School of Interpersonal Communication

2000/2001 Assessment Report

The School of Interpersonal Communication has had a variety of both formal and informal assessment processes in place for some time, but with the transition to a new permanent Director of the School this year, and a revised undergraduate curriculum set to go on line next year (fall, 2002), some data gathering has been on hold.  As a result, a good deal of this report relies on past assessment summaries.  A revised set of assessment guidelines will be evolving in the next couple of years.

School Goals

InCo expects undergraduates to develop professionalism as oral and written communicators, conscious competence in dyadic and group communication, and skill at information gathering and critical thinking. We expect our graduate students to excel in  these areas and to make original contributions to scholarly knowledge or to organizations in which such knowledge is applied.  

Below is the set of core undergraduate competencies that have been in place in the School since fall of 1998.  The list of competencies is implemented in several ways. Students should receive this list when they enter the School as majors, and should discuss their progress toward achieving independent mastery of these skills when meeting with their InCo advisors to plan their programs; students may well need to seek ancillary coursework to enhance their performance in the areas listed. For their part, faculty teaching core courses should endeavor to incorporate these core skills into their assignments and class activities, and evaluate student performance with these expectations in mind. Every InCo major should master each skill listed below at least to the point of performance with guidance by the end of the junior year. Independent mastery is a goal to be sought by graduation. The Five-Year Educational Outcomes Report produced by Institutional Research provides some assessment data on these items.

General communication skills

-demonstrates credibility through use of sound reasoning, research, and documentation

-manages multiple communication goals in speaking, writing, and listening

-demonstrates professionalism in following details of written and oral instructions

-takes the initiative to gain understanding or seek clarification

-identifies the main idea or key point of an oral or written message

-interprets graphs and charts relevant to course material

Critical thinking skills

-distinguishes between a claim and its support

-uses professional (i.e., non-textbook) sources to support and develop student's own insights

-articulates and defends ideas rigorously and systematically

-evaluates options and makes choices based on carefully identified and articulated criteria

-applies course concepts to practical situations

-analyzes an argument, theory, or other information-set into its component parts, processes, etc.

-relates and interprets causes and effects

-compares and contrasts 2 sets of information to identify similarities and differences

-generates solutions to problems and identifies appropriate means for achieving them

Oral communication skills

-chooses and applies a suitable organization pattern for an oral presentation of 5-10 minutes

-articulates ideas fluently and grammatically

-contributes productively to fulfillment of a group task

-interacts appropriately with audiences in formal settings

-speaks effectively to both native and second-language speakers

-uses presentational aids (print, a/v, electronic) effectively 

Written communication skills

-chooses and applies a suitable organization pattern for a document of 5-10 pages

-writes without basic errors in spelling, grammar, and punctuation

-communicates information about oral, print, and electronic resources using standard citation formats

Information skills

-demonstrates competence with information by using research material appropriately

-can identify and locate suitable print resources using Alice

-can identify and locate suitable print resources using a scholarly database (e.g., ERIC)

-can identify and locate suitable electronic resources using internet search engines

-can generate a topic for extended discussion via electronic mail

-uses appropriate computer software to prepare and present material

These goals were developed by various Assessment Committees in the School over that past eight years, and were based upon considerable research and deliberation.  For example, past Assessment Committee members have reviewed syllabi for 200 sections of undergraduate core courses taught over a 3-year time span, and combined the goals and objectives identified by some 50 individual instructors--full time faculty, adjunct, and teaching associates--into a list of outcomes expected from our core curriculum.  Assessment Committees have also reviewed outcomes identified by undergraduate departments of other communication programs and the research into outcomes reported by National Communication Association officers Sherwyn P. Morreale and Rebecca B. Rubin in "Setting Expectations for Speech Communication and Listening.”
As suggested above, these goals have been in place for some time.  They have provided the framework by which the School has assessed its efforts in the past.  The upcoming changes in the undergraduate curriculum and new leadership in the School will require that these goals be revisited in the near future.

Assessment Procedures

The School has relied on a variety of procedures to assess how well these goals are being met:

1. An undergraduate capstone course (INCO 445)

2. Undergraduate application of theory courses (INCO 342, 405, 430)

3. Surveys and interviews of current majors

4. Surveys and interviews of graduating majors

5. Interviews of graduating INCO minors

6. Alumni feedback received from Institutional Research

7. Annual performance reviews of graduate students

8. Participation by graduate students and national and regional conferences

9. Employment survey of M.A. and Ph.D. graduates

10. Informal interviews of graduated Ph.D. students at the annual meeting of the National Communication Association

Data are first collected by a variety of means including the undergraduate capstone course, the Assessment Committee, School administrators in exit interviews, and alumni. Typically, committees and sub-groups analyze the data sometimes using statistical analyses and sometimes using thematic analysis, with summaries then presented to the faculty as a whole either in writing or in a faculty meeting for discussion and approval of any recommendations for change.

Most of InCo's assessment activities involve qualitative data, and thus are interpreted in terms of student satisfaction (evidenced by exit interviews and follow-up surveys), faculty observation (evidenced by degree to which students need assistance meeting rigorous requirements and challenging goals), and standards of professional accomplishment (evidenced by employment for undergraduates and graduates, conference presentations for graduate students).

The annual performance reviews of graduate students result in individual written reports to each graduate student on their progress and meetings with those who the faculty feel are not meeting the goals of the curriculum. The Director also has two individual conferences with every faculty member to discuss their personal goals and to solicit their ideas for changes in the School. One of these interviews occurs in the late spring following the Assessment Committee’s report. Therefore, faculty have a chance to identify how they can contribute to the mission of the School and to assist with changes recommended as a result of the assessment process.

Results

Employment and level of professional activity by M.A. and Ph.D. graduates demonstrate overall excellence of our graduate programs in preparing students for academic and professional life as well as national rankings.  A recent paper presented at the May meeting of the International Communication Association evaluated doctoral programs in communication (Neundorf, Skalski, & Atkin, 2001).  The doctoral program at Ohio University was ranked 16th in the nation, based upon a survey of both faculty and department chairs across the U.S.  This placed OU ahead of the University of Florida, the University of Utah, The University of Kansas, Texas A&M University, Arizona State University, Indiana University, University of Maryland, University of Massachusetts, University of Georgia, Ohio State University, and others.  This national reputation accounts for the School’s exceptional placement profile for doctoral students:  every Ph.D. student who has completed a degree in the last two years has found an academic position, and all but one of these has been tenure track.  Surely these data suggest a very positive assessment of the School’s graduate program.

Evidence also suggests the School is achieving considerable success with its undergraduate program.  For example, the School’s yield rate is more than 66%, which is the highest in the College of Communication, and certainly compares favorably with University average of 39%.  Perhaps even more impressive is the School’s retention rate, which for first-tear majors is currently over 92%.  Data from the “Five-Year Educational Outcomes Survey of Alumni” (Institutional Research) show historically great satisfaction with coursework in INCO.  For example, 96-97% of  INCO respondents in the Five-Year Survey report that their major courses were helpful, while more than 90% report having developed competencies in analytic thinking, writing, speaking, acquiring new skills and understanding, evaluating and choosing between alternatives, formulating creative ideas and solutions, developing sensitivity to feelings and perceptions of others, and working in team settings.  Finally, the mean response to the prompt “This class was relevant to my life-career”, across all undergraduate classes offered by the School in 2000-2001, was 4.06 on a five-point scale.  That question offers a rather direct assessment of how the School’s classes might be directly benefiting its students’ futures.  

Need for Improvement and Changes
Last year the School undertook a large-scale revision of its undergraduate program (to be implemented 2001-2002).  This year, the School will be completely revising its graduate program.  Obviously, the school will have to conduct a thorough review of its assessment practices to bring them into line with the changes occurring in its curriculum.  Over the next two-to-three years, a new Assessment Committee will be at work revising the School’s goals and outcome measures.  Regardless of changes that might be made, however, a few areas of need and improvement will remain.

It is clear from various data that the School is not doing as well as it might in teaching its students to “cope with complex moral and ethical issues.”  As part of the new curriculum, the School is developing an entry-level course on Communication and Cultural Differences that will, in part, force students to confront some difficult issues of ethics and morality (e.g., questions of whether cultural differences demand ethical relativism).  We will need to develop methods for assessing any improvement in this area.  We also need to do a better job in offering and encouraging student participation in community service.  Toward this end a faculty member has been appointed to revise and supervise the School’s internship program.  It is hoped that this program will help move INCO students into community service projects, and we will need to implement a program for assessing the quality of these experiences.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the School understands the need to increase rigor in both its graduate and undergraduate programs.  This was listed as an area of concern in the UCC Program Review of the School (1999-2000), and shows itself, in part, in the quarterly evaluations of classes that students complete.  In Winter Quarter 2001, for example, the only prompt that, on average, across all INCO classes, produced a response below 4.00 on a 5-point scale was, “I learned a lot” (3.94).  The School has made considerable strides toward improving the quality of its students (e.g., ACT scores of first-year students who have enrolled in the Fall 2001 as INCO majors are up a full point over Fall 2000, while the percentage of entering majors who were in the top 10% of their high school class has more than doubled in the past three years); but it will be important that we begin asking more of these same students in our classes.   Developing means of assessing rigor in our classrooms will be necessary.

