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A Group Summary Report for the IDEA Student Ratings of Instruction was obtained for Spring 2011 for 21 course sections that include SDBOR General Education Goal 1 as a course goal:  
· 7 sections of Engl 101—Composition I
· 7 sections of Engl 279—Technical Communications I
· 7 sections of Engl 289—Technical Communications II.

Summary:   The ratings suggest that we are doing well in helping students understand and meet the course objectives.   We also have multiple strengths in the area of teaching methods and styles.

Department of Humanities writing faculty met on 13 November 2011 to discuss the report. The following faculty participated:  K. Adkins, K. Antonen, A. Boysen, M. Hudgens, J. Lee, S. Palmer, R. Rice, S. Shirley, J. Sneller.

Return Rate:  Observations
· Seventeen (17) of the 21 sections had a response rate below 65%, the rate considered minimal for dependable results.
· The average response rate for the 21 sections was 55%.  Consequently, the data cannot be considered statistically dependable.

Discussion:  
· Improving the response rate should be a primary concern/goal.  We need more reliable data before we can have any real confidence in the statistical results.
· It is difficult to get students to respond to the online survey unless some kind of incentive (e.g., extra points) is offered.  However, not all faculty are comfortable with offering incentives.  Some faculty discussion of this issue might be fruitful.
· A return to paper and pen evaluations in Spring 2012 should result in an increased response rate although it should be noted that faculty can opt to continue using the online administration of the survey.
· For online surveys, we may want to set aside time during class for students to complete the surveys electronically using their tablet PCs.

Section I:  Faculty Selection of Important and Essential Objectives:  Observations
Writing faculty agreed several years ago to mark Objective 8 as Essential and Objectives 9 and 11 as Important.  Objective 8 was marked by 100% of the writing faculty.  Objective 9 was marked by 95% and Objective 11 by 86%.  Selection of all other objectives ranged from 10 – 19%.

Discussion:  
· Selection of more than the agreed-upon objectives dilutes the results when the assessment method is analysis of a group report.
· Selection of more than 3 – 5 objectives also dilutes results for an individual course.



Section II:  Student Ratings of Overall Outcomes – Comparison to IDEA Database:  
Observations
· Part 1 shows that the distribution of ratings differs from the expectation:  Actual ratings for the top 30% and bottom 30% are lower than expected.  Ratings for the middle 40% are higher than expected.
· In Part 2, average converted scores are slightly below or slightly above the IDEA database average of 50-51.
· Part 3 shows the percentage of classes at or above the IDEA database average.  Except for raw scores for progress on relevant objectives and the summary, the percentage is below the IDEA average in all categories.

Discussion:
· The results in Part I suggest that we are “holding our own.”  The majority of scores are in the “similar” range.     
· The engineering and science mission at Mines provides a unique context for the scores:  How many institutions in the IDEA database have writing courses filled with engineering students?

Section III:  Student Ratings of Overall Outcomes—Comparison to This Institution:  
Observations
· Part 1 shows that the distribution of ratings differs from the expectation:  Actual ratings for the top 10% and bottom 30% are mostly lower than expected.  Ratings for the middle 40% and the next higher 20% are higher than expected.
· In Part 2, average converted scores are at or slightly above the institutional average of 50.
· Part 3 shows the percentage of classes at or above the institutional average.  Except for scores for excellent course/excellent teacher, the percentage is above the institutional average.

Discussion:
· The excellent course (38/57%) and excellent teacher (48/48%) scores suggest that students “like” our courses about as well as they like other freshmen/sophomore level courses.
· The high percentage (86/86%) of courses above the average for progress on relevant objectives suggests that students do recognize they are making progress towards those objectives.
· We are “holding our own” on campus in two categories.  
· Establishing and meeting relevant course objectives is a strength in our Goal 1 courses..

Section IV:  Student Ratings of Progression on E and I Objectives:  Observations
· For Objective 8:  Developing skill in expressing myself orally or in writing, the raw average of 4.1 is above both the institutional and the IDEA system average. The bar graph shows that the raw average was at least 4.0 in over 70% of the writing classes surveyed compared to only about 45% of classes in the IDEA system.
· For Objective 9:  Learning how to find and use resources for answering questions or solving problems, the raw average of 3.8 is slightly above the 3.7 average for the institution and the IDEA system.    The bar graph shows that the raw average was at least 4.0 in 45% of the writing classes surveyed compared to about 35% of classes in the IDEA system.
· For Objective 11:  Learning to analyze and critically evaluate ideas, arguments, and points of view, the raw average of 3.8 is slightly above the 3.6 average for the institution but at the 3.8 average for the IDEA system.  The bar graph shows that the raw average was at least 4.0 in about 33% of the 21 classes surveyed compared to 28% for the institution and 45% for the IDEA system.

Discussion:
· The ratings for Objective 8 suggest that we are doing well in helping students meet the objective.  This is an area of strength for us.
· The ratings for Objectives 9 and 11 suggest that students may misinterpret the questions related to the objectives.  “Solving problems” may be interpreted as not applicable for writing because of its association with quantitative skills.
· Objective 11 seems well-suited for Engl 101 but its application is less clear in Engl 279/289.

Section V:  Teaching Methods and Styles:  Observations
These results apply only to those areas reported for 20 – 21 of the sections.
· In the area of Stimulating Student Interest, students in about 42% of our classes marked frequently for “inspired students to set and achieve goals which really challenged them.”
· In the area of Fostering Student Collaboration, students in almost 100% of our classes marked frequently for “formed ‘teams’ or ‘discussion groups’ to facilitate learning” and slightly over 60% marked frequently for “asked students to share ideas and experiences with others whose backgrounds and viewpoints differ from their own.”
· In the area of Establishing Rapport, students in 80% of our classes marked frequently for “explained the reasons for criticisms of students’ academic performance and about 55% marked frequently for “encouraged student-faculty interaction outside of class.”
· In the area of Encouraging Student Involvement, students in 80% of our classes marked frequently for “encouraged students to use multiple resources . . . to improve understanding” and about 60% marked frequently for “related course materials to real life situations.”  Students marked frequently for “involved students in ‘hands on’ projects” in about 60% of the classes surveyed.
· Infrequent use at or near 30% appears for only one method:  “Introduced stimulating ideas about the subject.”

Discussion:
· We have multiple strengths in the area of teaching methods and styles.
· We do a good job of providing students with feedback on their performance.  We can be proud of how much/how often we conference with students.
· The heterogeneous mix of majors in our courses provides opportunities for increasing diversity in learning.
· Students make choices in setting priorities; they don’t see the importance of communication skills in the “big picture.”
· Tech Comm II requirements are not as highly prioritized as the students’ major courses are because of those other courses’ difficulty.  We cover what they need in the future.
· Tech comm isn’t a particularly “stimulating” topic.  Students need to recognize the freedom they have to pick topics for papers and speeches that they find interesting.
· What’s more important than “interest” is helping students understand the relevance of the writing courses to their future in the workplace.


Section VI:  Student Self-ratings and Ratings of Course Characteristics:  Observations
· Students’ self-reporting of their “desire to take this course” shows an average of 3.1, well below the institutional average of 3.6 and the IDEA system average of 3.7.    In general, students reported “put[ting] forth more effort than other students on academic work” but did not necessarily work “harder on this course than on most courses.”  
· Students’ self-reporting shows the “difficulty of subject matter” at an average of 3.1, below the institutional average of 3.5 and the IDEA system average of 3.4.  In 33% of our classes, students marked difficulty at below 3.0.  No student marked difficulty at 4.0 or above.
· The students’ self-reported attitude as a result of taking the course (3.5 raw/3.3 adjusted) is below the average for both the institution (3.7/3.6) and the IDEA system (3.9/3.9).

Discussion:
· Students think they work hard overall on their academic work but they don’t work particularly hard in our classes.
· Students have little motivation for taking our writing courses.
· Lack of motivation is difficult for us to address/change.
· Students may interpret “difficulty” differently than we do.  Difficulty of subject matter is different from difficulty of course.  
· “Difficulty” is almost impossible to define.
· The results don’t necessarily suggest “complaining” about difficulty.
· We can make the subject matter and/or the courses more difficult.
· We can raise the standards for performance without students perceiving an increase in “difficulty.”
· We can try different strategies for increasing difficulty.
· Increasing difficulty won’t necessarily result in students working harder.

Recommendations:

Overall:  Repeat the group report in Spring 2012 for Goal 1 courses.  Faculty unwilling to use only the objectives agreed upon by the group should notify Sue so that those sections are not included in the report.

Additional observations:  

· Discussion of the group report is a useful process for thinking about future directions of the department.
· We can add individual questions to the IDEA surveys, so perhaps we could write specific questions to use in all of the group report classes to get a better sense of how our “strengths” actually break down as faculty behaviors.
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