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As you now know an interim report on the assessment of student learning is due to WASC in fall of 2010. We have been asked to demonstrate that we are using assessment data to improve student learning (i.e., “closing the assessment loop”) and that the assessment process is sustainable. To that end, we are asking programs to report on their most complete student learning outcome (SLO) during this reporting cycle. Please identify your selected SLO in the box below and provide the requested information.
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	Degree Program(s):
	M.A.
	Department:
	English & Comp. Lit.

	Department Chair:
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Student Learning Outcome (SLO)

	#3: Students will demonstrate critical and analytical skills in the interpretation and evaluation of literary texts 


Evidence for Need:  
This learning outcome was chosen as our focus this year as we have been concerned with student success on the MA comprehensive exam, particularly in students’ performance on the “close reading” section of the exam which entails a close careful analysis of a text in terms of an integrated analysis of both its literary techniques and its meaning.  The faculty have also provided anecdotal evidence of student deficiencies in this area from coursework.
Actions Taken:  
Last fall we added a section on the MA exam part two on World Literature to best reflect the updated comprehensive reading list that we had implemented previously.  To add something we had to take away the close reading portion on the part 2 exam.  Thus the part one section C of the exam became the only section focused on close reading a specific provided text.  With this change we made a policy decision to switch to focusing this section on poetry rather than prose which had been offered for at least a decade.  The switch to poetry was made in order to elicit more analysis of technique and to challenge students with a subject in which many have weaknesses (the analysis of poetry).  While  “close reading” of a specific passage was taken off of the part 2 exam, we actually had a rather unfortunate Fall MA part 2 exam passage rate of only 33% (4 of 12 who took it).  In looking at the exams we found that students were not having specific problems with the new section on World Literature so much as not reading the questions and prompts very carefully.  This problem with not reading questions carefully was also true for the 3 of 8 students who failed the part 1 exam in the Fall.  Those students who failed the part 1 also tended to do poorly on the close reading of poetry in part one, section C.  For this past Spring and for next Fall (2009), we have given students an extra 30 minutes (not unlike we do for our Freshman composition students) in which they can examine the questions carefully and plan their responses before they are given their blue books back and then have the traditional three hours to write three essays. 

In addition to the time to focus on reading the exam more carefully, one new plan of action is to offer a workshop on close reading in addition to coursework next fall, asking faculty to come and demonstrate the methods and lead students in their own practice of close textual analyses.  We are also encouraging faculty to integrate close reading into their coursework wherever appropriate.
Evidence for Impact:  
We implemented the change in the MA exam by adding an extra 30 minutes to read the exam before students received their blue books and begin writing this Spring and this has literally more than doubled the percentage of students passing the MA exam part 2 (from 33% to 69% with 9 of 13 passing in the Spring).  The part one passage rate also went up from 62.5% in the Fall to 77% this past Spring (10 f 13 passed).  Thus that one change is at least partially responsible for a change from a 45% passage of the 20 exams administered last Fall to a 73% passage rate of the 26 exams administered this Spring.  All three of the students who failed the MA part 1 exam in the Fall retook that part and passed it this Spring.  The one student who failed the part two exam last fall and chose to retake it this Spring also passed.  Of course, the fact that these students learned from their mistakes, studied harder, and also worked closely with many of our faculty during office hours in preparing for retaking the exam should also be taken into consideration as a causal factor in this large change in results.

We will look for evidence of the impact of our workshop on close reading and further integration of that skill in our coursework on next Fall and Spring’s exams.

Additional Ideas To Improve Student Learning on SLO #3:  
If this perceived weakness in our graduate students grows rather than recedes in the future, we may consider the possibility of creating a course specifically focused on close textual analysis but given that the courses we can offer each semester is severely limited by the current budget situation, we are not sanguine that we will be able to explore that option. 
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