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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.
Program Information
	Degree Program(s):
	English MA
	Department:
	English & Comp. Lit.

	Department Chair:
	John Engell
	Phone:
	924-4499

	Report Prepared by:
	Noelle Brada-Williams
	Phone:
	924-4439


Student Learning Outcome (SLO)

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


Evidence for Need:  
What evidence was used to identify this SLO as a candidate for improvement (e.g., describe the prior assessment activities, data, and discussions that led to this decision)?

This learning outcome was chosen as our focus this past 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 disappointing student performance in this area in coursework as well.  

We have also had some concern that historically people have tended to fail the part 2 exam at a higher rate than the part 1 and we worried about the accuracy of the two-part exam system in assessing our students.
Changes to Curriculum or Pedagogy:  
What actions were taken to improve student learning related to this outcome (e.g., program changes, changes in pedagogy, process changes, resources requests, etc)?
Key Changes to the MA Comprehensive Exams:

· Graduate Committee began previewing and revising exams submitted by the exam committees for clarity (and parity between the two exams--2008)

· Changed the personnel in charge of the part 1 exam (2008)

· Added a World Literature section on part 2 to reflect earlier changes made to the suggested reading list (Fall 2008)
· Added an extra 30 minutes of reading and preparation time to the beginning of each 3-hour exam (Spring 2009)

· Moved exam up to the first two Saturdays of each semester (instead of first two Saturdays of April and November) so as to have less conflict with students’ teaching and seminar work. (January 2010)

In Fall 2008 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 2008 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. Since Spring 2009 we have continued to give MA Comprehensive examinees 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.

We offered a workshop on close reading in January 2010, before the two parts of the exam were offered on the first two Saturdays of the semester.  Approximately half of the MA part one examinees attended the workshop.  We also had many students in attendance who have not yet taken the exam as well as some interest from MFA students. It was originally the plan to have one in the Fall but between the illness of one of our poetry experts and the furloughs, it was not possible to ask faculty for this volunteer effort in the Fall.  Fortunately Professor Fleck (who teaches our Methods course and sometimes is a reader of the Part 1 exam) volunteered his services before instruction began this Spring, and along with the Graduate Advisor, was able to host approximately half of the MA part one examinees.  We also had many students in attendance who have not yet taken the exam as well as some interest from MFA students.

We are also encouraging faculty to integrate close reading into their coursework wherever appropriate.  
Evidence for Impact:  
What is the evidence that the actions taken above impacted student learning for this outcome? 

Fall 2009: We implemented the change in the MA exam by adding an extra 30 minutes to read the exam before students receive 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.
Spring 2010: 

For the first time in more than a decade of institutional memory, the passage rate of the part 2 was actually higher than the part 1.  Also for the first time in institutional memory, a student failed out of the program for failure of the part 1 a third time.  While this is sad news for the student (one or two students usually fails out a year because of our rule that one can only get three tries at any one part of the exam), it was good news for the program that our exams are clearly equivalent now in their rigor and difficulty.  Graduate Committee oversight and the change in composers/graders of part 1 seem to have made these exams a much more accurate test of our department standards.  The addition of an extra 30 minutes for reading the exams has also been a success as the exams are now a better test of student’s knowledge and less a test of their speed.  In the three semesters that I have proctored the exams since the addition of a 30-minute reading period, all of the students have finished with time to spare and the atmosphere has seemed much more relaxed.  As the Graduate Advisor I am now confident that we have created a much more accurate and fair testing mechanism.  

While pushing the exam forward to the beginning instead of the middle of the semester was done at the urging of our graduate student Teaching Associates, we do not have clear data on the impact as of yet.  One TA passed part 1 and another TA failed part 2.  Since this is the first semester to make this change (although it has been advertised a year in advance), some students may simply have not factored the new schedule into their study plans, which might explain the somewhat low overall pass rate for both exams this semester (57%).

While the extra minutes allotted have been effective in helping students to read the questions more carefully, there is still much improvement to be made in students’ ability to analyze in depth. All three of the students who passed the part one exam this year had made it to either the close-reading workshop or previous workshops offered to prepare people for the exams.  However of the three people who failed, two had attended the close-reading workshop offered the week before the exam (the Thursday before classes began), one for half of the workshop--so one could say they had 1.5 workshops between them.  All of the part 1 failures were pretty evenly low achieving.  The students did not seem markedly weaker on the close-reading section than any other section.  Anecdotal evidence from advisees states that the greater in-class practice of close-reading in some classes is at least making MA students much more comfortable with the close-reading aspect of the MA exam and of their MA coursework. 

Areas in need of improvement:

For years now, more and more students have been coming to our undergraduate classrooms with very little experience with analysis from their high school training.  This lack of experience and rigor in their earlier education seems to be having an impact at the MA level as well now as students with B averages and above who are coming to us from many different undergraduate programs seem to have a similar weakness with in-depth analysis of every kind (not only close reading).  Volunteer-led evening workshops cannot be expected to totally replace good scholarly preparation.  One suggestion that has been made by readers of both parts of the MA Comprehensive exams has been to offer a class preparing people for the exam and working on general analytical skills, the ability to synthesize knowledge, and to place literature in its historical context.  But due to the severe budget cuts, we have not been able to offer our current curricula as frequently as we would desire, let alone offer an additional class.  Some funding to recruit better-prepared students (and to compete with other programs to keep the best who have applied) would also be useful in achieving ours goals as a department.
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