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Student Learning: Aims, Results, Progress

Summaries for Middle States

November 13, 2008
For the last few years I have been reminding Chairs that we will have to report to Middle States on the sort of student learning going on at Loyola – our aims, our results, our progress.  It is now time to pay the piper.  We need to summarize for Middle States (and ourselves!) what we have done in terms of creating learning aims, collecting evidence regarding such aims, summarizing the findings of our work, and making plans to improve the curriculum from this analysis -- what we are doing, and what we plan to do to broaden, depend, and otherwise improve student learning at what will be Loyola University (specifically, in the Loyola College of Arts and Sciences).   

Almost all departments have completed Program Review, including the questions on student learning.  I have previously asked you to include in your Annual Report a summary of your practices in relation to student learning aims, achievements, and improvements during the past year.  I now ask you to hand in along with (but separate from) your Annual Report a report on student learning in your department this May. Since you undoubtedly have many aims and evidences and changes, you may want to limit your discussion to three of your most important or most recently studied aims in any single program, two or three of the multiple means of determining how well you are meeting those aims, and the two or three major changes you are making.  I will post your reports on Blackboard so that departments can benefit from each other’s “best practices”.  We will also discuss them this summer at our Annual Report meeting -- and others (e.g., perhaps the Academic Assessment Committee) will also give you feedback by next fall.  You will then revise your report as needed (e.g., incorporating 2009-2010 efforts) by May 2010 – and your report will become part of the library of materials we will present to Middle States in fall 2010 in preparation for their spring 2011 visit.  In the meanwhile, I will draft a summary of “Student Learning in the College of Arts and Sciences” by next fall; I will invite you to help me improve it before posting it for Middle States by the fall 2010 – just as I invite you to help me improve the proposed plan in this document.  The reason for this work is documentation of student learning and our efforts as faculty in improving such learning.  Middle States will be most interested in how evidence of student learning has changed departmental practices.

Parenthetically, I continue to encourage Chairs and/or some Departmental members to be familiar with the basic Middle States documents, particularly Characteristics of Academic Excellence in Higher Education (2002) and Student Learning Assessment (2003) – both (along with other helpful publications) available at www.msche.org/publications.  Suzanne Keilson, Don Boomgaarden, Terra Schehr are also familiar with this literature and welcome your questions.  

How can you do summary report?  There are several ways.   One tactic is to fill in the forms requested by your Department’s accrediting agency.   Terra Schehr has other model templates for those who are interested.  One advantage of such forms is that they provide succinct and easily compared reports on student learning.  One disadvantage of such forms is that we do not yet have a consensus on what such a single form would look like.  Perhaps no such form exists.  Perhaps we will develop a consensus as we move forward.  

In the meantime, another alternative is for departments to simply answer in more prosaic ways the central questions posed in Middle States’ Student Learning Assessment, summarized in the attached document I have given to Chairs in the past: what are the student learning aims of your various programs, and how to they relate to each other and the University’s student learning aims?  How well is a particular program achieving those aims, according to what multiple measures (indirect and especially direct evidence)? What has the program done to address the shortfall between its aims and achievements (“outcomes”), and what does the program plan to do in the future on what calendar?

I would not rule out still other ways of reporting on student learning to Middle States representatives as well as to your colleagues here at Loyola in and outside your Department.  It is important that, while one of our goals is to report to Middle States, another even more important goal is to broaden and deepen our own conversation about our students’ education, to learn from each other where we agree and do not agree, to develop an ongoing and always unfinished collegial conversation about our aims, our successes and disappointments, and our plans with regard to our students’ learning.  
Here’s some questions I anticipate Chairs and others asking:

1. How many of our “programs” and “courses (not sections)” should we include?  

Most Departments have not answered the questions above for ALL their programs and courses.  But you should also be beyond the “baby steps” with which many began.  I would hope that all undergraduate departments would have made progress in their majors and core courses, while stating candidly when in the future they hope to assess their minors and any interdisciplinary majors and other programs/courses.  Remember that Middles States values plans that acknowledge “already existing assessment practices” (Student Learning Assessment, p. 57).  Departments with graduate programs have assessed their larger degree programs, and should have clear plans (including deadlines for themselves) for when they plan to do so for other degree and certificate programs.  You may use the accreditation documents/tables as evidence of your assessment work; this should be acceptable to Middle States as long as the complete “loop” of assessment is documented; this is, assessment has been used for “continuous improvement”.  
2. How much time should the Chair and Department spend on this?  

As you will recall from the attachment on “Assessment Plan Assessment 2008”, Middle States insists that this process make a “wise use” of faculty and staff time (Student Learning Assessment, p. 59).  Time-clocks are obviously not the best measure of wisdom when it comes to education, student learning, and teaching.  However, Departments have been given a course release (for the Chair or her/his representative) to work on “assessment”, so some percent of the time we expect to work on a course is one place to start.  Remember not to aim for “perfection”, in general and particularly for these first drafts.  There will be time next year to rewrite and revise.   

3. How long should such summary reports be?

Long enough, as Twain said of our legs, to reach the ground.   Part of the ground is that our Middle States peers will expect “reasonably accurate and truthful” practices – “multiple measures”, “direct – clear, visible, and convincing”, “ongoing not once-and-done”, etc. (Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education, p. 65).  Further, it is important to remember that Middle States values a process that involves everyone in the Department (Student Learning Assessment, p. 57) – although tenured members should bear most of the burden.  This should not be a report of a single person or sub-group within the Department – you should be “reasonably accurate and truthful” about agreements as well as disagreements in your Department over these issues.  You could include links to your Program Review, the Assessment Plans you created for spring 2005, your Department minutes, and your Annual Reports as we endeavor to persuade each other and Middle States that our self-study of our successes and disappointments in student learning is “not an event but a process that is an integral part of the life of the institution” (Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education, p. 63).  
4. Other questions?? 
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