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August 27, 2010

Dear Dr. Ron Pachence:

Thank you for submitting the “Long-Term Plan” for the Department of Theology & Religious Studies. We recommend that you share this feedback with your department faculty at the earliest opportunity to develop strategies for follow-up in the implementation of your plan. In several department chair meetings, there have been requests for feedback regarding the existing long-term plans.  As part of the assessment process, Dean Mary Boyd has asked the A-Team to respond to this request. 

As you know, all programs in the College of Arts and Sciences have begun the process of assessing student learning. Each program at USD has established specific and measurable student learning outcomes and is making sure that within the curriculum each student is given opportunities to achieve those learning outcomes. In addition, all programs are regularly collecting and interpreting student data and assessing whether students are in fact achieving established outcomes. Lastly, these results can now inform teaching and curricular design (in a number of cases this is already happening). Besides enhancing student learning, you are also probably well aware that program-level assessment is a primary requirement of our accreditor, the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC). 

The CAS Assessment Team has read your Long-Term Plan closely. In the past few years, THRS has made excellent progress. We feel that you have been very successful as a department engaging your entire faculty when it comes to the theory and practice of assessment. Now that you have provided an excellent foundation, we have a number of suggestions to improve the process over the next several years. We understand that THRS has unique challenges, and we are committed to helping you create an assessment regime that satisfies WASC, provides your department with timely information vital for improving the THRS major, and is sustainable (does not necessarily tax faculty).  

Some of our feedback regarding your long-term plan is of critical importance; other action items are far less important. 

Critical (6-12 months):

1. Looking at the curricular map, it is clear that students have no opportunity to acquire “advanced” level competency in your learning outcomes. What this suggests is that you need to either reduce your expectations for your students or change your curriculum. You can’t expect your students to acquire advanced proficiency in learning outcomes but give them no opportunity for doing so in the curriculum. 

2. Learning Outcomes: Learning outcomes are the heart of assessment. While what you have is good in many ways, we feel that you can more effectively assess your major and reduce your assessment workload by synthesizing and reducing your learning outcomes. In particular, some of your learning outcomes are focused specifically on the study of Christianity; others focus on non-Christian religions. We feel that this distinction in your learning outcomes creates more problems than it solves.  For instance, if we remove reference to the Bible, it seems to us that learning outcomes #4 and #5 can be combined. At the same time, the clause in LO #2 [“including critical methods for analyzing the content of religious texts (referring here to non-Christian religious texts)] can be merged with the new outcome generated by the merging of #4 and #5. In other words, you have specific religions generating their own critical methods. While this may be true in a few cases, isn’t it the case that most methods for the study of religion transcend any one religion or sacred text? Also can learning outcomes #1 and #2 be synthesized (especially if you drop reference to non-Christian religion?) Another advantage to dropping explicit reference to specific religious traditions is that a graduating major might have focused on Hinduism during their course of study. In that case, the major will be more proficient in the learning outcomes that deal with non-Christian religion, but perhaps not so proficient in learning outcome #5. By focusing on methods and not religions, you can get around this problem. In other words, it doesn’t matter the focus of study; what matters is that the student has acquired proficiency in several different critical methods for studying religion. 

3. We are sorry to hear that THRS is planning on dropping their capstone course, and we urge the THRS faculty to reconsider, both because the capstone helps greatly in the process of assessment, but more importantly because a capstone gives a major a center of gravity and gives senior majors a final chance to refine skills crucial to the major. Some sort of unique experience seems particularly important in THRS where students often spend class after class with non-THRS students fulfilling core requirements and have no chance to interact with other majors and focus on higher-level skills. We would actually go even further and recommend that THRS create a gateway intro the major class (THRS 200, for instance) strictly for majors and minors. Again, a department should never change curriculum to make the assessment process easier. That said, in this case it seems to us that the creation of a THRS gateway and capstone will both improve the major and also make assessment easier. What we are interested in is getting data on students just before graduating, which means most often their senior year, spring semester.  Next in priority is getting data from students just as they come into the major. A gateway and a capstone class are the curricular bottlenecks where the vast majority of data collection can take place. In other words, faculty will not need to run away tracking every major in their classes. Another option is to have each student create a portfolio of his/her own work. By this approach, students do the work of data collection, not faculty. Joe is very conversant with portfolios and how they work, and he can discuss this option with you at greater length. 

Less critical (12+ months):

Goals and Outcomes

1. It is important to remember that you are only collecting data from your majors and assessing the major here. Assessment of the core is a very different process. You are also not assessing the minor or students in your minor. 

2. As things stand your goals align nicely with your outcomes. That said, outcomes are where “the rubber hits the road,” so if you decide to revise your outcomes you should later on go back and revise your goals. Goals are broader in scope than outcomes, and as they stand, your goals read like outcomes. In fact, goal #1 points specifically to a knowledge outcome [“learn the basic terms and definitions of theology and religious studies”] that is not addressed in the actual learning outcomes. Many departments have reduced their goals to one or more of the following: knowledge, skills, values, and/or creative expression. You might do the same. Since your learning outcomes almost entirely deal with skills (and knowledge is generally more difficult to assess in the humanities), you might simply say something to the following effect: “while mastery of course content is crucial, it is the primary objective of THRS department to teach majors skills.” If you went this route, the one goal to which all of your learning outcomes aligned would be “skills,” notably the ability to explain, analyze, and evaluate fundamental issues that frame theological and religious inquiry, understanding of methodologies and research techniques standard in theology and religious studies, and effective communication skills. 
Curricular Map

1. Regarding your curricular map, your department faculty need to agree on a common outcome or common outcomes for each class. You cannot guarantee that students will acquire competency if they are exposed to them in one person’s class but not another. Where there is difference of opinion, take a “lowest common denominator” approach. For instance, in THRS 112, there is great divergence on emphasis, but all faculty do teach outcomes #2, #4, and #6. It is fine if some faculty teach other outcomes (say outcome 7 or other course-level outcomes), but for the sake of assessing the major, we know that every student taking this class will at a minimum get introduced to outcomes 2,4, and 6. 

2. Every class in your major needs to address at least one learning outcome. There are a number of classes that do not speak to any outcome. Perhaps by revisiting and broadening your outcomes some of these orphan classes can be incorporated back under the umbrella of your major. 

Assessment Responsibilities

1. You want to make sure that every learning outcome has a department-wide rubric associated with it. The rubric is, in essence, the fine-grained definition of each learning outcome. If there are multiple rubrics employed for a given outcome, then there are multiple definitions of a given outcome. This makes your data invalid. 

2. While we recognize the importance of continuity, we recommend you cycle through different faculty members (at least one with senior status) with defined terms of service for your assessment teams; faculty go on sabbaticals or may be subject to other forms of leave.

3. It sounds as if you are intending to establish a team that collectively constructs rubrics and assesses the outcomes for an assessment cycle.  It is a great idea to have several people working on assessment collectively. The instructor can participate as a team member, but the course instructor cannot exclusively create a rubric and/or assess a given piece of data. An assessment committee of four (plus assessment coordinators) is an unnecessary tax on faculty resources. Best practices suggest at least two sets of eyes on every piece of data and a third set when there is a discrepancy. We recommend that you create a rotating assessment committee of three faculty members. 

Assessment Activity Matrix

1. It is apparent that you address more formal types of written and oral communication, but it is unclear how conversational communication, identified in outcome 7, is assessed in your capstone courses.

2. As a department, you are collecting a lot of data. We understand that not all data collected will be assessed. We also understand that by collecting all this data you are beginning the process of creating individual portfolios for each student. This is admirable, and this data will give you a very fine-grained sense of how students progress through the THRS major. That said, it should also be mentioned that at this moment what is most crucial to us is data from majors just prior to graduation. In other words, our top priority is knowing the degree to which THRS majors have achieved advanced proficiency in THRS outcomes at the moment they leave the major. We are also interested in where students stand when they enter the major (and this will become more of a concern in later years). Lastly, we will ultimately be interested in how students progress from entry to exit. In other words, if the current model of assessment proves unsustainable, focus your attention on assessing student work in the semester prior to graduation and at the beginning of the major. Many departments do the majority of their data collection in gateway and capstone classes. 

We are attaching a newly developed handout entitled, “Constructing Useful Learning Outcomes” that we are widely distributing to faculty in the College as an aid in writing effective outcomes. We have found a very useful set of rubrics that fit a wide variety of learning outcomes (17 total), such as critical thinking, creative thinking, inquiry and analysis, written communication, and reading; you can find the complete set on the website for the American Association of Colleges and Universities: (http://www.aacu.org/value/rubrics/index_p.cfm?CFID=13923533&CFTOKEN=40054949]For a very helpful review of the assessment process, we recommend a YouTube presentation from CSU Long Beach. Just type in “CSU's Student Learning Outcomes Assessment” in the search window. Also be sure to visit the College of Arts and Sciences Assessment resource page. This can be found at:  http://www.sandiego.edu/cas/academics/assessment 

You can continue to work on responses to the feedback in your long-term plan throughout the coming academic year. The first opportunity is Friday, September 30th.  Another collection point will be scheduled at the end of Fall 2010, and a third at the end of Spring 2011. You will find that you can upload your revisions through WebCT generally at any time as you progress through your assessment cycles. 
We welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss our feedback and work together to continue to refine your long-term plan. Your assessment team representatives include: Colin Fisher (Humanities), Sue Lowery (Sciences and Mathematics), Annette Taylor (Social Sciences), and Carole Huston.  Thank you for your on-going help improving student learning at USD and also fulfilling the requirements of our accrediting agency. 
Sincerely,

The CAS Assessment Team
Cc: Dean Mary Boyd, Professor Joe Colombo
