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Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs)

	(Two SLOs, rather than one – explained below.)

· M.A. TESOL SLO 1B: Demonstrate an understanding of and an ability to articulate the relationships between the various intrasentential levels and features of English structure.

· M.A. TESOL SLO 1C: Demonstrate an understanding of the structure of meaning in English and of how meaning is conveyed in structures beyond the sentence level.




Evidence for Need:  

What evidence is being used to identify these SLOs as candidates for improvement (e.g., describe the prior assessment activities and data that led to this decision)?

(Written Spring 2009.) We have chosen two SLOs rather than one because the need we have identified relates to both. Our goal is actually more specific than the ones cited in the SLOs: in reflecting on students’ abilities to demonstrate the cited understandings, we have found that students are already quite proficient in doing so when the [grammatical] structures in question are given to them and they are told how to find them. However, it is not yet clear to us how well they are able to find for themselves structures they have not yet formally covered in their coursework. Ideally, our coursework not only introduces to our students many common English structures and their uses and meanings, but also asks our students to become “mini discourse analysts,” able to determine and closely examine structural form, meaning, and use without having to take more formal coursework. In other words, our goal is to create more independent students. Hitherto we have not explicitly endeavored to do this; hence, there is no “prior assessment activity” in this area.

Actions Taken:  

What actions were (will be) taken to improve student learning related to this outcome (e.g., program changes, changes in pedagogy, process changes, resources requests, etc)?

(Written Spring 2009.) The most relevant M.A. TESOL course in which to implement the suggested independent study is LLD 260. Currently on tests and assignments students examine structures previously discussed in the course. In Fall 2009, one assignment (or perhaps a test) late in the semester will require of the students to apply their general analytical skill to finding a new grammatical structure that they have not formally covered in the course but that is fairly common in English nonetheless. The assignment will ask students to identify the structure, provide background research on it, and discuss its meaning and use in certain authentic texts (found by students themselves).

(Written Spring 2010.) As the Fall course progressed and I (the instructor of LLD 260) reflected on how to implement the actions proposed in Spring 2009, with the particular group of students in question, a modified but related need became apparent. The students’ major assignment of the semester was an extended lesson plan, in which they chose a grammatical structure, then prepared a comprehensive linguistic description of the structure as well as a complete plan for how to teach it to ESL students. I allow always for first drafts, followed by final drafts after my extensive commentary, and I noticed on students’ first drafts a lack of engagement with “authentic,” “discourse-level” language. In other words, in general they understood the forms and functions of the structures, in the abstract, but had not yet demonstrated how to find “real-world” examples thereof.

Therefore I gave students, after returning their first drafts with individual commentary, an additional task in the assignment, as follows:

Authentic, discourse-level language, of at least two paragraphs or the equivalent, is required in your lesson plan. Even if you don’t actually present it to your hypothetical students, then at least set apart a special section in which you

· identify clearly your structure in the passages;

· explain their appearance in their contextual environments, making reference to issues beyond each sentence. How does the structure as it appears in one sentence relate to clues in other nearby sentences?
Evidence for Impact:  

What is the evidence that the actions taken above impacted student learning for this outcome?
Of thirteen students, three neglected to complete the extra task, for reasons unexplained. These three were among the weaker students in class in general; on this assignment, they received grades of C, C, and D+, largely due to their neglect.

The remaining ten students took up the challenge in a variety of interesting and compelling ways. For example, one brought in “Dear Abby” columns to present to her hypothetical low-level students, then parlayed the issues raised in those pieces into role plays in which students took turns offering different kinds of advice to each other (combining authentic reading exercises with listening and speaking). Another student presented a Beach Boys song for listening and grammatical analysis. A third student exploited the topic of “test anxiety” to produce a lesson plan in which authentic advice articles (on how to overcome test anxiety) combined with an analysis of the phrasal verbs in the article. A few students were less creative: for example, one mostly co-opted the authentic language she had found on a class exam earlier in the semester (prepared by me). In general, however, students who completed the extra task demonstrated a greater ability to engage with language in the “real world” and promoted their understanding of analyzing grammar in contexts larger than the sentence level.

The best way to demonstrate evidence of impact would be to compare the ten students who completed the extra task with students from previous semesters who had not received it. However, such a comparison would only be valid if these were the only changes made, and all other things remained equal. But students are different every semester, and calculations of averages among them are not necessarily valid. Also, I tend to update my courses every semester, so nothing ever remains equal semester to semester. In addition to the extra task on this assignment, I had been making efforts to combat my own tendency toward grade inflation, updating my standards and rubrics and generally demanding more from students.

Thus, in the following table, there is no obvious tendency that showed students achieved higher results over several semesters. The data show the semester that the changes were made, and three previous semesters. The scores are for the one assignment, calculated as an average by the top ten students.

	Semester
	Average score out of 100 on lesson plan assignment (top ten students)

	Fall 2009 (semester of actions taken)
	93.5

	Fall 2007
	89

	Spring 2007
	94



	Fall 2006
	96


Students from Spring 2007 and Fall 2006 actually scored higher on this assignment, on average, than the semester the changes were made. However, it is precisely in Fall 2007 in which I decided to raise standards and not inflate grades as much, and the average score was significantly lower that semester; in Fall 2009, then, the average rose, partly due to the changes made for this assessment cycle.

That result, in addition to the qualitative difference I observed when students completed the extra task, have convinced me to make the extra task a permanent part of that particular assignment. In addition, this assessment project has motivated my colleagues and me to consider implementing similar initiatives in other assignments and courses.

Further similar efforts will thus be ongoing.
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