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Introduction


Communication scholars are fond of noting that you cannot understand the effects of communication unless you appreciate the processes by which people communicate. Researchers frequently emphasize the dynamics of the human communication process. Interestingly enough, the same mantra guides assessment. Academic assessment puts a premium on process – e.g., on building assessment into the day-to-day business of course development. Academic assessors emphasize that there should be a dialectical, give-and-take relationship among overarching goals that guide assessment, findings, feedback from assessment, changes in curricular content, and even revision of goals in light of information learned from the overall evaluation. 


Mindful of commonalities between the fields of communication and assessment, the School of Communication Assessment Committee embarked upon a multi-faceted evaluation of the undergraduate program.  The report that follows reflects faculty synthesis of goals, outcomes, findings, and strategies for change.

Goals 

The goals of the undergraduate program are to: (1) impart to students knowledge of basic processes of communication; (2) teach students knowledge of basic research methods commonly utilized in communication and how to apply them in various contexts; (3) provide students with a theoretical understanding of communication in different contexts; and (4)  impart to students necessary competencies, or applied communication skills, needed for entry into relevant career fields. The goals are necessarily abstract, but, as is discussed in the next section, they are operationalized in terms of student learning outcomes.

 The goals were developed by the Undergraduate Committee, under the guidance of the Undergraduate Director, in 2002. They were extensively discussed and subsequently approved by the entire faculty. These goals were discussed and reaffirmed at the August, 2004 faculty retreat. The goals collectively reflect the faculty’s commitment to teaching students the social scientific underpinnings of communication – concepts that shed light on the nature of communication and methods for determining what is true.  They also display a continued commitment to complementing social science coursework with career-relevant training in journalism, communication management, and media arts and technology. No changes in goals emerged from faculty discussion of assessment at the 2004 faculty retreat.

Outcomes


Outcomes are derived from goals. As program evaluators have noted, outcomes can be thought of as operational objectives that can be measured empirically. In our case, there are four outcomes that correspond to each of the aforementioned goals. Outcomes consist of: (1) demonstrated student mastery of basic communication processes; (2) demonstrated knowledge of, and basic competence in, the application of commonly-used communication research methods; (3) documented theoretical understanding of communication processes in different contexts; and (4) demonstrated applied communication skills (i.e., news and public relations writing; public speaking; film and digital media production).

Student exams and papers completed in Communication 101 (Introduction to Communication) address the first outcome listed above (demonstrated mastery of basic communication processes). Major exams and papers from Communication 303 (Research Methods) address the second outcome (competence in communication research methodologies). Capstone courses address the third and fourth outcomes pertaining to theoretical understanding and development of applied career-related skills. By aggregating student materials in these ways, we are able to make judgments about the extent to which the program fulfills program goals.


Program outcomes were crafted in 2002, at the same time as goals were developed. Different perspectives on curricular outcomes were aired during the discussion, with outcomes accepted by faculty consensus. The same program outcomes were reaffirmed at the School retreat last year amid general recognition that the outcomes reflect our program’s emphasis on social science education and skills training. 

Research Methods


Undergraduate program assessment is coordinated by directors of the three School divisions, along with the director of the School of Communication.  In response to the University Office of Assessment’s comments on last year’s report, the School assessment team took pains to conduct a more systematic analysis of student work. Incorporating the Office of Assessment’s recommendation that we report more empirical data, the School Director and assessment coordinators conducted two surveys of students’ perceptions of the program. Our 2004-2005 assessment has two components: (a) analysis of Communication 101, Communication 303, and capstone papers by a faculty team; (b) two surveys of graduating seniors to assess their perceptions of program strengths and areas in need of improvement. 


Faculty evaluators assessed student performance (part a above) by employing a coding scheme the faculty developed in 2002. Exams and papers were evaluated on a 3-point scale (exemplary, satisfactory, or marginal/unsatisfactory). (See also Attachment A.)  As an example, the criteria for assessing student knowledge of communication research methods appear below:

Exemplary: Demonstrates a clear understanding of relevant social science
 methodologies used in communication research projects. Such methodologies


include surveys, basic statistical analysis, qualitative analysis, experimental 



design, and others. Demonstrates a clear understanding of how research methods can be applied in the design of studies, the collection of data, and the analysis of


data.


Satisfactory: Demonstrates a basic understanding of relevant social science


methodologies and when and how to apply the methodologies in research design,


data collection, and data analysis.


Unacceptable/unsatisfactory: Demonstrates a lack of understanding of social


science methodologies and how to apply them in the design of studies, the 


collection of data, and the analysis of data.


Student material validly tapped the exams/papers from the courses in question. A voluminous number of tests and papers from Com 101 and Com 303 courses constituted the population for review of outcomes #1 and 2. Capstone courses were representative in that they comprised courses from all three School divisions.

The instruments used to assess student performance in communication classes were the same as those used last year. Two surveys were developed this year to provide more comprehensive data on the curriculum. Methodologies were thus qualitative and quantitative and assessed outcomes at different points in time.

Research methods for student surveys.  The surveys of graduating seniors consisted of closed-ended and open-ended questions. They were administered to students in fall and spring and were vetted by division directors and the Communication Research Center Director. 

Graduating seniors (n=18) were surveyed at a School get-together in December, 2004. Students completed a questionnaire that was roughly pegged to School goals. Five 7-point closed-ended questions asked students to indicate their perceptions of communication coursework. Two items asked for open-ended evaluations and suggestions. Answers to these questions were coded by trained graduate students working for the Communication Research Center.

A longer survey pegged even more directly to program outcomes was developed in spring, 2005 and sent via mail to seniors expecting to graduate with a degree in communication. When the response rate turned out to be lower then expected, surveys were handed out to graduating seniors in communication classes.  This netted a sample size of 96 students. The questionnaire asked students to assess, on a 5-point scale, such attributes as the effectiveness of the major in helping students understand communication theories and principles, appreciate research methodologies, and learn specific communication skills, such as listening, writing, and public speaking. Students were also asked to indicate their level of satisfaction with different aspects of the program, such as advising, internships, career counseling, and preparation for jobs. Thus, the questionnaire assessed the four outcomes, as well as other relevant factors. 

Assessment of student materials provides direct evidence of student achievement of curricular goals. By contrast, student perceptions registered in surveys do not in and of themselves show that the program has exerted intended effects: simply because students believe the curriculum has positively influenced them does not mean it actually has. At the same time, student surveys constitute a bottom-up method of assessment and offer useful suggestions for program change. 

Assessment began at the faculty retreat, held in August, 2004. It included discussion of ways to improve last year’s assessment, based on suggestions offered by the University Office of Assessment; discussion of particular areas in need of improvement (such as the internship program, the focus of a retreat committee); and procedures for the 2004-2005 assessment. School-wide assessment was coordinated by directors of the three School divisions in concert with the School Director. Assessment coordinators requested Communication 101 exams, Communication 303 papers, and capstone papers throughout the fall and spring semesters. Directors of the School divisions --Communication Management, Journalism and Promotional Communication, and Media Arts and Technology – reviewed a sizable number of materials from Communication 101. Faculty members who taught Communication 303 reviewed papers from the methods course, and a team of instructors who taught capstone courses assessed these materials. Thus, the School assessment process was broad-based.


The next sections of the report focus on the three other components of assessment: findings, review, and actions. These issues are discussed in the context of the four outcomes that guide our curricular evaluation.

Findings for Outcome #1: Students demonstrate mastery of basic communication processes.

In the view of the School assessment team, Communication 101 is relatively thorough in the subject matters covered and engages students through the exploration of  interpersonal, organizational, and mass communication.   The course also teaches students specific interpersonal communication skills through the small group breakout component of COM 101. Materials for small groups are designed to focus on dyadic interpersonal communication skills.  

While it is expected that all faculty teaching COM 101 will introduce students to the broad ranges of the discipline, out of necessity and practicality, each semester reflects the specific interests of the faculty member teaching the course.  The class, as taught in Fall, 2004, provided a thorough exploration of communication practices, but was not all-inclusive.  For instance, this semester’s final exam in COM 101 did not reflect as strongly the vastness of mass communication as it may have done at other times.  And, during those times, other forms of communication may have been under-explored. To be sure, the complete introduction to the discipline at a 101 level is a difficult task. COM 101 fares well in terms of enrollment and scores at least average in terms of performance of students, who continuously perform between the 74th and 76th percentile on the three tests given in the course.

Weighing the strengths and weaknesses of Communication 101 materials, the division heads concluded that student performance on the first outcome is satisfactory.

Discussion of findings. After evaluating these materials, division directors pondered the extent to which the introductory class fulfills the first outcome. Although COM 101 is the key course for teaching students about the basic processes of communication, it serves not only majors but general education students as well. In reviewing materials, the committee saw a need for more emphasis on providing students of the University with a general understanding of social science and how the discipline of communication and basic communication processes are integrated into the work experience, family life and the culture in general. 

The assessment committee also wondered whether students taking the course were truly in the early phases of the communication major (as one would hope) or whether many of the students taking the course were farther along in their major, or were non-communication students taking the class to satisfy general education requirements. A study could be conducted to compare performance of Gen Ed students taking 101, freshmen taking the course, and non-freshmen communication majors. Information on the grades of these groups may shed light on whether non-freshmen communication majors skew the grading curves and how different types of students react to introductory lectures on communication processes and contexts.

These findings and division directors’ review generated specific actions, discussed later in this report.

Findings for Outcome #2: Students demonstrate knowledge of, and competence in, the application of commonly-used communication research methods.

In the view of the assessment team, COM 303 written assignments, exams, quizzes, and final projects demonstrate that students have a clear understanding of relevant social science methods used in communication research. This includes various research designs, statistical analysis, and qualitative analysis. For instance, in their written assignments on statistical analysis, most students show that they comprehend statistical techniques and appreciate how to use these techniques to solve research problems. In their exams and quizzes, students demonstrate that they understand key research design concepts used in different methodologies. 

Second, the exams and projects show that most students are able to apply commonly-used social science methods.  For instance, for their final projects, most students are able to choose appropriate research methods, design their study, collect data, analyze data by using appropriate analytical methods, and competently present their research results. 

Third, analysis of library research written assignments shows that students understand how to examine the professional and academic research literature by properly evaluating various sources, including traditional print sources and current electronic databases.

Finally, the written assignments, exams and final projects demonstrate that students comprehend research ethics, including ethical behavior in data collection, data analysis, and research reporting. For example, in their library research assignments and final projects, students properly cite sources in their reports.

Based on these observations, the committee’s overall assessment is that student performance is exemplary.

Findings for Student Outcome #3: Students demonstrate a theoretical understanding of communication in different contexts.

The committee found variability in capstone papers. Some papers were clearly “exemplary.” However, the bulk of papers were merely “satisfactory.”

Capstone courses for the Media Arts and Technology (MAT) Division demonstrated an exemplary understanding of the major processes and mass communication theories relevant to message production and the institutional context.  In one course, some 62% of the students were exemplary in their demonstration of theory and technical knowledge needed for final applications, while 31% were satisfactory.

 Research exit papers and exams in the primary Communication Management capstone courses revealed students’ understanding of most, but not all, of the major theories in interpersonal and organizational communication.  Students did not fully understand the assumptions underlying the relevant communication theories and processes. 

Three capstone classes in journalism and promotional communication were also reviewed.  The communication campaigns portfolios displayed student understanding of the major components of a campaign and the underlying theories. Student portfolios in journalism displayed a wide range of applications, as well as an understanding of mass communication theories that are the basis for those applications.  However, given the nature of these capstone courses, there is limited evidence for assessing theoretical understanding vs. application. 
Findings for Student Outcome #4: Students demonstrate applied communication skills.

The fourth objective, “demonstrate applied communication skills,” is more easily assessed by the capstone courses offered this past year.  In the Communication Management capstone, students displayed applied interpersonal communication skills through data collection and analysis in projects focusing on recruitment and socialization.  In the Media Arts and Technology capstone, students demonstrated applied communication skills and application of theories as they developed specific programs from concept to execution.  Students were more successful in planning and design than in implementation. In the journalism and promotional communication capstones, students laid out campaigns and produced a laboratory newspaper that demonstrated writing, editing, graphics, and news-gathering skills.  The committee concluded that students have demonstrated not only the individual skills associated with these applications but also teamwork and an ability to collaborate in working toward specific goals.   

In general, the assessment team felt that student performance in fulfilling the fourth objective was something of a split decision, with many students demonstrating exemplary applications and others showing satisfactory application of skills.  The committee felt that course pacing and student sequencing of courses appear to influence performance. Because of busy schedules and missed deadlines, students are rushed to complete projects. Moreover, some students take the capstone years after the connecting coursework, making it more difficult to link theory and application.

Discussion of findings. After assessing the capstone projects, faculty evaluators examined more general issues relating to the role capstones play in the curriculum. Although it can be argued that assessment should center on the extent to which the program offers students a well-rounded education in communication, it is undeniable that the School has moved in the more context-bound direction of defining at least three separate directions within the discipline. The committee pondered the formative issue of tracking when students decide to focus on a particular major, how they figure out what direction to take, and the progression of a student’s understanding of what the sub-discipline means. These are deep issues that focus on how students make sense of the field and come to focus on a particular area of study. By better understanding how our students cognitively construct the discipline and sub-disciplines of communication, we can more thoughtfully serve their academic and personal needs. 

Findings from Student Surveys 


In this section we discuss results from two student surveys conducted in Fall, 2004 and Spring, 2005. 

Fall, 2004 Survey

Student perceptions of the program were very favorable (see Figure 1). Students indicated that communication courses had increased their knowledge of theories and research (outcomes #2, 3; Mean =6.4). They also indicated that coursework had increased their appreciation of the role communication plays in everyday life (Mean =6.4), and displayed considerable satisfaction with School coursework. The one item that yielded somewhat more negative responses (although the mean was considerably above the midpoint) concerned assessments of the degree to which the major prepared them for a career in communication (M=5.5).


Asked to list their most positive experiences as undergraduate communication majors, the most common (modal) experience was “gaining knowledge/skills (research, concepts, theories).” Eight of the 18 students (44%) listed this as a benefit of the program. This suggests the program is succeeding in meeting goals and outcomes #1-3. The fact that these data were provided in an open-ended format (not prompted by researchers’ questions) enhances the validity of the responses. The suggestion that came up most frequently was that the School should offer more “post-graduation support (job placement, academic/nonacademic advising).” (See Table 1.) 

Spring, 2005 Survey

Table 2 lists means and standard deviations for student responses to the spring survey. Respondents (n=96) gave the communication major high marks in broadening their intellectual interests and respecting different points of view (Ms= 4.08 and 4.31). They indicated that the program had been effective in teaching communication principles (M=4.23) and communication theories (M=3.99), as would be desired by the first and third programmatic outcomes. The mean perceived effectiveness of the major in helping students appreciate research methodologies was somewhat lower (M=3.60), though clearly above the midpoint. 

The major received above-average marks in specific competency areas (the focus of Outcome #4), with students providing the highest ratings for “learning how to be a competent communicator,” and lowest ratings for “gaining practical knowledge of communication careers.”

Satisfaction questions mirrored these results. Communication classes, conversations with professors, and overall education at Cleveland State received means near or above 4.0 on the 5-point scale. However, career counseling (2.86), preparation for jobs (3.09), and advising (3.18) netted lower ratings, suggesting these are areas deserving of future attention. (The variance for these means was slightly higher than for the earlier measures, suggesting there were some outliers in the distributions.)


Table 3 summarizes students’ preferences and suggestions, as coded by graduate assistants. Undergraduate respondents are impressed with professors’ support, knowledge, and enthusiasm. They want more help on career advising and networking, and request more flexible class times.

The picture that emerges from the surveys is one of general student satisfaction with the major. Students feel they gain knowledge of the role communication plays in everyday life and have a better understanding of communication theories and principles. In open-ended comments on what they liked best about the major, students said many positive things about professors and the curriculum. From students’ perspective, the program gets high marks on outcomes 1 and 3, decent grades on outcome 2 and pretty good grades on outcome 4. And while they give their overall education in communication high marks, they are less sanguine about the major’s effectiveness in the more practical areas of advising and provision of practical knowledge of communication careers. 

Review


The assessment procedure was systematic and broad-based. As noted earlier, division directors (who are elected by faculty in their respective divisions) coordinated assessment and included in their deliberations faculty from all three divisions who teach relevant courses. 

There are two aspects of the review: review of the 2003-2004 assessment report,  and review of the 2004-2005 findings. In the first case, a faculty committee at the August, 2004 retreat examined last year’s undergraduate assessment report, along with comments from the University Office of Assessment. The retreat committee, operating under the charge of “assessing assessment,” explored the goals for the undergraduate program and  proposed methods for gathering data more efficiently and extensively. Another committee, responding in part to the 2003-2004 assessment, examined the internship program. The School faculty discussed the committees’ recommendations extensively and subsequently made changes in assessment and internships, discussed in the next section on Actions. 

The second aspect is review of the 2004-2005 findings, reported above. These findings were shared with division directors, who represent the teaching core of the faculty. In addition, members of a broad-based School assessment committee that included faculty teaching the research methods and capstone courses deliberated about future actions after reviewing student papers. Faculty on this committee represented all three divisions and included individuals with diverse teaching perspectives. Results of the student surveys were also shared with division directors and director of the Communication Research Center. 

Actions

Actions from 2003-2004 Assessment Report

The first series of actions were taken at the Fall, 2004 retreat in response to discussion of the 2003-2004 assessment report. Actions included:

(1) faculty recognition that assessment must be built into curricular review on an ongoing basis;

(2) production of an assessment action plan whereby:  (a) division directors coordinate assessment, (b) requests for assessment materials are made early in respective semesters, and (c) an exit survey of students is conducted;
(3)  total revamping of the internship program based on a suggestion emerging from last year’s assessment. A 2-hour faculty discussion initiated the revision. This was followed by an in-depth proposal for change in the fall that was developed by one of our faculty members. This included expansion of division director duties, addition of incentives for the division director, beefing up the academic rigor of the course by including the requirement of portfolio preparation, increased focus on marketing internships, and building assessment into the internship experience. After deliberation at the October, 2004 faculty meeting, internship program changes were approved by the School faculty and have been implemented (see Attachment B). 

Actions based on 2004-2005 Findings


Division directors and the School Director reviewed the 2004-2005 findings and concluded that a number of specific ideas should be put before the School curriculum committee and faculty (See tabular summaries in Attachment C). The first three recommendations concern COM 101. 

Recommendation #1: The content of COM 101 must be explored systematically so that the course fairly represents the range of perspectives in the field.

Recommendation #2: Given its theoretically broad introductory nature, the faculty must consider ways to encourage students to take COM 101 early in the major.
Recommendation #3: The faculty should consider conducting a study of Communication 101 students. The study could compare the COM 101 performance of Gen Ed students, first year students taking 101, and communication students taking the course later in their college careers. This would help determine whether students enrolled in the course come from significantly different populations, an issue that has implications for course content. This suggestion will be placed on the agenda of the Curriculum Committee in the fall.

Recommendation #4: The faculty should discuss ways to focus Communication 101 so that it serves as a feeder for the new majors, as well as the general major. 

The next series of actions follow from the broad-based discussion that division directors and the cross-section of faculty evaluators engaged in after examining 2004-2005 findings. The assessment committee noted that 2004-2005 was the first year of the Communication School. Each of the three School divisions now has at least three clearly-defined sequences. The creation of these multiple directions for students at the junior and senior level may require a shift in the way assessments are organized in the School of Communication.  This led to the following recommendations.

Recommendation #5: Given that School policies are increasingly filtered through divisions, it makes sense to consider ways in which assessment might pay greater heed to divisional curriculum and structures. Specific courses might be touchstones for assessment in divisions and the new majors. For example, COM 225 (Newswriting) could serve as an assessment tool in relation to a capstone in journalism, COM 204 might serve as an assessment instrument in relation to a capstone in digital media, and Com 211 might perform this role for communication management. As we fine-tune our new majors over the next few years, our ongoing assessment will be particularly critical. Moreover, it might make sense to revisit the School goals, outcomes, and assessment strategies in light of the new divisional structure. This will be discussed by the Curriculum Committee in the fall as well.

The next recommendation emerged from student survey results and the assessment of outcome #4 regarding skill training. Although overall student satisfaction with the major was gratifying, there are clearly areas in need of improvement.  Average evaluations of advising, career counseling, and internships are deserving of faculty attention.  In addition, the assessment team found that some students did not demonstrate exemplary knowledge of applied, career-related skills. When two pieces of data obtained from assessment independently point to the same conclusion, a strategy for change seems warranted.

Recommendation #6: It is recommended that student perceptions of advising  and career counseling be placed on the agenda of the faculty in the 2005-2006 academic year so that faculty can ponder mechanisms for improving advising and career-related functions of the School.

Recommendation #7: The School Assessment Committee recommends that an on-line bulletin board be mounted to gather anonymous feedback about the undergraduate (and graduate) programs on a continuing basis.  The boards would be framed to gather useful information – dissatisfaction as well as commendations -- for various aspects of the programs.

Coda


The 2005-2006 year promises to be an interesting one, as majors should be all but official, curricular changes, such as internship revisions and a possible science journalism certificate, should be off and running, and divisions should have found their niche in the school structure. Assessment should offer assistance next year. Framed properly, assessment can be viewed as a study of the distance between where we are and where we want to go in terms of teaching the three new communication majors. 
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