths and areas in need of improvement. Each offers a different window on assessment. Content analysis of materials provides an indication of the extent to which student work measures up to program goals (i.e., direct method). Survey data offer bottom-up evidence of student satisfaction and percept1ions (indirect method). It is important to note that student satisfaction cannot logically or pedagogically prove that the program is achieving stated goals. This is achieved by faculty analysis of student work. By the same token, if we focus only on faculty evaluations we miss the bottom-up reactions of those we hope to teach.  One would not expect students to love every outcome measure, particularly those assessing challenging academic goals. Yet if students are deeply dissatisfied with the curriculum, we are doing something wrong somewhere. Student survey data provide two pieces of information. First, they tell us how those we seek to educate experience our program. Second, they suggest ways to better connect program goals to our core constituents: students. 


Analysis of student work. Faculty evaluators assessed student performance by employing a coding scheme the faculty developed in 2002. Exams and papers were evaluated on a 3-point scale (exemplary, satisfactory, or marginal/unsatisfactory). As an example, the criteria for assessing student knowledge of communication research methods appear below:

Exemplary: Demonstrates a clear understanding of relevant social science
 methodologies used in communication research projects. Such methodologies


include surveys, basic statistical analysis, qualitative analysis, experimental 


design, and others. Demonstrates a clear understanding of how research methods can be applied in the design of studies, the collection of data, and the analysis of


data.

Satisfactory: Demonstrates a basic understanding of relevant social science methodologies and when and how to apply the methodologies in research design, data collection, and data analysis.


Unacceptable/unsatisfactory: Demonstrates a lack of understanding of social 
science methodologies and how to apply them in the design of studies, the 
collection of data, and the analysis of data.

Student material validly tapped the exams/papers from the courses in question. Tests and materials from Communication 101 and Communication 303 constituted the population for review of outcomes 1 and 2. Capstone papers, provided by professors teaching these classes, comprised the population of materials relevant to outcomes 3 and 4. Division directors evaluated this material. 
The above scale provided a useful rubric for evaluating student work. As an example of the rubrics employed, in Communication 101, evaluators rated theory and application papers as exemplary when they skillfully described theories, applied them systematically, and were well-organized. A paper that cogently described a persuasion theory, such as cognitive dissonance, and applied it skillfully to a real-life situation, netted an exemplary rating. Papers were evaluated as satisfactory when they described a theory and example, but there was less fit between the concept and example than for exemplary papers, or there was not as much detail given in theory and application. Unsatisfactory papers tended not to offer theories and were poorly written and conceived.


The survey used to assess students’ perceptions and satisfaction was the same as last year’s.  Methodologies were thus qualitative and quantitative and assessed outcomes over the course of the academic year.

B. Modification of Instruments


No systemic modification occurred. However, we sought to gain a larger sample of course materials for the direct assessment, randomly sampling materials in one case as appropriate.  



V. Data Analysis and Findings
Results are presented in terms of the goals and outcomes, with content analysis of student work appearing first and analysis of the survey next. Community engagement results are contained in discussion of student work that bears on outcomes 3 and 4, particularly #4, and in the latter portion of description of survey results. Reviewers’ recommendations have been addressed, as appropriate.

A. Results

Outcome #1: Students demonstrate mastery of basic communication processes.


Review of Student Work in COM 101 to Assess Outcome #1
Syllabi, study guides, and tests showcase the breadth of knowledge about communication that students acquire in this survey course. The course exposes students to major research fields and concepts in the communication discipline. An empirical analysis of 77 student papers indicated that 53% were rated as exemplary, 37% as satisfactory, and some 8% as unsatisfactory. The mean was 2.45, where a 3 was exemplary. The evaluation of student performance indicates that, in the aggregate, students are comprehending concepts and applications, suggesting that the course is fulfilling the first objective. 
Outcome #2: Students demonstrate knowledge of, and competence in, the application of commonly-used communication research methods.

Review of Student Work in Communication 303 to Assess Outcome #2

Communication 303, Communication Inquiry, is the undergraduate research methods course in the School of Communication.  Students in this course are taught methods of inquiry in communication, including social science orientation, quantitative and qualitative methods for gathering and analyzing data, and critiquing and interpreting research. Analysis of a sample of six papers indicated that the mean was 2.5, with two-thirds of the papers exemplary. 
Outcome #3: Students demonstrate a theoretical understanding of` communication processes.

Using the introductory course paper on theory and application as an exemplar, we

 found that 90% of papers received the highest or satisfactory rating. Papers described concepts and theoretical approaches such as self-disclosure, leadership, self-fulfilling prophecy, persuasion, relationship development, and consensus. In addition, the papers in the advanced health communication course, which applies health communication theories to contexts, netted favorable reviews, more of which below.

Outcome #4: Students demonstrate applied communication skills.
Review of Student Work in Capstones to Assess Outcome #4


This section evaluates capstone papers from each of the three majors. Each has a strong emphasis on engaged learning by helping students take communication principles from the classroom to applied settings in Communication Management, Journalism and Promotional Communication, and Film and Digital Media.
Communication Management. Communication 475, Communication and
Training in Organizations, replaced the seminar course in Communication Management. The course was changed this year without a replacement requirement for the division. Therefore, students were required to take the organizational capstone instead of the original general communication management capstone. As a result, the students who majored in areas of relational and intercultural were forced into the organizational track.  This was unfortunate for those students.  However, the course did integrate the knowledge, skills and abilities of students in the training communication area.  Students developed and presented excellent training programs that could be used in organizations.  

The course also gave students skills in program evaluation as well as design.  These are highly valued skills in the corporate world and should serve the students well as they look for career opportunities in the near future. The proficiency of students enrolled in Com 475 was demonstrated by an evaluation of final projects using the criteria established by the course instructor. The projects were all rated exemplary. They were outstanding application of critical thinking and writing skills. 
Communication 449, Advanced Issues in Health Communication, is also a capstone course for students majoring in Health Communication under the Communication Management Division. Five final campaign reports were evaluated.  Three received exemplary and two satisfactory ratings. The course objective -- to write a health campaign -- was an excellent project and requirement for this course. The instructor did an outstanding job of integrating health issues into communication campaigns. This is a new objective that should be considered a key component of future advanced health communication classes. Student writing, critical thinking, skill development in community outreach application, and data analysis were achieved in this course. It should be noted that Communication Management will initiate a new program starting this fall and therefore the value of this evaluation of this year’s capstones is limited.   


Journalism and Promotional Communication.  The journalism capstone course- COM 427, Managing a Laboratory Newspaper, required for the journalism sequence of the major is best represented by the issues of The Cleveland Stater published in the 2009-2010 academic year.  Four issues of the laboratory newspaper were published in summer 2009. Eight issues of the paper were published in fall 2009 and eight issues in spring 2010.  All were managed by the COM 427 students of the particular term.


All issues are printed in color, in a new cleaner style.  The student reporters/editors of the newspaper cover regular beats and general assignment stories throughout the year.  While much of the content of the paper is made up of happenings on the CSU campus, students also explore and report content linked to the city of Cleveland and the other communities surrounding Cleveland State.  Students must gather their information from both campus and outside sources.  This additional pool of sources, when compared with other campus newspapers, provides our students with more “real world” experience.  This can be the separation from other graduates needed to provide incentive to future employers.


In 2009, The Cleveland Stater shifted to an improved design template and has used new software to “tweak” the paper’s look and readability.  The online issues of the paper were redesigned for the 2009-2010 academic year to provide a simpler, clearer, more attractive window to internet users of the paper’s information and news.  Bothe the newer software and internet experience enhance the student education in this capstone course and provide them additional skills in the journalism job market where convergence has become a buzz word.  Com 427 students embrace the addition of these new technological skills and even the addition of video as a component on their web page.

In fall 2009, COM 427 received special instruction in visual storytelling for video from Journalism and Promotional Communication Division Director and Associate Professor Michael Rand, a broadcast news veteran and also former director of the Media Arts and Technology division of the School of Communication.  Students learned how to put images together to enhance a news story with visual detail.


All editions of The Cleveland Stater met their deadlines and were published on schedule as they were last academic year.  All stories online and in the printed newspaper are bylined, so students ‘clips’ and screenshots for the writing/editing portfolios required in journalism job applications.

Media Arts and Technology.  The capstone course for the film sequence in the Film and Digital Media Major, COM 411 (Filmmaking II) has produced a body of high quality work that reveals the students have attained a mastery of the fundamental practices of motion picture production. The course has four components, directing, producing, cinematography, and sound recording. In the producing segment, all students successfully completed a script breakdown, which they then translated into a budget and schedule. The production notebooks that are required in the class were on the whole quite complete with the entire array of necessary paperwork filled out correctly and sorted into its proper place. Further the shoots ran quite smoothly with all students completing the shooting portions of their projects in the time allotted. 
The cinematography component met with similar success as the student films were all almost perfectly exposed and focused, no small feat when working with an advanced motion picture camera. The lighting revealed significant improvement over previous years’ work, as the more extensive training in cinematography the current students have received has resulted in more elaborate and sensitive lighting set-ups that preserve the realism of the scene while at the same time expressing the emotional and psychological content of the story. The inventiveness of the students when it comes to moving the camera in order to enhance the dynamics of the shot is nothing short of astounding, as one student built a process trailer in order to safely film moving car shots from the outside of the car and another student executed a 2-minute long shot combining dolly movements, jibs up and down, and pans and tilts to produce a shot that is certainly professional in its complexity. 
The directing aspect of the course tends to be the most demanding, but here again the students did excellent work. The directors’ preparatory paperwork was done almost perfectly as every project turned in a shot-list and storyboards, as well as a director’s statement explaining all the creative decisions that were made on the project. The films from this year will be shown in a festival at the beginning of fall that will demonstrate the students’ mastery of the production process and begin circulating their work publicly.

The Advanced Video Production course (COM 401) that serves as one of the capstones of the Digital Media sequence also revealed a high degree of professionalism in the productions they made as the key assignment in the course. These productions range from talk show formats to variety shows, and even dramatic productions, but regardless of format all revealed a solid understanding of camerawork and lighting, were well paced, edited with a clear sense of purpose and mastery of the technical requirements of the task, and on the whole quite engaging. Several of the projects were made as promotional spots for WVIZ and were praised by the ‘client’ for their professionalism and high level of creativity. Again, this capstone seems to be continuously producing high quality of work that shows without question that the students are achieving the goals set forth by the curriculum. 

The work in the other capstone for the Digital Media sequence (COM 470, DVD and Emerging Media) similarly demonstrated a solid grasp of the fundamental principles that serve as the learning objectives of the course. The DVD projects authored by the students had an extremely professional look, with excellent layout for graphics and easily navigable menus. The imagination the students brought to this task along with their evident understanding of the complex technologies involved produced final projects that are certainly the equivalent of any commercially produced DVD and show that the students have mastered the material and are ready to pursue careers in this field.

Turning to comparisons from last year, we find that capstone evaluations continue to be strong both years in these applied courses.  

Findings from Student Survey


In this section we discuss results from a student survey conducted at the end of both academic semesters.  A sample of 40 graduating seniors, asked to fill out exit questionnaires in classes, completed surveys. Instructors asked graduating seniors to complete the exit survey and return them to the main office. (The sample was not randomly selected from the population. Instead, it reflected a subset of the population taken from a variety of classes. The survey, the same as the one used last year, tapped perceptions of different aspects of undergraduate coursework. Perceptions were assessed on 1-5 scales, with 5 indicating the most positive response. Means from the combined fall and spring semesters are presented below (see also charts in Appendix A).


Students perceived the program was effective in broadening their intellectual interests (M=4.50), helping them appreciate diverse points of view (M=4.54), and assisting them in respecting different points of view (4.36). This suggest that the first outcome – students demonstrating mastery of basic communication processes – was, at least in students’ eyes, attained over the course of last year. The second outcome concerned demonstrated knowledge and competence in research methods. Congenial with this outcome, respondents indicated they appreciated research methods (M=3.96). 


The third outcome is demonstrated theoretical understanding of communication processes. Students indicated the program is effective in helping them understand communication principles (M=4.33) and in understanding communication theories (M=4.32). The fourth outcome concerns demonstrated applied communication skills. Respondents indicated they felt more comfortable speaking in public (M=4.27), using communication technology effectively (M=4.08), and writing clearly (4.23). They were reasonably satisfied with the program’s provision of knowledge of communication careers (M=3.96). 


Auxiliary survey questions probed other student beliefs about the undergraduate program. Students reported being satisfied with their communication classes (M=4.39) and conversations with professors (M=4.42). They were moderately satisfied with advising (M=3.07), though somewhat less happy with internships (2.68), career counseling (2.72), and preparation for jobs (3.0). Students reported being highly satisfied with classroom facilities (3.85). Overall, students were generally positive in overall assessment of their education in the School of Communication (M= 4.27).


Looking at longitudinal comparisons, we note that there were significant improvements over last year. Means were higher on 15 of 18 survey items. Importantly, means rose on advising, career counseling and preparation for jobs, areas targeted for improvement. Satisfaction with classroom technology and with overall education in the School rose markedly. We will discuss reasons for these increases later on, noting that they likely had roots in tangible steps taken by the School in response to last year’s assessment. In any case, the findings point to a utility of the university assessment: The assessment procedure offers us information about outcomes that we would not otherwise gain, along with an opportunity to address them. 

B. Addressing Reviewer Recommendations

Reviewer comments last year were positive and suggestions for improvement were considered. This year’s report provides continued, valuable longitudinal information and in-depth examination of open-ended responses, as was the case last year.

VI. Review of Findings


The assessment procedure was systematic and broad-based. Division directors (who are elected by faculty in their respective divisions) coordinated assessment. Results of the student surveys and assessment are ordinarily shared with the faculty at the annual faculty retreat, where assessment-based problems and suggestions are typically assigned a place in the agenda.  Students were consulted as participants in the annual survey. The School Steering Committee, with representatives from School divisions and the graduate program, actively participated in the process, discussing procedures at various junctures, particularly in the spring semester..
Assessment review typically occurs at the faculty retreat, held at the beginning of the fall semester. During the past year, proposals that were congenial with assessment (e.g., the Media Arts course issue) were discussed at faculty meetings. Materials were gathered throughout the year, discussed by Steering Committee, as relevant, and fed back to faculty. Some of the reviewer recommendations have been considered and recommendations are addressed.

VII. Follow-Up Actions
A. Changes in Curriculum, Activities, and Services

A major concern in the 2008-2009 assessment was advising. In last year’s report, we

concluded that “the School must address advising and career-related assessment.” Quantitative ratings of advising were lower in 2008-2009 and students expressed dissatisfaction in their written comments. Concerned about findings in the ‘08-‘09 assessment, the School took concrete steps to improve advising.  Discussions at the August 2009 faculty retreat and at fall ’09 faculty meetings led to these changes: (1) the over 600 majors were divvied up among faculty members to give students personalized attention; each faculty member was assigned about 30 students, who were this professor’s advisees; (2) students were explicitly informed who their faculty adviser was and encouraged to contact him or her: and (3) several well-publicized days of advising were held at the School during both fall and spring semesters. 
In January we evaluated the effectiveness of the new advising.  A formative evaluation was conducted to assess the new advising system in an effort to see if it was achieving its goals of serving student needs and providing more personal curricular counsel. A questionnaire (n=100) found that 23 of 100 students surveyed indicated they had attended the School’s advising session in fall, 36 said they had communicated with a faculty adviser, and 88% stated they wanted the School to continue the new advising system in the future. Emboldened by these findings and sensitive to constructive suggestions provided in open-ended comments, we continued and sought to improve advising in spring. Thus, an academic reform seems to have made advising more accurate, more personal and humane. It was an outgrowth of findings in last year’s assessment and subsequent discussions.
B. Recommendations for Next Year

First, the School will continue to monitor advising, making certain that it remains effective and looking for ways to improve it. Findings from this year’s assessment suggest that more attention should be paid to career-related advising, and we will explore ways to improve this. In addition, as suggested in one of the capstone reports above, we will try to gain formative information on the effectiveness of the new Communication Management tracks.


In sum and ending on a constructive note, this year’s report shows that, in the main, the program is doing a good job: students are satisfied with their education and faculty give COM 101, COM 303 and particularly capstone work high ratings.  The goals described earlier focus on teaching students communication principles, processes, and applied skills. The program is succeeding in instructing students in these areas. However, there are areas for needed improvement, and these will be addressed this year. 
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