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3.3 Assessment of Student Learning

Assessment of learning objectives and courses during the period under review began in Fall, 2004 at our department’s first assessment retreat At that retreat we reviewed the APA’s list of desired learning objectives for the psychology major
, and mapped these learning objectives onto our curriculum, creating an alignment matrix specifying which objectives were to be met in which courses, and also assigning to each the level of desired or expected proficiency in the learning objectives associated with that course. (The Assessment plan, including the learning objectives, the course matrix and outcomes to-date, for all of our undergraduate and graduate programs, except the B.S., is included in Appendix D.)
Following the Fall, 2004 retreat the department’s assessment committee met to create a schedule for assessment; specifying the order in which learning objectives were to be assessed and the methods by which they were to be assessed. The process and results of our assessment efforts can be found in the department’s Assessment Report (Appendix D) 
The department’s overall Program goals are as follow (the subgoals and the alignment matrix associated with each of these can be found in Appendix D):



(bold face type indicates Goals that have been assessed)

Goal 1. Knowledge base of psychology – Students will demonstrate familiarity with the major concepts, theoretical perspectives, empirical findings, and historical trends in psychology. 
Goal 2. Research methods in psychology – Students will understand and apply basic research methods in psychology, including research design, data analysis, and interpretations.

Goal 3. Critical thinking skills in psychology – Students will understand and be able to use critical and creative thinking, skeptical inquiry, and a scientific approach to address issues related to behavioral and mental processes.

Goal 4. Application of psychology – Students will understand and be able to apply psychological principles to individual, interpersonal, group, and societal issues.

Goal 5. Values in psychology – Students will value empirical evidence, tolerate ambiguity, act ethically, and recognize their role and responsibility as a member of society.

The first set of outcomes to be assessed were those related to Goal #3 (see appendix D ); i.e. Critical Thinking Skills in Psychology and its three associated sub-outcomes. We chose this as the first of the goals to be assessed, and chose to assess it in our senior capstone class, because we felt that this was potentially the most important goal we have as a liberal arts program, the majority of whose students do not pursue graduate study. We chose to look at our seniors because this seemed a good starting point in that it essentially asks whether by the time they approach graduation our students have learned to think critically and effectively express themselves in writing. This goal was assessed through a blind review of final research papers prepared by seniors in our Psychology 190, Capstone course. A rubric was developed to guide readers and when an acceptable level of inter-rater reliability was achieved, the rubric was applied to a sample of term papers. Disappointing results (see Appendix D) required that we look more closely at the way we teach both writing and critical thinking. Had the results of our initial assessment effort been more impressive, we could, at least have been confident that the majority of our students master what faculty members consider to be the basics of critical thinking and expression by the time they graduate. The results did not allow us so sanguine a response, so we decided to look carefully at our teaching of writing. In addition to reexamining and revamping our Psychology 100W course, we are also exploring other means of improving our students’ writing. We strongly recommend that all upper division classes require revision and resubmission of at least some written assignments – many of our classes do have such requirements, but not all do and none, other than Psych. 1, Psych. 100W, Psych. 120 and Psych. 190, have revision and resubmission as key required course elements. Even short papers that must be revised and resubmitted should promote better writing. Additionally, we urge our faculty to encourage students’ use of the university’s writing center, where they can receive one-on-one help with specific writing problems. Some faculty members provide students with “tickets” identifying writing problems, that students can bring with them to the writing center.
We have also examined several software packages designed to provide sophisticated analyses of grammar, syntax, clarity and writing style (e.g. ERRNET.NET, for which we obtained a temporary license), and we expect to begin a systematic examination of a more promising product in Spring, 2009. We hope that such software will help students produce better first drafts and will save instructors’ time in correcting basic errors.

The second set of outcomes we chose to examine were those related to Goal #2: Research Methods in Psychology and three of its five associated learning objectives (2.2-2.5). We created a rubric, achieved an acceptable level of inter-rater reliability, and applied that to a sample of final papers from our Psychology 120 (Research Methods) course. Results for the outcomes examined were somewhat gratifying in that the percentages of paper failing to meet our expectations ranged from 0 to 33%, with 14 out of 15 rubric items falling at 20% or less. Percentages for those papers meeting or exceeding faculty expectations ranged from 20 to 67%.
 Our third set of assessment activities assessed our fourth goal, the Application of Psychology, and two of the outcomes for Goal #4 (4.1-4.3). We assessed this Goal by creating a vignette addressing issues research design, analysis and interpretation, with ten multiple choice questions based on the vignette. The vignette and associated questions were embedded in exams for three classes, representing introductory, intermediate and advanced levels (i.e., Psychology 001 (Introduction to Psychology), Psychology 120 (Research Methods), Psychology 190 (Senior Capstone.) Results of the analysis as well as those for the other goals we assessed,  are presented in Appendix D, and suggest that students understanding of research methods, including design, analysis and interpretation requires multiple repetitions across the curriculum for students to attain and retain an adequate level of mastery. Students’ constant lament in upper division classes reviewing research methods, i.e., “We already had that…” is certainly true, but results of our assessment strongly suggest that repetition should not be avoided even if students do tend to complain about it.
In general the results of our assessment activities have been somewhat disappointing, despite islands (perhaps archipelagos) of success, with outcomes for many of the goals examined revealing levels of achievement that are not what we hoped for; or if initially gratifying, ultimately disturbingly ephemeral. Apart from indicating a need for a closer examination of our curriculum and our ability to produce students who are able reliably to demonstrate competence in the areas we deem important, the results of our assessment to date have also led us to take another look at how we have been approaching assessment as a whole. 
Among the things we have learned are the following:  
With five overall goals and eighteen sub-goals spread across a broad curriculum, the assessment task we set for ourselves may have been too complex and detailed (perhaps more ambitious)  than is really practicable. Consequently, at our department retreat in May, 2008, we reviewed our goals and objectives and decided to simplify our task, and it should be noted, align our assessment efforts more closely with the kinds and quantities of goals found in other departments of the College of Social Sciences. Instead of devising ways to assess the goals and their many objectives, we will retain the major goals as originally conceived, but will no longer specify as large a number of detailed objectives as we did in the past. This should very much simplify and streamline our assessment process. 

Based on the measures we have chosen and the goals and objectives already assessed, too many of our students are not reliably attaining the level of performance that we think they should – and this is especially true with regard to their ability to write clearly, analytically, and articulately. As noted above, we hope to improve our students’ writing by improving our writing workshop, using existing campus resources, exploring and then using innovative software solutions for basic editing,  and encouraging more resubmission of written work across our whole curriculum and not only in classes where this is mandated. 
We are also considering the possibility that our expectations have been too high. For example, if 67% of our students meet or exceed expectations (as they did with regard to their ability to understand and report some statistical measures) is that a favorable or a mediocre finding? Should we consider it a sign of success that in some areas none of our students failed to meet expectations (though relatively few fully met or exceeded expectations?)  In other words, we have come to realize that assessment is a far more interesting and challenging activity than we understood it to be when the issue first arose. 
It should also be noted that our assessment efforts, though incomplete, do not reflect a climate of resistance to assessment itself. In fact, unlike many departments, and as one would expect in a psychology department, we enjoy a climate that favors assessment as a useful way of stimulating self-examination and reflection about our curriculum and our effectiveness as a department. Professors tend to have enjoyed academic success, and assessment results that are less than stellar may be especially humbling to people accustomed to high marks, but it is to the credit of our department’s assessment coordinator and our faculty, that we have taken disappointment as a stimulus to greater self-examination rather than to greater resistance. We did not choose the easiest assessment method possible, and the method(s) we chose have led to more rather than fewer questions. We consider this to be more positive than negative and expect to grow more sophisticated as our efforts advance.    
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