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During the University Senate meeting on Monday, November 7, we will be dealing with how Fredonia will plan on meeting the SUNY mandates for “strengthened campus-based assessment” in the three areas required:  written communication, critical thinking, and mathematics/quantitative analysis.  

We will basically be deciding on whether we will use what has been termed a “SUNY-normed” approach or a “nationally-normed” test for our CCC assessment in those three areas.

A SUNY-normed approach would have us evaluate student work that is generated by a SUNY-approved method—that is, a test or series of questions or tasks that the faculty on this campus must develop and present to an appropriate sample of appropriate students.  In that process,  we would be using rubrics (either campus-designed but approved by the General Education Assessment Review Committee or those developed by a state-wide SUNY discipline-based panel) as we assessed the work of our students. 

A nationally-normed approach would entail the use of a nationally-normed test developed by a national testing agency.  Those tests are currently only available for written communication and for critical thinking.  So far there is no approved nationally-normed test for mathematics/quantitative analysis.  Here, too, we would have to have SUNY approval of our approach to drawing an appropriate sample of appropriate students.  

However, it is important to realize that the Senate action on the 7th is only a part of the process of assessing in these three areas and that the Senate’s decision goes beyond simple approval of a plan or strategy.

It must be understood that significant workload issues are involved.  Using a SUNY-approved rubric and having a faculty committee doing the actual assessment of student work on a 20% sample of students who have taken a course (or courses) is quite labor intensive for those who do it.  

Although we have been told to expect that SUNY will be willing to provide our campus the dollar amount equivalent of what the cost of administering a nationally normed test would be and we would be able to use those dollars to help to better compensate the assessment committees, those dollars may or may not be fair compensation and it is possible that we may need to supplement the ”SUNY” dollars with some of our own to make sure that we will be fair to those involved in the assessments in these three areas.  

But every three years we are obliged to assess not only in these three areas, but also in ten others (oral communication, arts, humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, information management, foreign languages, American History, Western Civilization, and Non-Western/World Civilization).   It is obvious that we will need to have some sort of a plan which will offer “equal pay for equal work,” recognizing that in some instances the amount of work to be done would vary between assessment committees.  

The bottom line with respect to compensation is that in order to have anyone doing this vital work,  we must be certain that all involved are fairly paid for the extra-service work they do.   Moreover, it would be helpful and desirable that this work be genuinely appreciated and valued by the departmental colleagues of those involved and by the campus as a whole.  

Relying on the test provider of the nationally normed test to do the scoring of each test would be a far less labor-intensive process for our faculty.  And, as noted above, SUNY has agreed to pick up the basic costs of administering these tests.   Faculty compensation is essentially not an issue when this approach is taken, but, at most, at this point, this approach can only be taken in two of the three “strengthened campus-based assessment” areas and in none of the other 10 assessment areas.  

It must further be understood that by February 15, 2006 (a deadline recently extended from what had been November 30, 2005) we must also send to SUNY a full methodological description of how we would gather the data for our assessments in each of the three areas.  That would include, as noted above, attention to sampling issues but also to exactly what sorts of issues and questions we would be asking our students to be responding to.  

The SUNY General Education Review Committee will then review each of our proposed assessment plans to determine whether each is likely to produce meaningful assessment results.  If they do approve our plan(s), everything is then set for us when the time comes for assessment in those areas.  But if they do not, we’ll have to bring our plan at least up to their minimal standards.  

Although we might be inclined to see this as SUNY interference with our assessment work in those three areas, it is almost certainly better to understand this as a process through which, as partners, our campus and SUNY work together to assure that we do get assessment results which will help us to better understand what we are accomplishing within those areas and to which allow us to then go forward with possible plans to improve on our success and the success of our students.  

We don’t want to spend the time and effort on assessment in these areas only to get results which will not tell us much about how our students are, in fact, doing in our courses.  And SUNY doesn’t want that either. 

