The Plusses and Minuses of Approaches to CCC Assessment (second draft)
Introduction

SUNY’s Board of Trustees has mandated General Education assessment and in order to oversee General Education assessment, SUNY created the GEAR (General Education Assessment Review) Group.  
We are currently in the third year of a three year assessment cycle which requires us to assess the performance of our students in twelve knowledge areas (Mathematics, Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, American History, Western Civilization, Other World Civilizations, Humanities, the Arts, Foreign Language, Basic Communication—involving both writing skills and oral discourse, Critical Thinking, and Information Management).  Some of those knowledge areas require the assessment of only one skill (specifically, Other World Civilizations, Humanities, and the Arts, but other knowledge areas require more.  The largest skill assessment areas are for American History, Basic Communication—Writing, and Information Management, all of which require the assessment of three different skills, and Mathematics, which requires the assessment of five different skills.  Overall, then, we are currently required to assess 29 different skills in twelve knowledge areas.  
Possible new expectations for assessment in three knowledge areas
In light of changes in approach focusing on three of the twelve areas--Mathematics, Basic Communication--Writing, and Critical Thinking (once more mandated by the Board of Trustees but involving negotiations between SUNY administration and the SUNY Faculty Senate), GEAR altered its Review Process Guidelines.  Those revised guidelines were subject to a review process in November and very early December, 2004.  However, as of this writing, it is not clear whether or how the Review Process Guidelines will be altered and it has been said that the GEAR process is “suspended” for the time being.  
The Fredonia University CCC Committee hopes that it will be helpful to offer a brief overview of the options that may well be available to us (based on the proposed Review Process Guidelines) for assessment in those three areas.  We would continue to do our assessments as scheduled in the other CCC areas.

Three approaches for assessment
The Review Process Guidelines offer three approaches for assessment in the three areas mentioned above).  Two are termed “SUNY-normed” and one is termed “nationally-normed.”  

One of the SUNY-normed approaches is described as follows:

A locally developed instrument that measures learning outcomes in one or more of these three areas and that is demonstrated to correlate statistically (i.e., have concurrent validity) with nationally-normed measures.

We will call this first approach the “concurrent validity” approach.

The second SUNY-normed approach calls for:

A locally developed instrument that measures the learning outcomes in one or more of these three areas that is reviewed and approved by the GEAR Group.  As part of this process, GEAR will rely on discipline-based panels of distinguished SUNY faculty who will develop scoring standards and rubrics campuses may use to assess student performance.  Campuses choosing to use their own scoring standards and rubrics must demonstrate to GEAR that their standards and rubrics correspond to those developed by the discipline-based panel.

Campuses opting for this second approach would also be expected to provide GEAR with samples of student work for each standard of student performance, to be reviewed to ensure ongoing validity and reliability of the measure.  GEAR will provide campuses with feedback and, possibly, recommendations regarding any scoring adjustments that may be required.
We will call this approach the “discipline-based panel” approach.

The third option, the nationally-normed option is summarized as follows:

There are many nationally-normed measures available that are designed to assess learning outcomes in Mathematics, Basic Communication (Written) and Critical Thinking (Reasoning)…..

They then list nationally-normed tests developed by the Educational Testing Service and by ACT and other vendors that assess achievement in the three learning outcome areas.
We will call this approach the “nationally-normed test” approach.

Some additional considerations on making choices
1.  Although we may be expected to choose among these approaches for each of the three areas, we will not be required to use the same approach for all three of the areas.  We will be able to choose any of the three approaches for each of the three areas.  What’s more, we will be able to change the approach we will take in any area, i.e., we will not be “locked into” our initial choice and will be able to change at our discretion at any time we wish.
2.  We will likely need to decide on our plan, albeit potentially a tentative plan, before the end of the Spring 2005 semester.  Technically, that plan would go into effect for the three knowledge areas in 2006-2007 and we need not assess in each of the three areas that year, but could phase our assessment in according to the assessment cycle we’ve already chosen (or a revised assessment cycle we would seek to have approved).  

3.  Only one of the three knowledge areas is slated for assessment based on our campus assessment cycle in 2005-2006:  Basic Communication—written.   Our cycle would have Mathematics and Critical Thinking assessed in 2006-2007.

What, then, are the plusses and minuses of each approach?

1.  The “concurrent validity” approach.

Plusses:  The campus can theoretically use its own “locally developed instrument” for assessment in one or more of the three areas.  Presumably our locally developed instrument is (or can be made to be) better suited to our needs and better fits what we do (the courses we offer, how we teach them and what our students learn in them) than other measurement approaches.  
Minuses:   Faculty on our campus would have to develop appropriate tests, possibly going beyond what we have done in the past, especially in Mathematics and in Critical Thinking.  We’d need to find people both competent and willing to do so.  
We would have to assure “concurrent validity” by having our students also take a nationally-normed examination in that learning outcome area.  It is unclear just how much of a correlation between our instrument and a nationally-normed test would suffice.  If the correlation is deemed too low, we would have to adjust our own instrument to conform more closely to the nationally-normed test.  That means uncertainty in our work.  We wouldn’t know until after our testing whether we had “succeed” or “failed” in meeting the GEAR requirement.  Moreover, it is quite possible that a very good local assessment instrument would not correlate well with a nationally-normed test.  That is, our assessment instrument could be outstanding, but could “fail.”
The students being tested would have to take two assessment instruments, one for the local instrument and the nationally-normed test.

Although SUNY presumably would pay for the cost of administering the nationally normed test, Fredonia would have to continue to pick up the cost of administering and grading our own instrument (and any costs associated with redesigning it).

2.  The discipline-based panel approach:

Plusses:  The campus can theoretically use its own “locally developed instrument” for assessment in one or more of the three areas.  Presumably our locally developed instrument is (or can be made to be) better suited to our needs and better fits what we do (the courses we offer, how we teach them and what our students learn in them) than other measurement approaches.  
Minuses:  Faculty on our campus would have to develop appropriate tests, possibly going beyond what we have done in the past, especially in Mathematics and in Critical Thinking.  We’d need to find people both competent and willing to do so.  

The disciplinary-based panels have not been chosen and thus haven’t met.  It is impossible to know what scoring standards and rubrics they will come up with to assess student performance in any of the three areas.  But when they do develop those scoring standards and rubrics, we would have to successfully make the case to GEAR that that our standards and rubrics correspond to those developed by the discipline-based panel.  There is certainly no guarantee that our initial efforts would be successful and it is impossible to predict how often and how substantially we might have to revise our plans in order to meet their expectations and demands.  
Although SUNY presumably would pay for the cost of purchasing and processing the nationally normed test, Fredonia would have to continue to pick up the cost of administering and grading our own instrument (and any costs associated with redesigning it).

3.  The nationally-normed test approach:

Plusses:  SUNY pays for the costs of purchasing and processing the test, saving the campus and our faculty the cost in time and energy to do our own campus-based assessment.

Minuses:  The tests currently being considered do not perfectly match the SUNY learning outcomes and so results we get may not be a good reflection of how well we are doing in that regard.  They may not tell us how well we are really doing.  Moreover, if adequate nationally-normed tests are not available, we may end up having to supplement them with instruments of our own.
Although students may be motivated to perform their best in tests taken as a part of a course, student motivation may be less when taking nationally-normed tests if those test results “don’t count.”

Nationally-normed tests superficially permit, perhaps even encourage, cross-campus comparisons on performance.

