Assessment and Accreditation at Chandler-Gilbert Community College

Introduction

Chandler-Gilbert Community College completed its third comprehensive self-study from August 2004-August 2006, culminating in an HLC/NCA re-accreditation visit in November 2006.  A full copy of the report and appendix can be found at www.cgc.maricopa.edu/self-study 

Assessment is highlighted in the Criterion 3a section of the self-study report, and in section F of the Appendix (Student Learning Assessment Plan).  A matrix listing all of the components of the assessment plan appears in both sections.  In addition, faculty survey results related to assessment are listed in section E of the Appendix (All Faculty Survey questions 18-20).

The purpose of this article is to summarize CGCC’s assessment of student learning process, as reported in its 2006 Self-Study report, and to address the reaction of the NCA/HLC visiting team based on their written report of December 2006.  In particular, this article will describe and give examples of the “One Good Q” assessment strategy.  Additional material on CGCC’s assessment plan can be found at www.cgc.maricopa.edu/meetings/sloac
Assessment Philosophy

In its mission statement, Chandler-Gilbert Community College advocates “quality life-long learning opportunities in a learner-centered environment through effective, accessible educational programs and activities.”  Such a dynamic, learner-centered environment requires a dedicated and systematic approach to the assessment of student learning.  CGCC recognizes that assessment of student learning involves careful examination of curriculum content and pedagogical methods as well as an evaluation of student learning, therefore the college plans faculty development activities based on assessment needs. These three components, curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment, play key roles in the comprehensive and systematic planning for improvement of teaching and learning. 

CGCC faculty, staff, and administration understand that assessment is not possible without first establishing what the institution expects its students to know or be able to do at the various levels of instruction.  Student learning goals are explicitly defined by the college and clearly stated in a variety of printed and online documents for general education, division, program, and course levels. These goals are consistent with the college mission and represent the knowledge, skills, and attitudes valued by the college community for students completing programs of study. The general education goals include critical thinking, personal development, literacy, and communication. Workplace skills for career and technical education programs include ethics, interpersonal skills, critical thinking, organization, teamwork, technology literacy, and personal and professional responsibility. 

Course and program competencies, which is the label given to curricular content and student learning outcomes in the Maricopa County Community College District, are established through a rigorous process involving community advisory councils, faculty instructional councils, and college and district curriculum committees. The district course bank posts competencies and course outlines that apply to all courses and educational programs offered through MCCCD (http://www.maricopa.edu/academic/curric).

CGCC Vision & Mission statements define the college as a learning community that focuses on student success. This simple statement provides direction and guidance to any instructor who is considering content or pedagogical changes.  Decisions are based on the answers to two fundamental questions:  “Will this improve learning?” and “Will this improve student success?”  Affirmative answers to these questions have moved the college to embrace initiatives such as longer class periods, learning communities, service learning, active learning, and civic engagement. Instructional initiatives like these have resulted in more time-on-task and greater student success.
The Student Learning Outcomes Assessment Committee (SLOAC), a collaborative team first developed in 1994, focuses on improving student learning, collects and examines student academic achievement data, and constitutes a component of institutional effectiveness and program review.  SLOAC is responsible for coordinating assessment efforts, ensuring involvement by all divisions, and documenting assessment results.  Each academic division is representation on SLOAC, and the committee is supported by the Office of Institutional Research (IR). The vice president of academic affairs has administrative oversight responsibility for the college assessment efforts.

In its most recent revision, the 2005-2006 CGCC Assessment Plan articulates the following goals for the assessment of student learning at the college: 

1. CGCC faculty will identify student-learning outcomes (what we want students to know, do, and perform) at multiple levels: individual classroom, course/learning community, discipline/program, division, and college. 

2. CGCC will gather information on how effectively students are meeting identified outcomes (how we know what students have learned), such as course competencies and/or college outcomes or values. This involves systematic collection and examination of student academic achievement data. 

3. CGCC will use the gathered information to improve teaching and learning.

· Assessment information will be used to improve teaching and learning through immediate feedback to students, through faculty development, and through revisiting outcomes. 

· Faculty will engage in designing assessment measures, interpreting assessment results, discussing implications, and recommending, implementing and evaluating those changes over time. 

· Assessment information will be used in decision-making processes. 

4. CGCC will communicate assessment information within the institution, with students, and to the community. 

5. CGCC will continue to foster a culture of assessment. 

No one instrument assesses all outcomes at any one time. Critical thinking, writing, problem solving, and information literacy are assessed across many disciplines, while other competencies are assessed within specific disciplines. At CGCC, assessment methods have shifted from primarily college-wide assessment of general education outcomes external to course content and context to more diverse and comprehensive assessment practices. Some examples that illustrate the shift from external to integrated assessments include 

· General education writing rubric adopted by many faculty and used to rate a sampling of written assignments across the college 

· Common finals in many disciplines, particularly in math, to ensure minimum competency and skill prior to moving to the next course in the sequence 

· Critical reading and thinking assignments, portfolios, and rubrics developed by faculty in economics, history, education, and humanities 

One Good Q

Assessment at the discipline and course level is the heart of CGCC’s assessment practices. In addition to employing strategies such as electronic portfolios, rubrics, and common finals, CGCC has implemented a concept known as “One Good Q,” which stands for “One Good Question.” This program involves the annual development of a research question by faculty in each subject area or discipline, and is overseen by each division representative to SLOAC.  Questions must be relevant to student learning, be answerable through data collection, and faculty must commit to changes based on the results.  During each academic year, faculty members take their question through the continuous improvement feedback loop (PLAN  --> IMPLEMENT -->ANALYZE--> REACT-->PLAN-->.......).  They collect data relevant to the question, share results, propose course or programmatic modifications based on the results, and monitor the efficacy of changes.  Results of each “Good Q” are collected and archived by SLOAC.   

“Good Qs” lead to improved teaching and learning. In 2004, the Language and Humanities division and the librarians asked how successful first-year composition students are in their ability to locate, access, and evaluate information. After gathering data from students through Project SAILS, a nationwide survey of information literacy skills, English and library faculty determined those areas where students were weakest and have adjusted instruction accordingly. English and library faculty plan to check their results by re-administering the SAILS instrument when it next becomes available.

In 1998, the Mathematics Division investigated how the number of course meetings per week affected student learning. Based on the results, the division has expanded its schedule options to include a greater number of courses meeting more times per week.

For the past five years, the Library Division has participated in CGCC’s “One Good Q.”  The library’s questions have addressed a range of topics: “Is there a transfer of information literacy skills to other disciplines after ENG 102 library instruction?” (2001-2002); “Are students satisfied with library instruction for ENG 102 sessions?” (2002-2003); “Does librarian participation in learning communities benefit the students as far as the library skills are concerned?” (2003-2004); “How do CGCC students’ information literacy skills compare with other freshman/sophomore students at other colleges and universities by using the SAILS (Standardized Assessment for Information Literacy Skills) test?” (2004-2005).  Each year, changes were made in the Library Division based on the results of their “One Good Q”.

Additional examples of “Good Qs” include: 

Business/Computer Information Systems:  Is teaching CIS105 in a lab setting more beneficial to students than teaching one day each in lab and lecture? 

Social and Behavioral Sciences:  How are grades or completion of first-year composition courses related to grades in social and behavioral sciences courses?
Aviation: Does the use of PowerPoint and other media-based programs enhance students’ ability to understand and retain information related to complex aircraft operational systems?
Wellness: Do student grade expectations correlate with their actual grades? 

Mathematics: Do students perceive relevancy to real life of math learned in intermediate and college algebra? 

Teacher Education: To what degree on the rubric are students demonstrating understanding and application of competencies in the philosophy statement?

HLC/NCA Visiting Team response

The 6 member visiting team from HLC responded very favorably to CGCC’s assessment practices, and were very interested in using the One Good Q strategy at their own institutions.  They were also impressed with how CGCC’s faculty development activities were directly connected to assessment efforts.  In their report of the visit they made the following statements.

“At its exit conference the team cited CGCC assessment processes as being exemplary.  The college has demonstrated an ability to use assessment results to alter programs and allocations, thereby closing the feedback loop.  Each team member was able to observe evidence that CGCC’s ongoing evaluation and assessment processes are understood, are effective, and do influence strategies for continuous improvement.”

There is “an open sharing of effective teaching and assessment methods across the disciplines.”
“A culture of assessment of student learning permeates the college.”

“CGCC has established goals for student learning outcomes for general education, for each degree program, and for each course.  Each degree program has on file a formal Program Guide that specifies the program competencies that each student is expected to demonstrate.  The team found evidence that measurement against these goals was being measured and that corrective actions were being taken, thereby closing the feedback loop.”

“The college holds an annual Faculty Forum on Assessment that provides a solid foundation for assessment activities.  CGCC support for assessment is also evident in the number and range of fulltime and adjunct faculty workshops supporting both the skills and ideas needed for effective assessment.  Institutional support for action based on assessment results is available in the form of financial support, faculty development, and faculty release time.  Assessment data are used in divisional annual reports and in promoting action to make improvements.  The One Good Question program has been an effective mechanism for building interest in assessment among faculty and staff, in generating information on program and course effectiveness, and in promoting action to make improvements.”

“CGCC support for effective teaching is directly related to the college’s assessment efforts.  The faculty programs are often developed in response to the results of outcomes assessment, and assessment has resulted in documented changes in both pedagogy and course content.”

“CGCC demonstrates its commitment to currency in its curricula by assessment through program review, measurement of key Maricopa District benchmark indicators, outside consultative evaluation, and surveys conducted throughout the year.”
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