Annual Student Learning Outcomes Assessment Report

For 2001-2002

English Department

I. Assessment Procedures
English department faculty primarily assess student learning by observing their performance on papers, exams, quizzes, and journal entries. In our classes, a heavy emphasis is put on discussion among class members, and instructors evaluate student learning and its development by listening, participating and directing such discussions. Tutorial students are evaluated weekly in hour-long, one-on-one conferences with their tutor. Creative writing students are evaluated through regular peer critiquing in their relatively small classes. All writing students, from freshman composition to advanced creative writing, have individual conferences with their instructors outside of class that evaluate manuscripts and suggest improvements. English Education students are evaluated by high-school teachers and an Ohio University instructor when they “student teach” for a quarter in actual high school classes around the state. 

Other assessment procedures include:

1. Every section of every English course is evaluated by its students, and after grades are submitted instructors consult these evaluations, often making adjustments based on them. Student evaluations are both verbal and statistical. A copy of our current evaluation form is appended to this report.

2. The department also asks a sample number of graduating seniors to respond to an exit questionnaire and take part in exit interviews concerning their experience in the major. This year, like last year, the department interviewed 13 graduating seniors.

3. Institutional Research provides the department with the results of placement surveys among the department’s graduates and with results of a survey of alumni five years after graduation on satisfaction with their major. 

4. Admission to graduate school is a valid indication of successful learning demonstrated to external evaluators. Employment in a secondary school teaching position is another indicator, as is the employment records of our other graduates. The department’s annual newsletter often elicits alumni feedback about current occupations and successes and sometimes about the relevance or rewards of educational experience in the English department. 

II. Achievement of Departmental Objectives for Students
The department’s mission statement reads that students should:




1)learn the history, forms, theory, and practice associated with the production and reading of written texts, especially those presenting artistic and imaginative evocations of human experience; and 2) develop an expertise for responding to such texts. These aims inevitably incorporate description of and debate about the cultural, social, economic, philosophical and political contexts implicit in the texts, thereby exposing students to a variety of such contexts, both historical and contemporary. They also mandate some knowledge about the nature and history of language, and the continual development and exercise among students of their ability to formulate and articulate their own engagement with life and literature.

The primary indicator of achievement of these objectives is found in course grades, the evaluation by instructors of how well their students learned the materials and perspectives of the course and how well they articulated their understanding.

A. Achievement of Departmental Objectives for Undergraduate Students: In May 2002, the chair  of the Undergraduate Committee visited the English 460: Literary Topics course taught by Professor Andrew Escobedo, who is also a member of the Undergraduate Committee. Thirteen students were in attendance. During the visit, students were provided with a series of questions to serve as an assessment of the English Department’s programs for its majors. In addition to specifying their sex and second major or minor (if any), students were asked:


1. What primarily do you expect to be doing with your talents next year?


2. What is your ultimate goal?


3. Overall, are you glad you majored in English? Comment.


4. What made you decide to become an English major? Comment.

5. As you see it, what are the benefits gained from being an English major?

6. What dismayed you most about being an English major?

7. What might be changed, added, deleted?

8. Thinking more about courses more than instructors’ personalities, from which course(s) did you learn the most? Comment.

9. Which course(s) seemed least valuable? Comment.

10. Considering the sequence of courses, should the requirements or the sequence be changed?  How?

11.Do you have any comments on the modes of teaching, fellow students, advising, physical environment or class size or scheduling?

12. Are you satisfied with the number of required courses? Might there be more or fewer courses?

13. Do you have other comments we might find useful as we assess the major?

The group discussion in class based on students’ reactions to the survey revealed a generally strong satisfaction with their experience as English majors. Our graduating seniors’ career goals are diverse. Some students plan to seek Ph.Ds and then teach at the college level; others plan to enroll in law school, and one plans to teach in prisons. Others foresee careers in publishing, as well as creative and professional writing. A few planned to work to pay off their undergraduate loans before moving on to their graduate studies.

What is most reassuring based upon  students’ responses is the unanimous conclusion that they were “glad [they] majored in English.” One student appreciated the “intention of professors to develop your mind critically and creatively. . . .” Similarly positive conclusions related to the students’ development of a more informed “world view” and understanding better “other people’s perspectives.” Students also noted that their teachers “pay attention to teaching evaluations” and that teachers “used wonderful methods of teaching.” 

The following are what might be regarded as negative responses:

--Literature
• One student noted—and others agreed--that many students lacked a sense of chronology regarding literary history.  The new undergraduate curriculum’s historical “gateway” may lessen this problem.  

• Two students noted the need to provide an entry-level theory course, rather than restrict such a course to students already in their junior year. 

• One student noted that she got more out of courses that focused on a few authors in depth rather than broad surveys of periods.

• Several students called for “project based learning” in the form of a thesis for literature students, or major writing project for creative writing majors.  The group ostensibly agreed that all students should create some sort of final project. (The department currently has an honors thesis option, but students must have a 3.5 GPA to qualify.) 

--Writing: Students urged the department to develop a more diverse offering of writing classes to prepare students for their professional futures. One student asked the department to create a course in editing, for example, and another recommended the department provide a writing “minor.” The Composition Committee is currently discussing the idea of a “minor” or “certificate program”—perhaps interdisciplinary--in writing.

--Advising: One student observed that faculty advisors need to be more familiar with university requirements and policies. 

B. Achievement of Departmental Objectives for Graduate Students: We have traditionally measured our graduate program by our graduates’ success in being accepted into more advanced graduate programs, their placement in careers in the field, their publications and other public dissemination of their work, and their satisfaction with our program as a preparation for their careers.

Of the four doctoral students who will graduate from our program by August of 2002, one currently has a full-time position at a state university, and three have received post-doctoral fellowships for 2002-2003.  Two of our ABD students also already hold full or part time teaching positions at other universities.  Of the fourteen master’s students who will graduate from our program by August of 2002, five have been accepted to doctoral programs, one has been accepted to an MFA program with a distinguished named fellowship, and one will be teaching college in Russia with the Peace Corps, while three others have been hired for part-time lectureships.  

In addition, our graduate students delivered 18 conference papers in 2001-2002 and published in numerous scholarly and creative journals, three of them receiving prizes for their work.  One of our graduating master’s students was named by the Ohio University Graduate Student Senate as the Outstanding Master’s Student at Ohio University for 2002.

The excellence of our continuing as well as incoming graduate students is further demonstrated by the fact that for the second year in a row, one of our advanced doctoral students was the recipient of the Claude Kantner Fellowship, while four of our incoming doctoral students qualified for special recruitment super-stipends.  

Two of our recent doctoral graduates in creative writing, one from 2001 and one from 2000, returned this year to take part in the Spring Literary Festival.

III. Changes to Procedures or Curriculum Based on Assessment
A. Undergraduate: For a number of years, graduating seniors have been making similar comments regarding the undergraduate curriculum in the English major. Like this year’s seniors, they have indicated an insufficient grasp of literary history, a desire for a lower-level course in critical analysis and theory, a preference for courses that focus more closely on one or two authors or themes rather than survey classes, and a desire for some sort of capstone project. In response to these comments, as well as to faculty dissatisfaction with the over twenty-year old curriculum, the department is crafting a new curriculum that will significantly advance our educational mission at the undergraduate level.

The revision of our undergraduate curriculum is based on the following three principles:

*  historical breadth at the lower-division

*  topical depth at the upper-division

* greater flexibility for both student and teacher in selecting/creating courses

English majors will receive, early in the program, a much broader and more coherent introduction to literary studies, including a three-quarter historical survey of British and American literature, a class in literary analysis focusing on the close study of literary language, and a “Writing and Research in Literary Studies” class that will help students acquire the necessary research skills to succeed in their upper-division literature classes. In addition to providing our majors with a common vocabulary and set of analytical tools with which to continue their coursework, we expect that the shared curriculum in the lower-division will create a greater sense of community among our undergraduates. The new upper-division curriculum will allow for much greater student choice and flexibility in choosing classes, and will provide far more topical depth than the representative survey classes that we currently offer.

The new curriculum is consistent with both the proposed general education program and the presidential mission statement, providing numerous active learning opportunities and breadth of learning experiences, and engendering a commitment to life-long learning. Many of our classes will also satisfy written expression, oral expression, breadth of knowledge, and perspectives requirements as they are outlined in the proposed general education program.

In addition to working on the revision of our undergraduate curriculum, we are also preparing to revise our writing program curriculum. This is primarily in response to the new general education program. This year, we had our program reviewed by an external team of Writing Program Administrators, who produced a report assessing the program, and offering suggestions for our new curriculum. 

B. Graduate: In response to ongoing dialogue with our current and former graduate students and through assessment of their needs and accomplishments, we have continually changed and updated our programs.  In 2000-2001, we increased the rigor of our core requirements in our Ph.D. concentration in composition and rhetoric in response in part to our students’ expressed need for more specific kinds of professional preparation.  In addition, based on student needs and on nationwide assessment of time-to-finish in English doctoral programs, in 2000-2001, with the help of the Office of Graduate Studies and the College of Arts and Sciences, we increased our normative Ph.D. period from four to five years, created three post-doctoral fellowships for our finishing students, increased the amount of doctoral stipends, and received permission to use super stipend funds for the recruitment of outstanding doctoral students.  

As the result of the above changes, we were able to recruit an outstanding freshman doctoral class this year, including three well-published writers (one has published an acclaimed novel with Random House).  All have been extremely productive, including two who won teaching awards this year.

The post-doctoral program was also successful in its first year; one of our two post-docs was able to produce new publications and teach in his area, which resulted in his being recruited to a tenure-track position at Oregon State University, which he will begin in the fall of 2002.  As a result of his success, three outstanding graduating doctoral students in the program applied for and received our post-docs for the coming year.

The increased stipend amounts and the upgrading of our website resulted in a range of new interest in the program and ultimately resulted in our having a recruitment pool for the coming year that was much higher than many departments in the university experienced.  Working with that pool, we have recruited a full class of highly qualified students who will be arriving this fall.

IV. Changes in Department’s Assessment Goals
As we revise our undergraduate curriculum, we are revising our assessment process and goals.
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