Summary Report for Calendar Year 2007

Two significant changes were made in Program Assessment reporting this year, so the AHSS summary report will be different from previous years. The first change was that new assessment plans took effect in 2007. In 2006 AHSS programs submitted revised assessment plans in lieu of program assessment reports. This was, therefore, the first year of reporting on the basis of the new plans. It is clear from the program assessment reports that most AHSS programs are successfully engaged in meaningful and appropriate assessment exercises and, perhaps more importantly, that they are engaged in the discussion of how we do program assessment at UALR.  Two programs did not submit reports this year, the BA Philosophy program and the MA Public History program. Both programs underwent substantial curricular changes over the past year that obviously affect assessment. In lieu of a program assessment report, the BA Philosophy program submitted a revised plan this year. The MA Public History program will submit a revised plan that will be implemented in the Fall 2008 semester. 

A second significant change had to do with how the program assessment reports were evaluated by AHSS Assessment Team subcommittees. This year program assessment reports were not “ranked” or “graded” as they have been in previous years. The practice of AHSS Assessment Team subcommittees ranking program assessment reports has, in the past, caused rancor and animosity, and the Assessment Team concluded that this practice has in fact been a barrier to assessment. So while the Assessment Team subcommittees read all of the program assessment reports and in some cases provided feedback to report-writers, the practice of ranking was abandoned. The new process has been far more collegial and far more useful for all concerned. 

The Assessment Team held a year-end meeting to discuss the new reporting and evaluation procedures, and to discuss assessment generally. There was general agreement that the new evaluation process is a vast improvement over previous years; however, some concerns were raised. One common concern was that the quality of program assessment reports might fall if report-writers know their reports will not be ranked or “graded”. There has in previous years been a consistent improvement in both reports and in the seriousness with which AHSS programs approach assessment. Although it is possible that some report-writers will view the new evaluation procedure as an opportunity to “slack off”, anecdotal evidence (the reports themselves, interest shown by various departments in availing of opportunities to discuss assessment, participation in Assessment Expo, etc) suggests that programs are taking assessment seriously and will continue to do so even without a formal ranking. In fact, the new procedures, because they are rooted in a spirit of collegiality and a desire to make assessment a useful and meaningful exercise, might lead to even more improvements in how assessment is done across AHSS. Having said that, several report-writers indicated that some sort of written feedback from subcommittee members is always helpful. The team therefore agreed that written feedback would be provided in future, but that the feedback would be collegial in nature and intended to further a productive consideration of assessment, rather than giving the impression that subcommittees are “scoring” or “judging” the reports. 

General Comments and Recommendations

Overall the AHSS Assessment Team is pleased with the changes that have been made with regard to program assessment, and with the way the process has evolved over the past year or so. There have been recommendations and suggestions for helping to make the process even more productive and useful. One concern that is commonly voiced by AHSS Assessment Team members (and a concern that has been voiced for years) is that while individual programs work hard to ensure that assessment is meaningful, there seems to be little more than perfunctory concern for assessment at the level of administration. Members of the Assessment Team wonder, for example, if anyone besides AHSS Deans actually read the reports. There have not in the past been consequences for programs that have not engaged in appropriate assessment activities, nor are there incentives for those who strive to improve assessment activities and the way assessment data are used to make positive changes in programs. There is, in short, the general feeling that assessment is one of those exercises that we must undertake to satisfy some higher power, but that ultimately what we do does not matter beyond our own programs and college. There is, therefore, a strong feeling within the Team that assessment should be geared towards programs rather than administration; what this means in practical terms is that departments should report in ways that are useful and meaningful to them, rather than being forced to conform their assessment reporting to standard forms and categories, standard curriculum maps, etc, that are used across the university.  Similarly, one Team member suggested that feedback given by subcommittees should be in the spirit of collegiality rather than conforming to an arbitrary format or standard categories. 

With regard to evaluation, the suggestion was made that individual programs bring in outside evaluators, after they have accumulated a few years of assessment data, to evaluate what has been collected and to help programs think about meaningful ways of using the accumulated data. Many programs have moved to a portfolio method of assessment, and it was agreed that outside evaluations of portfolios might be useful, perhaps after 3-5 years worth of portfolios have been collected.  The College has in previous years provided support specifically for departments to bring in assessment experts, and perhaps funds could also be set aside to facilitate outside evaluations of assessment portfolios and other data. 

While the Assessment Team is generally happy with the process, one team member suggested that the timetable for reporting could be shortened, particularly since reports are no longer being evaluated the way they have been in previous years. It was suggested that final reports could be submitted before Spring Break. The timetable for reporting is set, to some extent, by the Provost Assessment Advisory Group (PAAG), but there is no reason the college cannot set its own timetable as long as it is within the parameters set by PAAG. 

Summary

It is clear that almost all programs have put into place an assessment strategy that will provide meaningful data in helping to improve programs. There are some concerns with how assessment is valued (or not) at the administrative level, and with the fact that assessment reporting is expected to conform to standard forms and formatting that are not always useful across AHSS departments. Overall, the following strengths and areas of concern have been identified:

Strengths: 

· Most programs are eager to use assessment data in meaningful ways within their departments;  

· The reports clearly show that assessment takes many forms across the College of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences. Many programs have moved to a portfolio method of assessment, but other assessment tools include exit interviews, employer surveys, and faculty focus groups; 

· Many programs are striving to increase stakeholder involvement, particularly amongst faculty and students; 

· Several programs make effective use of outside experts in evaluating their students and programs, which significantly enhances stakeholder involvement. It has been suggested that more departments utilize outside evaluators from time to time. 

Areas of concern:

Although, as we have seen above, most if not all programs have made great strides in their assessment activities, there is always room for improvement. Following are some “issues” that have become evident on the basis of the program assessment reports and evaluations: 

· The issue of stakeholder involvement, which has been problematic in the past, continues to be an area of concern for some programs. The team generally agrees that comprehensive surveys of students, that could be used for assessment purposes, should be conducted by the university and not by individual programs. 
· There is some concern that assessment is a time consuming and labor intensive activity that is not always sufficiently rewarded at the department level. In many programs assessment is done by committee, so the labor is shared equally across the department. But in others, all assessment activities are done by a single individual, and there is little recognition, either in the form of course releases or other incentives, for the time consuming and labor intensive nature of assessment. 
· Overall the Team does not feel that assessment is valued, beyond the level of the college, except insofar as it is required by accrediting agencies. 
Appendix A:   AHSS Assessment Team, 2007-2008

Moira Maguire, team leader (History) 
Steve Anderson (English)

Andrew Deiser (DISLS)

Betty Freeland (Rhetoric and Writing)

Rolf Groesbeck (Music)

Yslan Hicks (Theater Arts)

Angela Hunter (Philosophy and Liberal Arts) 

Jacek Lubecki (Political Science/International Studies)

Terry Richard (Sociology/Anthropology)

Carey Roberson (Art)

  Roger Webb (Psychology) 
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