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Thank you very much for the opportunity to visit with you in Little Rock to learn more about your outcomes assessment initiative.  In preparation for developing this report, I reviewed your Plan for Assessment, which was submitted to the North Central Association in 2005.  I also read many of the current departmental plans that have been added to the Provost’s website.  


Your plan for assessment is sound and the departmental reports indicate that with the impetus provided by NCA, you have developed a strong assessment program. 

First let me summarize a number of the strengths of your current approach.  

· The Associate Vice Chancellor, with support from the Chancellor and the Provost, provides leadership for assessment.

· Funding for faculty travel and assessment-related grants is available.

· The Provost's Assessment Advisory Group (PAAG), which is broadly representative, sets campus-wide guidelines for unit planning and reporting, reviews unit plans and provides constructive feedback, and shares good practice.

· The structure for assessment planning and implementation extends to each degree program.

· The Provost’s website makes plans and progress reports available for all to see, thus facilitating the sharing of good practice.

· PAAG recognizes good practice by making awards for outstanding unit assessment plans.

· PAAG provides recognition for additional unit initiatives by organizing an annual assessment expo for display of  posters describing assessment instruments and related experiences. 

Some Recommendations


You have asked me to make some suggestions about your future efforts in assessment and closely related matters.  On the basis of my observations during my visit to UALR, let me offer a few recommendations in five areas: (1) the assessment reports required of each unit annually, (2) general education assessment, (3) the specific questions you sent prior to my visit, (4) strengthening and sustaining assessment, and (5) faculty/staff development.  

Unit Progress Reports

1.
Consider streamlining the required annual assessment reports.  Some questions contain duplicative sections and this produces far more narrative than seems needed.

2.
Standardize the format for the reports and use that format each year so that some material does not need to be repeated year after year.  (A planning matrix that many institutions have found helpful in the planning and reporting processes is attached.)

3.
Ask each unit to look carefully at the objectives (learning outcomes) for students and assessment methods and develop plans for conducting assessment in phases.  It is not necessary to report on every learning objective or to conduct every data-gathering method every year.

General Education Assessment

1.
Review the UALR listing of ten competences for the purpose of revising and updating the list if necessary.

2.
Establish a subcommittee that would report to the Undergraduate Council and PAAG to: 

A.  Review course descriptions, syllabi, and evidence of the assessment of learning to ascertain that core competences are taught and learned.

B.  Review a core skills X courses matrix (a curriculum map) for each academic program to ensure that students have multiple opportunities to practice the ten UALR core competences across the curriculum.

3.
Develop faculty and staff to write student learning outcomes, teach them, assess them in multiple ways, interpret data, and use the data to improve instruction and curriculum.

4.
Consider a portfolio approach that gives students the responsibility to select artifacts and develop a reflective essay that demonstrates their learning of each competence.  Develop your design for the portfolio first; then if you decide to use an electronic format, you can find software that accommodates that design.  Faculty and staff at IUPUI are working on design and software solutions to e-portfolio challenges and will be willing to share with you what we learn over the next year or so as we test our own applications.  

5.
Work with feeder institutions to establish the expectation that students there also will develop the UALR core competences.  A portfolio would help in establishing a student’s levels of entering competence and suggesting areas to be strengthened before graduation.

6.
Share good practice in methods of assessing the core competences.
Specific Assessment-Related Questions (Attached)
#2.
Nation-wide survey response percentages have fallen to 40% even when multiple response formats (paper and web-based) and multiple (expensive) follow-up reminders are employed.  Therefore, supplement questionnaire responses with exit interviews with seniors, focus groups of employers and advisory board members, and focus groups of alumni.

#3.
Add questions to course evaluations that tap students’ perspectives on the teaching and assessment of specific knowledge and skills.  That is, list the outcomes the course was designed to address, then for each of these, ask:

· Did the course cover this?

· How much did your knowledge of this increase as a result of the course?

· Did the teaching methods help you learn this?

· Did the assignments help you learn this?

#6.
When only small numbers of students take a particular standardized test each year, as might be the case in physics, for example, aggregate the scores over several years.  Engage faculty in estimating student scores on parts of the test; this will increase their interest in learning about the actual scores.  Divide students by grade-point average (high, medium, low) and look carefully at how each segment performed on the test.  Did those with the highest grade-point averages do best on the exam?  If not, ask some students in each group what they think happened.

#7.
Investigate an on-line test of information literacy that has been developed at James Madison University.  Contact Professor Donna Sundre (sundredl@jmu.edu), director of the Center for Assessment Research Studies.   Look also at the other online tests developed by the faculty at James Madison.  

#8.
Name a group with a vested interest in the results of surveys or tests.  Ask members to estimate the test scores they expect or the response percentages for certain questions.  Then share the actual scores and response percentages.  Making the predictions should increase interest in findings and encourage use.  Also ask the group to think in advance of uses that might be made of the data.

To Strengthen and Sustain Assessment…
1.
Make annual reporting less difficult; involve more faculty in each program in preparing the report; rethink reporting dates – do they mesh with the rhythm of faculty work?

2.
Offer a sustained faculty/staff development program focused on various aspects of assessment, beginning with new faculty but including experienced faculty as well.

3.
Include students affairs professionals and librarians in PAAG so that student learning and assessment can be extended outside the classroom, thus taking advantage of some of the 85% of the time that students spend out of class. 

4.
Make clear the benefit assessment can provide in saving time by demonstrating which of several approaches works best.  

5.
Set a manageable number of primary skills for students to practice, in multiple ways in multiple courses; that is, develop some knowledge and skills in depth as opposed to placing major emphasis on coverage of content.

6.
Extend and improve services like first-year experience courses.

7. 
Revise promotion and tenure guidelines to recognize work in assessment.

8. 
Establish the expectation that data will be used to justify decisions such as where to add new faculty or new programs.

9.
Require an assessment plan for new programs.  Then assess all new academic programs and campus initiatives formatively as they go along and summatively, perhaps every five years.

10.
Emphasize outcomes assessment in program (peer) review.

11.
Combine graduate and undergraduate programs in program reviews and bring in one or more external reviewers (i.e., not from UALR).  Also consider adding a community representative to each review team.  At IUPUI the Chief Justice of the Indiana Supreme Court has served as a reviewer for the Department of History, and the chief of the Indiana State Police was a member of the team that reviewed our criminal justice program.

Faculty/Staff Development

1.
Establish an advisory group to assist Linda Musun in her faculty/staff development role--she needs more help!

2.
Conduct campus-wide needs assessment, then establish a series of responsive experiences that will be offered over time, particularly for new faculty and staff.

3.
Utilize faculty and staff with relevant skills to provide workshops and consultation for others.

4.
Utilize student projects in courses to provide assistance in analyzing data from unit and campus studies. 

5.
Standardize expectations for promotion and tenure--is assessment considered service or the scholarship of teaching? Is only the scholarship of discovery acceptable, or is the scholarship of teaching recognized as well?

6.
Provide orientation for faculty mentors who will work with junior faculty.

7.
Invite new faculty for a week of orientation before the academic year begins and consider paying them since their contracts have not yet begun.  Begin integrating faculty and student affairs professionals by asking both to participate in this orientation.

8.
Consider developing a template for promotion and tenure that includes professional development as an expectation, and encourage colleagues to have an annual plan for professional development.  Establish the expectation that faculty development is a part of being a faculty member and will be included in annual reviews.
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