	
	


Memo 
To:
David Larson, Chair, Department of English; Teresa La Grange,        Associate Dean, CLASS
From:
  Rachel Carnell, Director, Undergraduate Studies in English
Re:
  Assessment of Senior Seminars—2010 
Date: 
  May 6, 2010
CC:
Undergraduate subcommittee (Carnell, Geither, Sonstegard, Lardner, Gosselin, Singer)
The English Department’s Committee on Instruction requires its Sub-Committee on Undergraduate Literature to assess the department’s undergraduate program every spring semester, based on data collected during the previous calendar year.  This report thus represents our analysis of the performance of our undergraduate program during the calendar year 2009.   
Background

Over the course of past assessments, the Undergraduate Literature Sub-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.
A) Students should be able to write clear and effective prose. 
B) Students should be able to develop a coherent argument investigating a clearly formulated problem or question.

C) Students should be able to analyze texts and language effectively.

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

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

Process

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 a member of the subcommittee on undergraduate literature to score the sample papers a second time. 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 scored only by the course instructors.

This spring, five members of the English Department’s Subcommittee on Undergraduate Literature read a total of thirty senior seminar papers from five senior seminar sections offered in 2009.  After a blind reading, a subcommittee member 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.  When there was a marked difference in the readings, the chair of the committee read the paper and scored it a third time.  This process was followed by a discussion regarding the strengths and weaknesses we observed across the essays.  

Findings
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 20 out of the 30 papers, or two out of three. This year’s scoring process was organized slightly differently than in previous years, so we cannot compare this correlation to last year’s data, but we will use this year’s data as a point of comparison for future years. Since scoring essays about literature involves some matters of personal judgment, and since some of the essays may have fallen somewhere between the three categories, we are not surprised that there was not perfect correlation between scores given by instructors and by committee members.  Only in one instance was there a split in judgment between the top and the bottom category, and a third reader analyzed this paper to make sense of the difference in the scores. The third scorer of the paper noted that the paper was in fact excellent as a research paper giving factual historical and cultural background in which to contextualize the literary works. However, the second and third scorers of the essay expected the student to have engaged more directly with more recent critical responses to the work and to have developed a more developed argument from her own analysis of the literary texts.  This point of divergence points to the difficult balancing act for students between responding to other critical articles and developing their own analysis of the literary works. We discuss this challenge in item 2 in our list of Recommendations below.
Analysis of  Sample Essays:

The sample essays are always split evenly: one third exceeding, one third meeting, and one third falling below expectations. The problems that are indicated in these sample papers thus give a clue to the strengths as well as the lacunae in our students’ preparation for writing the senior research paper. 

Strengths – The sample essays, according to scores from the committee, indicate that almost all of our students are capable of writing clear and effective prose and analyzing literary texts (outcome A). Only 4 out of 30 sample essays showed significant problems with their prose.  Most of out students also are able to analyze texts and language effectively (outcome C); only 6 out of 30 sample essays demonstrated particular weakness in this area.  According to the instructors grading the oral presentations, our students are also proficient in this area (outcome E). Some of the data for this item, generated only by the instructors, was unavailable. However, out of the 35 students for which this data was available, only 5 students demonstrated particular weakness with oral presentations. Most of our students also are capable of locating and reading appropriate research articles: only 4 out of the 30 sample essays indicated difficulties with the location of the research. 
Weaknesses - Where the sample essays demonstrate consistent weakness is in the category of developing a coherent argument in response to the outside research (outcome B) and incorporating that outside research into the student’s own argument (outcome D). Weakness was identified in 10 out of 30 sample papers for item B and in 8 out of 30 papers for item D. In other words, our students have learned how to analyze literary texts and write and speak coherently about them, but many lack practice in developing an argument in response to outside sources. Most of our students can focus on an analytical problem generated by works of literature; their difficulty comes in focusing on a conceptual problem developed in response to critical articles written by professionals in the field. Since most of our undergraduate literature courses focus on the analysis of literary texts and their place in literary and cultural history, it would seem that our students are learning what we are teaching them in most of their courses. However, the large research project—undertaken only in senior seminar—requires a new set of skills that not all of our students seem able to master in a single semester course. Thus, although our students are learning what we are covering in the bulk of our curriculum, their incomplete mastery of the new skills introduced at the capstone level suggests that instructors of senior seminar need must emphasize the rhetorical skills needed to construct a 20-page research paper and not assume that the students have already mastered these. Item 2 in our Recommendations section addresses this concern.
Senior Seminar Scores – In Total
As was discussed in last year’s report, previous assessment reports had delineated progress made in comparison to previous years, based on the sample essays. Writing at this time last year, this committee noticed that 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. For the second year in a row, the assessment team has now 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. We thus have compiled the following data set for 2009 and 2008 senior essay scores:
2009 - 5 sections of senior seminar: 

Total number of papers: 


72 

Exceeding expectations:

18
Meeting Expectations:

25
Falling Below Expectations:

25
2008 - 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 43 out of 72, or about 60% of our majors met or exceeded departmental expectations in 2009. This compares with about 80%, as reported by instructors of senior seminar in 2008.  Because 2008 was the first year that we tabulated the instructors’ scoring data in this way, our longitudinal basis for analysis is too short for us to draw any strong conclusions from this discrepancy. As part of our explanation for this drop in percentage total, we note that in the 2008 data pool, one section of senior seminar was taught by a retired faculty member who has not published research in the field in some years. This person’s scoring may have erred towards the positive (as was indicated by blind scoring sample comparisons). In the 2009 data set, our instructors were all active research faculty with extremely high standards for research papers, so their scoring patterns, on average, may have been more stringent.  It is also not clear whether or not scorers are sometimes rating a “C” paper as “failed to meet” expectations, when the paper was still adequate to receive a passing grade for a WAC course. One difficulty in making sense of this data is that we as a committee had never specified in quantitative terms what we meant by “failed to meet” expectations on the scoring sheet. We have now just done so and sent these guidelines to the instructors for 2010 sections of ENG 495. These guidelines will govern the scoring of the 2010 data set.
Summary Reports by Instructors of Senior Seminar
Each instructor wrote a report on his or her section of senior seminar which provided not only summary data but also qualitative comments and reflections, which this committee considers in many ways to be the most useful part of the assessment process. Instructors teaching senior seminar in 2010 have observed that overall our senior English majors are not uniformly familiar with or prepared for the process of writing a 20-page research paper.  As is typical in courses at Cleveland State, there continues to be a broad spectrum of student skills and talent, even at the senior level.
As in both the 2008 and the 2009 assessment cycles, our instructors continue to observe that students do well in what is emphasized in this particular semester: if an instructor focuses on improving students’ close reading, students’ attention to outside sources seems diminished. Those instructors who emphasize preliminary summary of outside sources find that students’ emphasis on close reading is diminished in the final project. Instructors who give preliminary assignments to review close reading and critical summary skills also note that these preliminary assignments, designed as review, may not be adequate for students who haven’t yet mastered them in the program. Another instructor observed that some of his students seemed angry at having to write criticism rather than creative writing. 
This overall sense that our students do not arrive at senior seminar with much previous experience in writing a serious research paper has lead this committee and the department’s committee on instruction (to which our committee is a subcommittee) to reflect on the overall experience of our students. We conclude this experience depends on the “track” or “concentration” the students follow in the program (either literature, creative writing, or secondary licensure in language arts). Creative writing students are required to take no historical survey courses of literature, nor are they required to take upper-level electives likely to include a research component. Students pursuing secondary licensure in language arts are required to take so many non-literature courses (instead courses in grammar, history of the language, style, oral communication, composition theory) that aside from the three historical surveys of literature (which emphasize historical coverage over research with secondary criticism), they may take no upper-level literature electives. Of the students concentrating in literary criticism, there is no requirement that their four 300-level elective courses be courses that require a significant research project. In fact, these students are free to take electives in creative writing or in any of the courses required for the licensure students. Because courses required for licensure are offered with more guaranteed frequency than upper-level literature electives, literature students may well find that these are the only courses that fit their schedule.
This concern—that two of our three tracks of students—are not well prepared for senior seminar was discussed by both the undergraduate subcommittee and by the departmental committee on instruction. Our conclusion is that although these two groups of students are not well prepared for this course, and although some of these students resent the final research assignment, we nevertheless feel that the senior seminar paper is an important experience for them, even if it is the first and last time they complete such a research exercise. Creative writing students should be reminded that such courses are also required by MFA programs in creative writing. Secondary licensure students also need work on their research skills, and we recognize that senior seminar should be an important course for them. For students planning to pursue graduate work in literature, the senior seminar essay is crucial for developing potential writing sample for graduate work.  The committee also discussed the ongoing difficulty of our now staffing almost all of our 200-level core writing courses with part-time instructors not engaged in research themselves. Thus the students’ first introduction to writing a 2000 word research essay is not being taught by instructors necessarily competent in this area. This concern is discussed further in item 3 in our Recommendations below.
Conclusions and Recommendations 
1) This year’s assessment of sample senior seminar essays indicates that our program is preparing students well in almost every area of literary analysis and oral and written communication. We conclude that it is difficult for students to focus on close-reading of texts while also gaining experience in summarizing and responding to heavily theoretical research articles. However, we recognize it is important for our instructors to continue helping our students learn to balance these different pieces of the intellectual process in their senior seminar sections. 
2) Our first recommendation is to make our instructors aware of the need to include at least a short research assignment in every upper-level literature course, including the three historical surveys. We also need to make instructors of senior seminars aware that they may be teaching some research skills to students for the first time, and that students will need a lot of guidance and workshops focused on the rhetorical skills involved in crafting a lengthy research paper. We have just added this language to the guidelines sheet for ENG 495. We have also just designed guidelines for the literature survey courses (ENG 321, 322, 342) and for our other 300-level electives in literature to remind instructors of the importance of incorporated short research assignments into these courses.
3) We continue to be concerned about the problems with our sophomore writing sequence being staffed largely by part-time instructors with M.A.s rather than full-time research faculty with Ph.D.s.  Last year’s committee expressed concern about the skill set being taught in the ENG 240-241 sophomore courses on writing about literature.  Students taking those courses seem to be learning to write about character and plot more often  than about textual structure.  We recommended and implemented clearer sets of requirements for those courses, including specifications that the assignments be designed to move students away from plot summary and character analysis.  We also reminded instructors that the final research assignment should be a 2000 word essays with several outside sources.  We also asked for a certain amount of historical coverage in the works chosen. 
A review of the syllabi for spring semester, however, indicates our part-time instructors may not be adequately trained to teach these skills. There was not adequate historical coverage in the literary selections, which this committee believes is probably due to the limitations in the instructors’ own knowledge base.  We also have anecdotal evidence (from advising appointments) to suggest that these instructors are allowing students to focus on plot and character more than research faculty would. We are particularly also concerned that the research components of those courses are not being taught by instructors who regularly write research articles themselves.  Only the honors sections of those courses are regularly being taught by our full-time research faculty. Not surprisingly, we feel we cannot guarantee that our students are learning the basics of literary criticism and research that would prepare them ultimately for the capstone course. We strongly feel that our students will be adequately prepared for our upper-level courses and ultimately senior seminar only when our department is returned to full staffing and our core sophomore courses are taught by full-time research faculty.
Our committee has reported these concerns to the Committee on Instructions and the Department Chair, who will continue pressing the CLASS Dean to staff the English department with enough full-time faculty to teach the sophomore core writing sequence. We also charge next year’s Subcommittee on Undergraduate Literature to continue its review of syllabi and writing assignments for the courses for which we are now regularly distributing guidelines and to continue to monitor the effects of lower-level research assignments on student performance at the senior seminar level.
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