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1. ASSESSMENT MEASURES EMPLOYED

· Direct measure: committee review of all graduate portfolios in Composition and Rhetoric submitted during spring quarter 2007. There were ten comp/rhet portfolios.
Participants: English Department Graduate Committee

Challenges: The items included in the graduate portfolio do not always provide the best measure of the departmental goals (the first set of goals treated in item 2 below). The committee has wrestled with this problem through the first 3 years of the cycle, but has not wanted to revise the assessment plan until it had been equally employed in assessing each of the three graduate concentrations. This year completes the assessment of the three concentrations. 
· Indirect measure: ongoing email discussion of portfolio process, expectations and outcomes with all department portfolio evaluators; selection of “model” papers; discussion of portfolio expectations in committee with members of the comp/rhet faculty

Participants: all department graduate faculty;





Challenges: N/A


2. ASSESSMENT FINDINGS


Two sets of outcomes are described in the Graduate Program’s Assessment Plan. The first set applies to all graduates:
All Graduates of the M.A. Program in English should:

1.  be skilled critical readers of significant texts in their chosen fields;

2.  be effective writers of the kinds of documents required in their 
special fields;

3.  be familiar with the research methods and materials (and know how to use 

    the systems of documentation) appropriate to their field of concentration;
4. be aware of and appreciative of the place of literature, language and rhetoric in a 

    culture's identity.

Of the ten portfolios submitted by graduate students in the composition and rhetoric concentration, only five were passed by readers in their original form (and two of these were returned for proofreading). Three of the portfolios sent back for revision were passed by readers on subsequent review. One portfolio failed on its second submission and one was not resubmitted during the quarter. All five students received written feedback on the returned portfolios. The four students who did revise and resubmit during the spring quarter also were advised by faculty specialists prior to revision. All of the five returned portfolios fell significantly short on Outcomes 2 and 3 prior to revision. 
During assessment of the whole set of portfolios, the Graduate Committee agreed that, in their final versions, the seven portfolios which met or exceeded minimum criteria for passing demonstrated skill at critical reading and awareness of the place of rhetoric in a culture’s identity. Skilled reading of significant texts and familiarity with the research methods and materials appropriate to the field were less satisfactorily exhibited—the five top portfolios (passed on first submission) marshaled their methods and materials ably; the remaining four struggled with this. 

The second set of outcomes applies only to students in the Composition and Rhetoric Concentration:

Students taking the emphasis in Composition and Rhetoric (349) should:

1. understand the role of rhetoric in creating and interpreting written discourse; 


2. be able to write effectively in various genres for various purposes and audiences;


3. understand and be able to apply current pedagogical theories and practices in
 




writing;



4. be able to apply the creative, analytical and communicative skills 
implicit in the 



study of writing and language to various workplace situations.
During assessment review of the ten portfolios the committee agreed that seven portfolios in their final versions met outcomes 1 and 3, with 2 portfolios exceeding expectations. The portfolios do not open themselves to the display of writing in various genres, as specified in outcome 2; however, the committee was able to review students’ programs of study included in each portfolio to assess their exposure to writing in various genres. The committee felt that the portfolio as such did not provide sufficient information to assess the fourth outcome. Although four portfolios, including the two failed portfolios did address pedagogical questions either in theory or in practice, thus addressing potential educators’ possible future workplace situations, the portfolio is not currently structured to include samples of various workplace communications.

High performing portfolios shared certain characteristics, including

· engagement in relevant critical issues
· use of relevant, reliable and reputable scholarly resources
· deep understanding of contexts for argument
· willingness to move beyond surface arguments.
Low performing portfolios likewise shared certain characteristics: 

· limited grasp of core terminologies
· lack of analysis of sources’ frameworks and citation for its own sake
· unformed or unarticulated thesis
· overall lack of organization.
Since all students in the program take the same core course—which covers research methods, materials and writing—and other courses in the concentration reinforce or develop individual concepts and approaches in the composition and rhetoric field, the question arises as to why up to half the portfolios, on first submission, fell short of outcomes, and why only three of these rose to minimum expectations on second submission. The graduate committee speculated about causes during assessment and plans to devote this year to investigating causes and developing solutions. Among possible causes being considered: given that few, if any graduate courses in the department base course grades entirely on a final research paper; it is possible for students to pass in courses while not improving their research and writing skills. Revision options in individual courses may permit students to improve individual papers, with guidance, without altering or improving their own grasp of graduate-level writing and argumentation. Traditionally underrepresented groups at the graduate level frequently exhibit the above described problems. While there are some resources available on campus, systematic interventions for at-risk students attempting graduate degrees in English are not in place.  

For the last year or two, core course faculty have made a point of alerting the Director of Graduate Studies to “at-risk” students in the core methods courses. In Spring quarter 2007 portfolio review, previously identified “at-risk” composition and rhetoric students did fall into the group of five who had to revise their portfolios. Early identification of at-risk students is working. But there are no dedicated programmatic interventions for improving these students’ skills. The graduate committee plans to work on developing intervention strategies this year.
3. PROGRAM IMPROVEMENTS
 For the third year, the department has offered careful advising before students embark on writing their independent papers, which we believe has cut down on the number of portfolios returned for revision each year and raised the overall quality of the students’ research and analysis. Sample portfolios and ancillary materials have been collected for student perusal, and the department maintains clear rubrics for evaluating the portfolios, which are available to students and evaluators online and in hard copy. As of spring 2006, and as a result of that year’s assessment, all portfolios were required to be submitted in electronic format. This has shortened the response time so that students who must revise have more time to do so and to seek requisite advising. Also as a result of last year’s assessment recommendations, more faculty are returning otherwise acceptable portfolios which are not carefully written, edited and proofed; thus the message is slowly getting out to students that overall polish is essential to a successful portfolio leading to the master’s degree in English.

In addition to developing intervention strategies, the graduate committee is working on the following assessment-driven program improvement initiatives:

· Core course faculty will meet several times this year to discuss the relation of the core to the curriculum in each concentration, preparatory to hosting a series of brownbag discussions for graduate faculty

· The committee is reviewing the existing graduate curriculum with the intention of making it more rigorous by limiting or eliminating the number of 400/600 electives open to students in some concentrations 

· The committee plans to review the assessment document prior to and while preparing for the whole program review required by our assessment plan for the fourth year in the cycle, particularly with an eye toward clarifying and augmenting the current outcomes, and bringing them into line with the actual curriculum.
4. ASSESSMENT PLAN COMPLIANCE
Composition and Rhetoric was originally scheduled for assessment in 2005-2006, but was postponed until 2006-2007 to take advantage of the large number of graduate students in the TESOL concentration who intended a spring 2006 graduation. The graduate committee felt this would provide a more quantitatively useful pool of TESOL portfolios to assess than were projected for spring 2007. It was felt that Composition/Rhetoric, which has a relatively large and stable enrollment, could be safely postponed until the following year.
5. NEW ASSESSMENT DEVELOPMENTS
The Graduate Committee plans to revise the individual program outcomes in the original assessment plan to better reflect programs’ measurable outcomes as reflected in the graduate portfolios. Also, the committee continues to observe and fine-tune the results of the portfolio advising process, currently in its third year, coupled with electronic submission. 
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