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Respond to all six parts following the “Core Course Assessment Progress Report Instructions.”  (NOTE:  Parts 1 through 4 can be copied from the relevant sections of your assessment plan.)  Attach additional pages as needed.
(1) Student learning goal(s) addressed this year: 

This year we have focused on Rhetoric 0310, Composition Fundamentals. It is our custom to assess for rhetorical knowledge, critical reading, thinking, and writing, and knowledge of conventions, our program outcomes and also those recommended for first-year composition by the national Council of Writing Program Administrators:
Rhetorical Knowledge: Students will learn how audience, purpose, genre, organization, and context shape the meaning and effectiveness of all writing.

Critical Reading, Thinking, and Writing: Students will learn to use writing and reading for inquiry, learning, thinking, and communicating.

*Writing-as-Process Strategies: Students will develop strategies for generating ideas, revising, and editing their writing through successive drafts.
 [*not assessed in 2006]
Knowledge of Conventions: Through extensive practice in writing, students will develop knowledge of academic writing conventions, including appropriate development and organization, style, incorporation of materials from sources, grammar and mechanics, and formats.

Our objectives for each of our courses, Composition Fundamentals, Composition I, and Composition II derive then from these outcomes. For the last two years we have also scored for a category called Risk and Potential. We define Risk “as the effort to reach for an original or innovative approach”; in other words, we attempt to gauge whether students are merely “playing it safe” in order to avoid error or whether they are willing to take on challenging subjects or innovative approaches in their writing. The Potential score is not assessment as such but rather a projection about the potential our student-writers have for future growth. 

The course objectives for Composition Fundamentals follow immediately. 
(2) Learning outcomes/objectives for those goals addressed this year:  
Rhetorical Knowledge

· Write with a sense of focus and purpose; articulate a thesis statement or claim.

· Understand that writing is an important form of communication to an audience.

· Understand that writing involves making rhetorical choices at both global and sentence levels.

· Write organized and coherent multi-paragraph prose.

· Develop writing with specific examples and detail.

· Write directly and clearly.

Critical Thinking, Reading, and Writing

· Be able to identify the main ideas, organization, and purposes of short published and student-written texts.

· Use writing to respond to reading.

· Reason about the appropriateness of their rhetorical choices.

Writing-as-Process Strategies

· Use process-based strategies to invent, plan, develop, revise, edit, and proofread their writing.

· Collaborate with other writers.

· Reflect on and assess their own writing.

Knowledge of Conventions

· Produce short writings that evince an acceptable level of

-fluency,

-control of conventions, and

-readability.
(3) Activities where assessed:

Writing in Composition Fundamentals
(4)  Methods used:
Portfolios prepared by students at the end of the spring term. Faculty, including full-time, part-time, and teaching assistants, scored the student portfolios with a rubric. When all portfolios were read and scored, faculty readers had a debriefing to discuss observations.

Surveys completed by students at the end of the term. 

Focus groups with students conducted in classrooms by faculty near the end of the term.

(5) What are the assessment findings? How did you analyze them?
In Spring 2006, we collected portfolios (37) and surveys from four sections of Composition Fundamentals. We also conducted and videotaped a focus group in one of these sections. Findings are given below.
Portfolio Findings

Rated on a 1 to 4 scale, with 4 being the high score.

OVERALL AVG. for Portfolios = 


2.85

Avg. for Rhetorical Awareness = 


2.94   

highest score


Avg. for Critical Reading/Thinking/Writing = 
2.79


Avg. for Knowledge of Conventions =

2.32

lowest score


Avg. for Risk and Potential =



2.87


Highest subheadings scored:
Focus


3.07 
Purpose

3.05

Voice


3.05 
The lowest subheading:
Conventions of 
edited American English
2.32
Survey Findings


Rated on a 1 to 4 scale, with 4 being the high score.

OVERALL AVG. for Surveys =


3.26





Highest rated survey items:

“I have confidence in my ability to continue to


  improve my writing skills.”



3.81
“I have an understanding of how to use writing


  as a way to learn, think, and communicate.”
3.74

Lowest rated survey items:


“I have an understanding of how to edit for 
 grammar and punctuation.”



2.81


“I have an understanding of how to proofread.”
2.86
Focus-Group Findings – “Writing-Circles” Approach

To assess the “writing-circles” approach to teaching Composition Fundamentals, we used a classroom focus group. The “writing-circles” approach is one that involves using small-group pedagogy to encourage revising and editing. Many of the formal class-meeting times are replaced with “writing-circle” time in which students share drafts with one another. During this time, both the teacher and students provide feedback aimed at improving writing in progress.  

The teacher was not present for the classroom focus group, and students were given the option of not attending the focus group or of having videotape footage erased after the fact of the discussion.  All students in the class participated, and none wanted their participation edited out.

We believe that the focus-group interaction needs to be viewed by stake-holders in the course and by university administrators.  It is impossible to capture the wealth of what the students had to say, but below are some noteworthy findings from the focus-group conversation:
· Students universally expressed enthusiasm for the “writing circles” approach.

· Students agreed that the approach promoted revision and editing.

· Students displayed an impressive level of meta-cognitive understanding of process and product values.

· Students expressed belief that the approach had prepared them for the first-year-writing experience.

· Students suggested that the approach developed writing competence and collaborative skills.

· Students indicated that the approach helped them develop confidence in themselves as writers and a desire to persist as university students.

Beyond providing assessment data, the focus-group experience enabled students to discuss and reflect upon their own writing growth.  

(6) What conclusions were drawn and what decisions were made as a result? How were stakeholder groups involved?
This is our first year to focus exclusively on Composition Fundamentals, to gather data on various approaches to instruction in this important course. We have assessed sections taught in “writing circles,” in learning communities, and by more traditional approaches. Since this has been a pilot study year, we offer for now encompassing observations rather than conclusions. With data collected about these approaches for another year or two, we feel conclusions will be sounder. Thus we don’t expect to make decisions or changes until we have additional data.

Full-time, part-time, and TA faculty have been involved in planning and carrying out this year’s assessment of Composition Fundamentals. Faculty have been informed of our present findings. It would be premature to involve students or other stakeholders with these early findings.
Though we are not ready to draw conclusions as such from this year’s assessment data, we can make the following observations:

· Our findings suggest that at the end of the course, Comp Fundamentals students can produce substantial, above-average writing portfolios.

· Our findings suggest that Comp Fundamentals students know the language of the discipline and are able to respond to questions about and to reflect meta-cognitively on their learning about writing and their growth in writing ability.

· Our findings suggest that students recognize their learning and their growth and are pleased with their achievements in the course.

· Our findings do not yet allow for distinctions among the “writing circles,” learning community, and traditional classroom approaches. For the sections we assessed in Spring 2006, we have requested data from Institutional Research on how many students passed the course in each section and how many were retained to the second year of studies at the university. Based on the number of portfolios we received from students in “writing circles sections,” we can observe that these sections appear to have retained students very well. 
· Our findings suggest that focus-group assessment contributes to the quality of instruction itself by providing students with an opportunity to reflect upon their learning and to develop meta-cognitive competence, which research has shown to enhance writing development.
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