Core Curriculum Assessment at 
Valdosta State University
(Effective Fall 2011)
Background
In October 2009, the Board of Regents approved new core curriculum guidelines for the University System of Georgia. With support and feedback from academic departments and core curriculum faculty, the General Education Council subsequently reviewed VSU’s core curriculum, insured that it met USG guidelines, and developed new learning goals to guide instruction in these courses. The Board of Regents approved VSU’s new core curriculum assessment plan in Nov. 2010. 
New Features
1. Ten specifically targeted learning goals have replaced the eight broader outcomes that VSU used between fall 1998 and spring 2011. A list of these ten goals and the core courses that will be used to assess each is available at http://www.valdosta.edu/gec/ProposedNewLearningOutcomes.shtml. 
2. Seven of these learning goals target specific areas of the core curriculum: 
Core Curriculum Area				Number of Learning Goals
Area A1	(Communication)				2
Area A2	(Quantitative Reasoning) 			1
Area C  	(Humanities/Fine Arts)				1
Area D	(Natural Science/Math/Technology)		1
Area E	(Social Sciences)				1		
Three other learning goals target BOR-mandated “overlays”:
US Perspectives						1
Global Perspective						1
Critical thinking						1  
3. The syllabus for each core curriculum course must include the new core learning goal it supports. 
4. Every core curriculum course must regularly assess student performance in the specific learning goal it supports. Assessment results must be tabulated, reviewed, and reported each year. 
5. Core curriculum assessment plays an important role in evaluating VSU’s success in accomplishing its academic mission. Assessment activities in Area A1, for example, now replace the Regents’ Test.  Assessment reports in other areas will be reviewed and evaluated as part of the SACS accreditation process.
     Governing Principles 
6. The purpose of core curriculum assessment is not simply to demonstrate “success.” More importantly, it demonstrates an institutional and departmental commitment to continuous improvement, a determination to keep key educational targets in focus and to implement best disciplinary practice in pursuit of these goals.
7. Core curriculum learning goals do not define every topic or skill taught in a department’s core curriculum courses: they define the core of each course, but not its circumference. Individual sections should reflect each instructor’s individual strengths, interests, and expertise. However, core learning goals do define an essential set of common skills and/or common knowledge that every section of a core curriculum course continuously addresses and assesses.


GUIDELINES FOR ASSESSING CORE CURRICULUM LEARNING OUTCOMES

Step 1: Identify the Required Level of Proficiency
 
Effective assessment of learning goals begins with a careful analysis of the goal itself. The first step is to analyze the language of the learning outcome carefully to ascertain the exact mixture of knowledge, comprehension, and ability to perform that your course needs to address and assess.

As those familiar with Bloom’s taxonomy know, learning can be divided into at least six domains, depending on the extent and depth of understanding that individuals possess. At the lowest level, it consists of the ability to remember, recognize, and repeat terms and ideas.  Higher levels involve the ability to explain, give examples, apply, and otherwise use knowledge. The highest levels involve the ability to assess, critique, and evaluate. At this level, knowledge and skill blend into a single complex unit and are no longer easily distinguishable. 

Here are some verbs that commonly appear in descriptions of knowledge at various levels. For a fuller discussion of Bloom’s original taxonomy as well as a more recent revision of it, see http://projects.coe.uga.edu/epltt/index.php?title=Bloom%27s_Taxonomy.
		  Lower Level		 Higher Level		Highest Level
	Recognize	Infer	Analyze 
	Identify	Explain 	Critique
		List	Paraphrase	Justify
	State	Illustrate	Create
	Match	Apply	Develop
Be sure to note to level of knowledge stated or implied by your learning goals. To provide valid data, an assessment activity must measure proficiency at the level targeted by the learning goal.			
	
	As you analyze your learning goal, consider the following questions:

1. What words identify the targeted level of proficiency?




2. What kinds and levels of knowledge are required?





3. What general or specific skills appropriate to your major are required to meet this target?





After you have “unpacked” the targeted proficiency, fill out sections A, B, and C of the General Education Assessment: Pilot Project Worksheet.


Step 2: Identify Specific Skills and Knowledge to Assess
 
The next step is to identify specific knowledge and skills to measure. In some cases, this process must begin with definition. For example, the learning goal for Area B (Perspectives) states, “Students will demonstrate knowledge of global and regional perspectives in areas such as the arts, humanities, sciences, and social sciences.” Clearly, the first task is to define the terms “global perspective” and “regional perspective” as they are evident/employed in your core class.

Several questions come to mind: 
· To what extent is “regional” defined as a geographical space?  If so, how far do its boundaries extend: the state of Georgia?  The American South? The United States of America? 
· To what extent is “regional” defined as cultural space?  If so, which cultural spaces are identified as “regional”? The values and practices of secular suburbia, where many students live? The culture of academia, which many are presumably entering? Are legacy values, such as a belief in “American Exceptionalism,” be understood as the essential expression of a culturally “regional” perspective?
· What is a “global perspective”?  To what extent is this perspective a matter of knowledge, involving knowledge of cultural indebtedness—including awareness of major political, economic, religious, and social forces that shape the contemporary world?  To what extent does it involve an understanding of “globalism” as a policy goal? To what extent is it colored with ideological commitments involving America’s proper role in the world community? 

After key terms have been defined, the next step is to identify specific skills and knowledge that define the targeted level of proficiency. 

In some cases, identifying specific skills is relatively easy.  The learning goal for Area A3 states, “Students will demonstrate mathematical proficiency by analyzing a variety of functions and solving various equations.”  For courses charged with assessing student performance in this area, determining the specific functions and equations and the appropriate format (mathematical problem, word problem, graphing, etc.) is relatively simple.

In other cases, selecting appropriate knowledge and skills to assess will require more decisions.  The learning goal for Area D states, in part, “Students will demonstrate understanding of the physical universe and the nature of science, and they will use scientific methods . . . and concepts to solve problems.”  Each department must separately identify a set of facts, principles, methods, and concepts that would indicate an “essential understanding” of the physical universe from its disciplinary perspective.  

As you identify kinds of knowledge and specific skills that will satisfy your learning goal, consider the following questions:

1. What key terms need definition?


2. What facts, terms, theories, concepts, chronologies, hypotheses, methods, schemata, etc., constitute essential understanding?


[bookmark: _GoBack] After you have answered these questions, fill out section D of the General Education Assessment: Pilot Project Worksheet. 


Step 3: Selecting an Appropriate Assessment Activity

The next step is to identify or develop assessment activities that measure how well students have mastered the proficiencies you have targeted. These activities should yield data that supports the broader purpose of assessment, which is to monitor periodically what we are doing, to identify areas that can be improved, and to make constructive changes. 

Since General Education Assessment will be an ongoing process, the assessments you select should be unobtrusive, simple to implement, and easy to assess so that they can be given in all sections of a course by any instructor and can be easily evaluated by the department. This crucial step involves the following activities: 

1. Consider the long-term logistical issues involved. Since General Education assessment will be on-going, assessment activities should yield information that is 
· easy to store 
· easy to retrieve 
· easy to assess (by the instructor as well as by a separate departmental assessment committee). 

2.  Consider factors that will affect the type and amount of information you need to collect and the best instruments for doing so. What is the average class size for your courses? What kind of assignments do these courses typically use? The assessments you select should meet the following criteria: 

· They are sustainable. (That is, they do not require heroic expenditures of students’ or professors’ time either to take or to assess.) Effective activities are ones that will give your department enough information to make constructive changes in the course requirements while requiring the least amount of time and effort. In large sections, that might mean giving a machine-graded test to assess a key outcome since forms of close, qualitative assessment of individual work samples such as primary trait analysis demand time, energy, and attention and should be used strategically. 
· They are unobtrusive. (They fit naturally into the course and do not interrupt the normal flow of activities. Ideally, they are part of the current schedule of course assignments.); 
· They are typical. (If faculty members who teach the course are not already using the activity, then they can easily incorporate it into their syllabus.)
 
3. Review assessment plans on other campuses.  Many colleges and universities have already developed a variety of assessment methods that you may be able to adapt. A rich array of assessment activities is available on the GEC website at www.valdosta.edu/gec. 

4.  Select an appropriate format. The proficiency you target will help determine format you use. Certain kinds of knowledge and some very discrete skills lend themselves to objective questions. On the other hand, mastery of other skills, understanding of general principles and concepts, and evidence of the ability to apply certain ethical principles or aesthetic judgments may require written or spoken demonstrations. Consider the following format options. 

   Exam questions 
These could include, as part of an algebra test, specifically targeted word problems or equations to be solved. On the other hand, on a semester exam in a humanities course, they might include strategically worded short answer questions or paragraph-length discussion questions. 
   In-class activities 
Examples could include exercises designed to assess students’ ability to apply crucial concepts or skills that reflect General Education proficiencies, such as the ability to interpret data presented in statistical format or the ability to apply a set of ethical criteria to a real-world example. Central Michigan University’s Faculty Center for Innovative Teaching offers several useful examples of these kinds of activities [link to “Classroom Assessment Techniques”]. 
   Out-of-class assignments 
Appropriate activities might include the following: 
· a formal class presentation, 
· a research exercise, 
· a short response or reaction paper, 
· a documented research paper, or 
· any other regularly scheduled activity designed to assess students’ ability to synthesize knowledge or demonstrate mastery of essential skills. 
You will find examples illustrating all of these approaches in the password-protected area of the General Education Council’s homepage. 







After you have weighed your options and have determined the most appropriate assessment activity to evaluate the knowledge and skills you have targeted, complete section E of the General Education Assessment: Pilot Project Worksheet. 

Step 4: Defining Proficiency
The next step is to develop a clear definition of proficiency. For this project, you should develop three proficiency levels: (3) Exceeds Expectations (2) Meets Expectations, and (1) Fails to Meet Expectations.  Each level should be defined as specifically as possible so that all professors who teach the class can apply these same standards with equivalent results. 	
Consider the following definition of proficiency levels for assessing the use of sources in a documented essay (Learning Goal A2):
Exceeds Expectation: 
· Sources are varied, appropriate to the topic/purpose, and offer substantive support or illustration. 
· Paraphrases are completely accurate, inferences are insightful, and both are seamlessly integrated into the essay.
Meets Expectation: 
· Sources are somewhat varied, mostly appropriate to the topic/purpose, and offer support or illustration. 
· Paraphrases are generally accurate, inferences are plausible, and both are properly attributed.
Fails to Meet Expectation: 
· Sources are not sufficiently varied, inappropriate to the topic/purpose, or do not offer support or illustration. 
· Paraphrases may significantly distort a source; inferences may be unwarranted; sources may not be attributed, r they may be improperly attributed.

Note: You can find additional examples illustrating various ways to identify levels of proficiency in the password protected area of the General Education Council’s homepage at www.valdosta.edu/gec. 







Develop statements of proficiency appropriate to your assessment activity, then complete section F of the General Education Assessment: Pilot Project Worksheet. 
Step 5: Developing an Implementation Plan
The final stage in the assessment process is devising a plan to administer the assessment. You will need to consider how many work samples you will collect, how many you will assess, who will assess them, and how you will report on your findings: 
1. Implementation: 
Number of sections: ______________ 			Number of students: ______________ 
2. Collection: 

The number of work samples you examine will depend on the kind of assessment activities you develop. If, for example, you plan to use a series of objective questions on a machine-graded exam to measure proficiency, then you will probably tabulate and use all of your responses. However, you will need to consider other questions: 
a.	How will responses to these specific questions be isolated and collected? 
b. 	Who will collate them and tabulate the results? 
If, on the other hand, you plan to use class presentations, essays, or similar activities, then you may need to assess representative samples. In this case, consider the following questions: 
a. 	Who will select these representative work samples? 
b. 	What principle will be used to select them? 
c. 	Where and how will these samples be stored until they are assessed? 
d.	How many is statistically “representative”?
3.	Review and Evaluation: 

Whether you use objective questions or representative work samples, the work needs to be reviewed and analyzed by a group of departmental members. 
a. 	Who will examine and assess the work samples? 
b. 	When will this assessment occur: during the term? End of the term? 

4. Dissemination of Findings: 

a. 	Who will be responsible for collecting and reporting the findings? 

b. 	What groups (beside the GEC) will see your findings? 

c. 	How will these findings be used? 




After you have developed an implementation plan, complete sections G and H of the General Education Assessment: Pilot Project Worksheet.
