College of Professional Studies Assessment Summary Report

The commitment to assessment in the College of Professional Studies is grounded in our focus on excellence in student learning outcomes, program curriculum and faculty development. The major goal of our process is to move each program toward exceptional assessment plans while creating a supportive environment within the college.

We have a standing Assessment Committee in the College of Professional Studies.  This year it was chaired by Dr. Diane Wigand, Graduate Coordinator for the Master’s in Public Administration.  We also made a change to appoint the chair of the college assessment committee each year to be our representative to the Provost’s Assessment Advisory Committee to facilitate better information flow on assessment between the college and the university.  The purpose of the college standing committee is to coordinate assessment activities in the college, and to share information about assessment practices throughout the college.  A number of years ago, we encouraged programs to develop multi-year, comprehensive assessment plans so that they could focus each year on a subset of goals.
In the fall semester, the Dean and Associate Dean of CPS meet with the chairs and assessment coordinators for each program to review assessment progress prior to reports being compiled in the spring.

Each year as assessment reports are completed, a reviewer’s panel is assembled to offer feedback to each program.  Members of the review panel are different faculty members than those who serve on the college assessment committee.  The purpose is to involve as many faculty members as possible in the assessment process.  The members of the review panel give constructive feedback on assessment reports, and rate them as meeting expectations, exceeding expectations or needing improvement.  This year all reports were rated as at least meeting expectations.  Two reports, the Master’s in Public Administration, and the bachelor’s in Mass Communication, were rated as exceeding expectations.

This year we sent Dr. Hervil Cherubin from Public Administration and Sonny Rhodes, professor of Mass Communication, to the Assessment Institute at IUPUI.   They reported on their experiences to the assessment committee.  We also supported eight faculty members to attend the assessment conference on campus this spring co-sponsored by UALR and the Arkansas Department of Higher Education.
We were also pleased that the Speech Communication department received a University assessment award at the annual Assessment Expo.

In overviewing the assessment reports in the college, we observe that most programs have done an excellent job in developing student learning outcome goals and objectives for their programs.   We note that some programs have developed comprehensive goals and objectives (sometimes required by their accrediting agencies) while others have focused on a more limited set of goals.  Readers on the review panel noted that not all statement of objectives were focused on student learning outcomes, and that they were not all observable and measurable.  These comments should assist our programs in improving the objectives they seek to measure in their assessment efforts.

Most of our programs are also doing a fine job of “closing the loop,” and making program and instructional changes based on results of assessment activities.  They are also making changes in curriculum, instructional methods, and assessment techniques in response to assessment findings.  In this year’s reports, the MPA program, the Au.D. program,  and the bachelor’s in Mass Communication are especially noteworthy in their linking program changes directly to assessment data.  

A number of our programs involve external stakeholders in the assessment process ranging from input from field supervisors, surveys of employers of graduates, or guest evaluators from the community for student capstone presentations.  Many more of our programs are also involving students significantly in the assessment process.  Criminal Justice has asked students to self-assess key objectives.  Audiology sought input from students in a “Town Hall” meeting format, and made significant changes as a result of their input.

Several of the programs are working on mapping assessments of learning outcomes in courses throughout the curriculum.  The Master’s in Audiology and  Speech Pathology is especially noteworthy in mapping over 300 KASA objectives required by their national  accrediting agency onto their curriculum, and documenting achievement in permanent student record data bases. Programs are also doing more to assist students with self-assessment of skills and knowledge through a variety of self-assessment tools.

The approach to assessment used by Speech Communication is theoretically grounded in Deep Learning Theory, and may provide a model for other disciplines in framing their approaches to assessment in educational theory.

Finally, we are impressed that several programs are exploring learning differences with instructional mode variation.  Results in Criminal Justice comparing student learning in on-line and face-to-face formats are noteworthy.

The major areas we need to continue to improve are authentic measures of student learning outcomes, and matching assessment methods to learning outcome goals.  We still are using too many indirect measures for student learning – course grades, student satisfaction surveys, global faculty ratings, etc.  We need better ways to measure what students know and what they can do as a result of the programs of study.  This has improved from previous years.  This year Social Work gained valuable information from an Employer Survey of knowledge and skills of graduates.  Programs also analyzed capstone presentations and projects (Speech Communication and Mass Communication), clinical skills as assessed by supervisors and patients, and competency-based course assignments.
In addition, we need to encourage a common format for reporting.  Even though all of our programs have gone to multi-year assessment plans with phased activities each year and a systematic review of data at the end of the assessment plan period, not all of them included the comprehensive plan as part of their report.

One area of improvement suggested by review panel members concerned methods of data analysis in the reports.  Criminal Justice stood out in their sophistication of statistical data analysis.  Other departments did not specify exactly how they drew conclusions from data (Mass Communication) or reported data without sufficient description of data variability when they reported summary statistics.  We also noted a number of programs that presented outcome data without sufficient analysis.  For example, Criminal Justice reported results on a 10-question pre-post test and showed that students improved from roughly 4 questions right on average to 5 questions right.  While this was a significant alpha improvement, they could have explored more why students on a post-test were only completing five questions right on a 10-point survey.  We suspect that it was because the post-test was administered in February during the spring semester and did not allow sufficient time to accurately measure what students were learning in the courses.  Most of our programs “lag” analysis on prior year data, and this might allow CJ to do a more meaningful pre-post comparison of learning.
A number of our programs are at transitional stages with their assessment plans and reports.  This is the first year we have required assessment reports from our four graduate certificate programs, so they take the form of assessment plans this year.  In subsequent years they will report and analyze data on student outcomes.  Mass Communication is in their second year of a major curriculum revision and thus cannot fully analyze the results of the new curriculum as some students are completing the prior curriculum and no student has completed the new four-year programs.  Because of changes in accreditation standards and an almost complete change in personnel the Bachelor’s in Social Work is essentially “starting over” with their assessment plan this year.  The Ph.D. in Communication Science, begun in the fall of 2007, has not yet completed a class of graduates and is also a small program which will take some time to develop a critical mass of data for program assessment.

We need to continue to stress the distinction of student learning assessment and program assessment.  While the two are certainly inter-connected, we need to focus on what students are learning, and then use that information to assess how we adapt our programs.  Some reports contain objectives and measures more directed toward program assessment than student learning assessment.

Overall, our programs continue to make great progress in student learning assessment, and use the information significantly in program revision.

