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A brief introduction to this sabbatical report

I originally wrote this proposal at least three years ago and then had to postpone my sabbatical a few times. In the end, I, with the committee’s permission, cancelled the second half of my planned leave.  My project was sort of a bubble yum experience—it got chewed on and stretched out. Since the SLO initiative in California is new and changing so fast I had the chance to do my original work and then to do follow up work—how the work had evolved—before submitting this report to your committee. Stretching it out was very informative because the whole movement has moved so much. 


I will put most of my specific documentation of websites, site visits, books, SLO projects, and interviews at the end. The documentation will align with my sabbatical proposal for the first semester. And even though I never took the second semester, I am submitting most of that proposed work as well—including looking at SLO Assessment practices and creating a resource binder for the college to use. 


This is not at all intended to be a primer on SLOs, there are many out there, nor is it intended to be comprehensive in terms of what is happening in California. It is rather intended to look at how some representative institutions are introducing and ramping up assessment work in the context of the new accreditation standards. I proposed to look into assessment, particularly formative assessment, get a sense of what it is, look at what WASC wants, look at how some colleges are responding to it and what seems to be working. My hope in making this the focus of my sabbatical was to look where institutions were making SLOACs work in a positive and useful way that impacted student learning and to try and give some input at Chabot that might help us avoid having this new accreditation process be a distracting, frustrating experience. We have already had some of this with the Badway presentation on Flex day. 


Finally, I have made very good contacts at each of the colleges I interviewed and have not only gathered lots of resources and ideas for this project, but continue to maintain contacts with them, sharing new examples and questions. I have also hooked them up with each other. 

Thesis

Formative assessment work seems to be possible and permissible under the new accreditation standards and can be very useful for improving teaching practices and enhancing student learning, if the institution does not conflate where the learning takes place and where the complying takes place. 

A couple of good illustrations I heard while doing the research:

Says one of the coordinators from LPC: I remember taking walks with my kids when they were little. I would say, “Let’s go on a walk.” And they would get excited and we would take our time discovering things along the way, narrating and asking questions and getting back to the house energized. Then life got busier, but I wanted to keep going on the walks and I would hurry the children up, tell them where to go, and remind them that we had to get back. Pretty soon they resisted walks; walks engendered tension. 

Says the fellow at WASC: There were two little boys. One boy says, “I taught my dog to whistle.” The other boy leans in and says, “I can’t hear him, how can you tell.” 

The walking anecdote raises the issue of having a learning experience within a framework vs. having to comply with what feels like arbitrary, and distracting standards. I don’t think from what I have seen and read about other colleges that Chabot will be able to avoid this tension. Perhaps if we are aware of it, explicitly aware, we can alleviate some of it; I will highlight practices and decisions that seem to do some alleviating.

The whistling dog scenario raises the issue of what is assessable. While whistling might not be a useful learning objective because it is hard to assess—more or less; sustain a note, or a scale or a complex tune is closer to being assessable. But then you are still left with the problem of how to state, “sustain a note” in a way that is assessable, with what instrument, and with what level of outcome in mind. It is true that a poorly written objective and/or a poor assessment strategy will lead to a poor learning experience. 

I want to take this whistling dog scene and alter it a bit to make a third point. There are two administrators coming out of a meeting on the new accreditation standards: 

Susie: How are we gonna get this done? 

Bob: I can’t hear a thing you are saying, those students are making too much noise. 

This little scene is not meant to disparage administrators, rather to underline the very difficult task of needing to meet the new accountability standards in light of the louder sounds of students learning and failing. We must end up using accreditation work, at the very least in so far as faculty experience it, to address the real live pressures of our students learning experiences at Chabot. If accreditation takes us away from work at this ground level, it will build resentment in us. 

A Little History


As far as I could tell from the colleges I visited or interviewed, all of them had no history of assessment work, although MJC, Los Medanos and Bakersfield CC took off with the work immediately. MJC collected materials and took a core group of faculty on a nice retreat at a place in Sonoma, most of that group is still part of the SLO committee. Los Medanos sent a small group to an intensive seminar in Florida on Outcomes Assessment and those folks are still at the core of the work. Bakersfield went to seminars and then immediately started producing examples and plans and training materials. Janet Fulks has lead training sessions all over California in the last few years. Las Positas sent some representatives to some local workshops and Cosumnes did the same. Cosumnes though immediately made a plan under the direction of Norv Wellsfry to begin SLO work and to imbed it into a new program review process. It is important to note that all of these colleges were starting pretty much from ground zero in terms of SLO Assessment work. The only two colleges in the state that I am aware had already done work like this are Palomar and Mira Costa, both self-proclaimed “Learner-Centered” institutions, and I might add excellent resources. The growth and learning curve at these other institutions over the last two years is very impressive.

Brief description of Activities, Institutional Support and Strategy for growing SLOs at Modesto, Los Medanos and Las Positas

Modesto

Modesto started with a very involved vice-president of instruction, Bill Scroggins,  who immediately got a core group together and took them on a fancy retreat over the summer and they have continued to have these summer institutes. This group read about assessment and came up with an implementation plan. They formed a committee in the next academic year, which is a sub-committee of the academic senate. They spent most of that year learning and preparing to train other faculty. The committee members themselves piloted some SLOs at the course level. They wanted initially to begin at the program level but were forbidden by the academic senate. They hired at .4 FTEF a faculty coordinator who is also a specialist in curriculum, Letitia Senechal. They also got an excellent Institutional Researcher, Kathleen Silva, who has participated in the committee, as the sole administrator. 

The second year, 2005-06, they did more course level SLOs and did two big workshops. They also fanned out and worked with any group that was interested. Next year, they hope to convince the academic senate to allow them to work at the program level as well as the course level. They were recently very successful in getting a budget with which they will offer stipends for groups wanting to do SLO work at the course level, they want to train the faculty with some experience to be mentors, which would also include a stipend, continue to offer workshops for Flex credit and for adjunct pay. They also successfully increased the coordinator’s time to .8 FTEF. 

Los Medanos


Los Medanos started with a core group at an AAHE sponsored conference. They then took two years to study options, run a few pilot assessment projects and work with the Academic Senate. They credit the administration for supporting this and encouraging faculty to take the lead. 


Los Medanos took a very progressive position that guides their entire SLO Assessment plan: professional development had to be at the core of the SLO process, including on the level of funding and primary support activities. As part of this take on SLO work, they started the TLP, the Teaching and Learning Project. This project is sponsored by the president and has real funds, both college monies and grant monies. Last academic year they piloted a few more course level SLO projects, but this time going through the whole cycle of assessment: develop outcomes, use assessment tools/strategies, improve curriculum/teaching practice. This academic year they broke the college up into “Institutional Programs”: General Education, Developmental Education, Occupational Education, Student Services, and Library and Learning Support Services. All of these areas developed student learning outcomes. Also, this year, they changed curriculum guidelines so that all new courses have to include SLOs. They also revamped their program review process to include SLOs. I am providing them feedback on this document and have referred them to Cosumnes who is ahead of them in this regard. 


The goal of the two main coordinators and the president is to really hand off the leadership of the SLO work to the five chairs of the areas mentioned above and to work closely with departments and programs as they develop SLOs. The college has all along given release time and stipend money for participation in SLO work, nearly all the work has been funded to date, at least that is my understanding. They are also seeking funds next year for responding to assessment results, for improving teaching because of assessment work. Los Medanos has coordinated with the academic senate but worked independently from it. 

Las Positas College

Las Positas summarizes their work over the last two years and their plans for the next two years in their Fall 2005 SLO Task Force report (Appendix B). I will summarize that summary. An SLO Task Force was formed in fall, 2004. They spent the first year writing college level core competencies, researching other institutions, establishing workshops on campus and setting up a pilot program for SLO projects.


This year, they supported the pilot projects which they deemed pretty successful. The projects were supported by stipends and there was release time for the coordinator, Maureen O’Herir. They worked on coordinating with Staff Development and Curriculum and presented with the pilot projects on flex day. They also have a plan for implementing SLOs over the next two years including: activities, responsibilities, timelines and funding. 

Top Ten Questions for Consideration:

I. Where is this all going? What is the motivation behind it? How will the information be used? Will this impinge upon my academic freedom? 

These are all very live questions on the college campuses I interviewed. The first question is very provocative because no one knows where it will lead—better teaching, cynical faculty who helped in a paper chase, increased dialogue. Lots of promises are made or moral claims perpetrated, but we shall have to wait and see. WASC responds to the second question by asserting that this new process is a turn to putting student learning at the center. I include a paper entitled, “Is Accreditation Accountable?” which is a look at the perspective of the federal government on accreditation (Appendix A). This paper summarizes the antagonism between accrediting agencies and the federal government, with the agencies wanting to retain sole authority over accrediting with higher education institutions and the federal government saying they want narrower accountability measures. SLOs as an approach seems to be a compromise in this debate, with the pressure on aggregating and presenting outcome data and improvement. I also include an article, “Five Myths of Assessment” which warns aggressively against this accreditation process, claiming that outcomes will lead to standards (Appendix B). 


In regards to the third question, the central concern by faculty has been that SLOs will be used in their professional evaluation process. Many colleges, faculty and administration, have responded by drafting and signing MOUs which explicitly state that SLOs will not be used for professional evaluations. I include an email from a dean from Bakersfield who encourages other colleges to make such agreements—MJC (it is on their SLO website) did this, so, effectively did LPC and Cosumnes and Folsom Lake. Even though the fourth question is answered negatively in some of the MOU type language, there is concern that certain practices will become unacceptable under this work. 

While all these questions are very serious ones, I think there is a lot of ambiguity in terms of the potential of this work and the results it might engender. So I think faculty need to figure out the proper protections on the one hand and a meaningful process that does not easily lend itself to reductive punishment on the other. 

II. Will this SLO work thwart making meaning in the classroom, or in other words, will it devalue teaching goals that have to do with analysis, politically charged critical thinking, creativity, compassion….? 

 I had some interesting conversations around this question. The most interesting was probably with an Anthropology instructor who values above all other learning goals in Physical Anthropology that her students learn that there is no such thing as race. Well she wrote an outcome related to students being able to deconstruct the notion of race and assessed for it as well. She felt like the process of defining outcomes and assessing for them sharpened her focus and made her more clear with her students. (Appendix E). 

I think a more insidious source of risk around this question than the Accreditors or the administration or compliance is how a college chooses to go about doing SLO Assessment work. I think the college needs to explicitly and actively encourage tension between assessing higher levels of Bloom’s taxonomy and lower, between assessment of subject area knowledge and intellectual/cognitive development. Further the college needs to rush out in front of outcomes statements into the world of assessment and innovative, shared and assessed practices that try to affect student learning experiences, even student learning environments. Books from Bain, Postman and Weingartner and Zull, The Art of Changing the Brain can support this discussion (Bibliography). 

Also, assessment is the kind of activity which can be done along the lines of Walvoord’s book on grading, where it is a learning experience for students and instructors, and this sort of assessment does not preclude assessing and learning related to cognitive development and compassion. This approach will not be as readily available for ready-made examples to imitate though. 

III. How do you arrive at or write SLOs? 

Well there are lots of examples in Appendix B. They focus on being specific and measurable, on not having so many that you get strung out assessing them, on not confusing an outcome,” a higher level understanding and application of a subject, beyond the nuts and bolts the nuts and bolts that hold it together,” an objective (Bakersfield Chemistry instructor). 

Actually there is a raging debate between objective and outcome. Most campuses think of objectives as smaller pieces that make up outcomes. Modesto on the other hand has a motto, “Outcomes happen.” For them outcomes are how well the objectives were met. Their formula for writing student learning objectives: Given X (the context or condition of learning), students will demonstrate Y, in at least three instances in their work. I like this formulation and they have lots and lots of examples of it. (Appendix B). 

The method really does matter because the process of writing the statements can implicate lots of areas of one’s instruction—assignments, student products, TGIs, values, course outlines, articulated assumptions and the like. A rubric could be an easy place from which to try and derive SLOs. 

To further stress the significance of encouraging various paths to get these statements: there is a deadening effect on the interest and enthusiasm and so what of the work that slinks around these outcomes writing episodes. You need them as yardsticks or objects to aim your assessment at and you can possibly write really interesting ones after interesting dialogue with colleagues. The Modesto researcher, Kathleen Silva, was telling me about working with an art instructor for quite some time struggling to get her to parse what she meant by creativity. The art instructor finally hooked up with a music instructor and some creative writing instructors and had a good time trying to figure out how to state creativity so it could be assessed. 

IV. What is the value or counter value of setting quantitative benchmarks of student achievement of learning outcomes?

Jack Pond of WASC emphasized that they did want colleges to show improvement in terms of student achievement of learning outcomes. They wanted to see the assessment cycle paying off and they wanted colleges to document this. While I like quantitative data, institutions don’t often use it well to beg questions related to student learning and better teaching. The numbers tend to capture the attention of administrators and boards and claims are made about their meaningfulness that provide nothing except provocation. 

Having said that, I interviewed and reviewed the materials of three instructors who looked very quantitatively at very specific learning objectives and made teaching decisions, including changes based on the data. See the anatomy, anthropology and English 1A examples in Appendix E. They used the data like CATs to get info about what the students were getting, what not as well, when to slow down and try another approach and when to move on and build on the student’s understanding. 

The institutional level aggregation of achievement of learning outcomes should be conducted mainly by the IR office and support staff, while faculty are given the results and asked to react in some way. But this kind of aggregation and mapping and tracking will distract most faculty from learning and the institution needs to be super clear on this. 

V. What kind of budget should go with SLO Assessment work?

The budget should be planned well in advance so folks know what is coming up. It should support release time, significant chunks; stipends for retreats or participation in projects or for mentoring or other significant activities; hourly pay for adjunct participation; materials and conference money; staff development funds; and student or staff support. 

The colleges I interviewed all had these kinds of budgets. Los Medanos had the most and they are the furthest along. Assessment is a new animal for the vast majority of faculty, at least this kind of formative assessment and to incent the learning curve is just smart. Colleges are struggling to get people involved and using a little money as opposed to wringing your hands and praying for involvement makes sense in the long run. 

The budget should buy time, for example at Cosumnes, faculty can take a day off of teaching, get paid a little, eat well off campus to attend workshops on assessment. 

VI. What are the best strategies for ramping up this work, so there is meaningful campus-wide involvement?

This is a very real question partly answered through budget support mentioned above. Every college is vexed by this and the committee and other interested or scared folks spend huge amounts of time and energy trying to resolve this dilemma. Each of the colleges had sporadic participation, even at their big flex presentations. The trick seems to be to mix it up in lots of places around campus—other committees, the senate, staff development, curriculum, division meetings, area meetings, budget and planning groups. 

Pace is also a critical consideration, so much so that it should be a very explicit discussion within the committee or steering group. Most colleges are going slow and attest to the reasons they are going slow. MJC, Los Medanos and LPC all started with pilot projects they could learn from and showcase. Many involved willing and interested faculty who would try on the assessment work and give valuable feedback. 

There are some sticky issues that seem to come up around who else should be partaking in assessment work, taking responsibility for it. Some curriculum committees are rejecting it, saying they can’t handle the workload, while some are joining in promoting it and going to trainings. Some staff development committees are completely separate from it, while some are central. It seems to depend partly on cross-membership, on the finesse of the vp of instruction and members of the committee and on whether or not the college has a philosophical orientation to this assessment work, particularly given that it is not so popular by name or by association. If you want to be cool, trash on this new SLO fad. 

VII. What is the role of the IR office?

Well each school is playing it a little differently. At Modesto, she is an administrator and is working more in a support role and attending lots of meetings, looking for opportunities to contribute. She is an expert on assessment strategies and you should consult her paper, “Choosing the Best Assessment Tool” (Appendix C). At LMC, he is mostly functioning at the institutional research level and has not directly mixed in with the SLO Assessment process. At LPC, she is on the committee and one hundred percent believes in the value of assessment work. She has been part of the planning from the beginning. 


The IR office has to be front and center to this work, both supplying good institutional data that prompts and compliments assessment questions and helping write assessment instruments, aggregate data, create grids and make the process efficient for faculty. The institution level data and the aggregating to demonstrate achievement of SLOs, especially at the program level and above should be almost completely done by the IR office. The researcher at LPC is well aware of this and is suggesting that Chabot look at a software tool, Elumin, that does this. I will be doing that shortly and sharing with the IPBC. This tool would help collect, track, aggregate and represent data. It is also imperative that if IR is going to support the design of assessment tools and strategies that they be steeped in the language of assessment, even of the potential learning that will come from it to complete the cycle. 

VIII. What is the role of administrators?

There seems to be a lot of confusion on this matter, even at MJC where the vp of instruction is an expert and trainer around the state in SLO Assessment work. Jack Pond, the fellow from WASC, said that WASC will be looking hard at how well administrators are supporting the process—budget, planning, training opportunities, creating the right environment (a safe and supportive one) for assessment to take place. Having heard that, this is a faculty driven process and all the schools except for one seem to be handling it that way. 


The question though remains, what is the role of administrators in this work? Well I have seen that when the question is not answered that it soon creates pressure and frustration on the faculty committee working on it. They become unsure of their budget, their purview; they are left with question about what is going to be done with the work or how is the cycle functionally going to be completed and start over. They are stuck with the issue of enforcement and with every little administrative task. Several of the colleges I spoke with articulated these frustrations. In speaking with several deans, they seemed to understand that they needed to play a role and they were believers in the new assessment work. 


Another issue is one of being versed in the language of assessment; administrators can’t be too helpful on the ground level if they are not informed and this is often the case. If they try to present at meetings or help the work and they are uninformed they are most likely to be reductive, the net result being sending the wrong message about the potential of the work. So presidents and vice-presidents have to make it a priority that their deans and directors really learn about establishing objectives, conducting assessment and interpreting the outcomes of the assessment. The deans and vps have to create alignment between this work and other college inputs and decision-making processes. If the students are clamoring, we need to find a way for assessment to stop and hear it.

IX. How does SLO Assessment work relate to the program review process? 

Jack Pond from WASC told me that they strongly encourage program review to fold in SLO work. Indeed most of the colleges are doing just that. (Appendix F). Cosumnes has worked hard on this and done a good job at it because they have provided lots of training and examples and seem to be supporting folks in doing it. Other colleges have just thrown it in and as I often heard when I asked the question about how they were ramping up the SLO work, “Well everybody has to do them to comply with program review.” Not figuring out how to involve people in useful and meaningful assessment, a hard thing to do I readily admit, and getting their involvement because they have to do it in program review sounds like a forecast for program review and assessment to be hated activities, that are not sustainable and do yield all the high falutin change so often promised. 

At Chabot we decided to keep out the obligation to do SLOs as part of a rock because we felt the institution had no experience in this type of assessment and was not ready to support it and furthermore that there were lots of ways to do good work around student learning, not just SLOs. 4 out of the first bunch of disciplines to go have chosen to include SLOs and we are working with them. This is a very important question because the answer should not be driven by the need to comply in both of these areas and I think that in many cases it will be. Good assessment work has to be nurtured as close to where the students are learning as possible and as these compliance processes start to dictate and start to call for paper and results and reports to move up the hill to the administrators and accreditors, the walk around the block might not bring insight and energy like it could. 

X. Can we achieve a paradigm shift as a college, as faculty and staff in this SLO Assessment context? 

If you look at O’Banion’s call to become a learning-centered college, “The learning college places learners first and educational experiences for learners anyway, anyplace, anytime” (Appendix A), you will think, now doesn’t that sound nice. But in light of all the stresses, inclinations to be reductive, disconnects, inevitable lack of support and time constraints how is a paradigm shift supposed to come about? I don’t think it is, perhaps it is silly to even clamor for one, too overstated. I think Los Medanos is on the right track by making their fundamental position of SLOs that the process must be first about professional development—and it would be worth a group of Chabotians to go over there and see what professional development they are doing. I think Modesto is onto something in this regard when their IR person is a great assessment consultant and trainer and thinker and their coordinator is also such a strong resource. But even these colleges face all the dynamics of big institutions and assessment has to be sustainable to move the institution. 

I think we might take a clue from Bain in his chapter on conducting class where many good teachers create a “natural critical learning environment” and organize their courses around compelling questions, so knowledge is attained and applied and synthesized in order to work out an answer to the big important question. We might also stand more of a paradigm shifting chance if we approached the SLO Assessment Accreditation process subversively like Postman, create an environment where teachers and students and staff are encouraged to articulate the question, the curriculum, the process even; this might only mean that we take all the resources like the ones in the binders and twist them to our own purposes. More it importantly it would mean that we would have to define our purposes, our questions—stop long enough to ask how learning even works, how our environment impedes it, how we could create a natural critical learning environment on the campus, in this SLO context. Chabot will not get much from this process if they just encounter it like good little students.  
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Bain, Ken. What the best college teachers do. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004.


This text was adopted by the program review committee and has been widely dispersed on campus. Bain is a long-time higher education researcher who writes an armchair type book that is very informed and reads pretty well. He tries to isolate what it is the best college teachers do, identifying common practices and self-reflections and goals that good teachers share. His subjects come from a wide variety of disciplines and institutions, which gives the book a broad audience appeal. He writes in a sort of narrative voice, not too interrupted by research speak or even education jargon for that matter. The reader has to assume that his many years as a researcher support his findings in this narrative text. 


 I have used portions of this book in many different contexts in the last year—the development of the current program review process, flex day break outs, English department discussions, and work with various disciplines in designing their rocks (program review projects). The book has lots of insightful theses, which even if one does not exactly agree with, provoke good reflective discussion on learning and teaching. I particularly like the chapters on what good teachers know about how learning works and how good teachers put a question or two at the center of their class and learning takes place around the question(s). This inquiry model for designing instruction is great since students are learning course content in the context of answering an interesting and compelling question. 

Booth, Wayne, & Colomb, Gregory, & Williams, Joseph. The Craft of Research. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995.


I chose to include a classic research book because I figured that so much of good SLOAC work would be essentially the development and enactment of good research. This book is particularly good on the subject and I highly recommend that Chabot ground itself in how to go about effective research. The book starts at the beginning: what is it you want to find out and how to write a good research question and then takes the reader to audience, source development, claims and supports, drafting, documenting and publishing findings. Excellent book on this subject and most faculty would relate to it since they have experienced and maybe still teach this academic practice of research. The book is imminently practical. 

Braskamp, Larry, & Ory, John. Assessing Faculty Work. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1994.


This is a very comprehensive text—in terms of theory, research in the field of educational assessment, practice, and reflection on the uses and abuses of assessment. The book includes 50 pages of resources from sample MOUs to assessment tools to Advising Forms to Self-Evaluation tools. The book blends real people situations written in italics and theoretical and practical talk on assessment. It is a good text as far as scholarly work on the subject goes.


The authors spend less time going over the moral need for assessment work and the big promises of how it will change the world than other writings do. They just jump in and discuss the practice of assessment, with particular emphasis on how to make it valuable at the individual level and the institutional level. They go over lots of models and practices, and I am certain that familiarity with this book by some Chabot faculty involved in assessment would prove useful, because of its comprehensiveness. 

Cross, Patricia, & Angelo, Thomas. Classroom Assessment Techniques (2nd ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993


This is a great handbook and an excellent way for instructors to get into assessment in a formative way. There are lots of examples all of which are given in the context of what the learning goal is for the instructor. Most of the examples are easy to administer, evaluate and learn from. There is enough of an array of assessment approaches for different disciplines or instructors to choose what makes sense for them. I use “muddiest point” often. 


The other excellent outcome of starting with this book as a means to get into the world of assessment is that it is really pure assessment, not grading or testing. It is focused on using the classroom and asking for student input that will really guide instruction, the very next time you meet. It is also not difficult to take these approaches and to ramp them up a bit or link them together to conduct a more intensive assessment project. Chabot staff development has been using this book and promoting it for years. 

Diamond, Robert. Designing and Assessing Courses and Curricula. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998.


This “practical guide” is just that, like several of the other books in this list, it has lots of nuts and bolts stuff in it on assessment work. The focus of this book though is at the course and curriculum development level. Diamond has done very extensive research and is familiar not only with course design but with discussions of how people learn and how teaching practices such as lecture or discussion or project-based learning tend to effect learning. He includes this research in his suggests about curriculum development. 


Diamond includes in this book The Teaching Goals Inventory and talks about using it as a tool to get at goals as related to courses and then he goes on to suggest lots of strategies for assessing whether these goals are being met or learned by students. Diamond also uses lots of case studies to make his points. The book is presented in a manner that it could be easily excerpted and used for professional development type activities. It is a good resource book for our campus as we move into assessment work related to the new accreditation process. 

Erwin, T. Dary. Assessing Student Learning and Development. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1991.


This is yet another good source book on the field of assessment, but it is dry and kind of dense and better for background than it is for practical use at Chabot—either as excerpt or example. Erwin takes the reader through the assessment strategies and tools that are out there being used as well as writes a whole chapter on how one can home grow assessment tools. He also walks through how to write an objective, how to collect data, how to measure results and so on.


 The section I learned the most from was when Erwin contrasted mastery versus developmental kinds of objectives. He argues that developmental objectives are much harder to name and measure than are knowledge-based objectives. He then catalogues how different scholars and institutions have named developmental objectives—from Bloom’s taxonomy to Dualism-Relativism-Commitment-Empathy to self concept-attitudes-interests-values. There are several more ways of naming the kind of development one would like to see in a student who completes course or program or pathway X and it is fascinating to play with these names in light of the SLOAC world we are entering. 

Fink, L. Dee. Creating Significant Learning Experiences. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003. 


The most valuable part of this text is its focus, not necessarily what it says, but the intentionality it has around creating significant learning experiences. There is a strong focus on learning as an experience that is cultivated and managed over time—the unit in question is the course itself. He also makes the case that learning should emphasize thinking and conceptualization and that a good course should aim at causing a paradigm shift—this qualifies it as a “significant” learning experience. 


This book is also guide bookish and so it walks through multiple examples and uses lots of how to and here is what to take into consideration while designing a significant learning experience. The book is big on integrated course design and even has a twelve-step approach to accomplishing it. Again more than any particular point or chapter in the book, I liked the books emphasis on designing a course to create a significant learning experience. 


His whole approach is SLOACish which is to have educational goals, design learning experiences that are learner-centered to achieve those goals and assess whether or not those goals are being achieved. He also ends the book putting pressure on the institution to support teachers in the design and implementation of significant learning experiences. 

O’Banion, Terry. Creating More Learning-Centered Community Colleges & Launching A Learning-Centered College. Oryx Press, 1997. 

Both of these texts are so often referred to, as is O’Banion, which they should be read, at least to know what all the talk is about. O’Banion calls for a complete shift in the college toward learning and outlines what this would mean—values, priorities, activities, a list of principles and some guiding questions. O’Banion calls this “The Learning College;” we at Chabot have discussed a move to a “learning college” exactly in O’Banion’s terms and without ever having read the fellow very widely. The principles are good ones and we would do well to read them and hold our institutional decision making processes and college-wide committees accountable to them. 


In O’Banion’s call to break down “the traditional architecture of higher education,” he includes all members of the campus community—M&O, Student Services, administrators, committees, staff development. He calls upon all the groups to test their work and their initiatives against the questions, “Does this action improve and expand student learning?” and “How do we know this action improves and expands student learning?” He acknowledges the kind of issues that could come up on campus as a college moves toward “placing learning first”—glib adoption of new language with no substantive changes engenders cynicism, lack of understanding from a supportive administration leads to flawed committee work and decision making, and so on. He is smart about this stuff and his texts are useful as a starting point for SLOAC work. 

Postman, Neil, & Weingartner, Charles. Teaching as a Subversive Activity. New York: Dell, 1971.


I hadn’t read this book in 15 years and wanted to go back to it as a counterpoint to all this educational jargon I was reading in the world of SLOACs. This is a great book, even disturbing. It would probably be considered somewhat sloppy in the whole sense of: setting goals, designing instruction to achieve those goals, assessing the outcomes, and changing practice to achieve those outcomes better next time around. But this book addresses all these areas while throwing out grades, set curriculum, and highly detailed syllabi with outcomes listed. I highly recommend this provocative text that rejects the “right answer” classroom in favor of the inquiry environment classroom. It addresses a lot of questions that the promises of the SLOAC movement begs.  


For example, there is a whole emphasis on creating a learning experience that improves the students’ “crap detectors.” This book has much more to say on creating significant learning experiences than does the book above with that as its title. Also, the book is practical and gives examples and suggestions. A book like this combined with the real reductive one below seems like exactly the kind of combo we need at a gritty, real world teaching institution like Chabot. 


What disturbs me about this book and about a book like Friere’s, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, is that with block-scheduling and 150 minutes a week of our transfer English courses, I am hard pressed to create such an engaged and paradigm shifting learning environment. Subversion that belies and combats oppression must be part of the assessment work that I am involved in, otherwise I will become disillusioned and disaffected. 

Walvoord, Barbara. Assessment Clear and Simple. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004


I just acquired this book and want to mention it because I like Walvoord and because it is a concise, reductive book of the assessment process at the program/institutional level. It would be a good book for the college to use in order to get a picture of assessment, size it up, make some of it easy and sort of rote so as to focus on other parts that should be less easy and more original and insightful for the improvement of learning and teaching. 


This book is very aware of the need for institutions to meet accreditation standards and to do so efficiently and cost-effectively. So it can be used in a cynical way to answer the question, “What do we have to do?” and also to get at how assessment might be done well in the culture and context of what we are already doing. Walvoord’s focus on formative assessment gives this guide a value that so many of the other books and writings, while making big claims at how the world will change through SLOACs, never really deliver. 

Walvoord, Barbara, & Anderson, Virginia. Effective Grading. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998. 


This is an excellent book. Its goal is to challenge instructors to make the grading process formative for both students and instructors; in other words, grading is an act of promoting learning. Walvoord and Anderson are very practical in their presentation so the book can be used as a guide. Furthermore one of their basic assumptions—that us teachers will spend countless hours grading and to take a step back and think about making grading an effective learning experience is worthwhile—is hard to argue with. 


While I don’t agree with all of the suggestions in the book, there are so many that a wide variety of teachers can learn and take from it. The second half of the book moves from grading in a class to the discipline and institution level. They look, for example, at how a GE subcommittee at Raymond Walter’s College, created an assessment plan for accreditation that was based on grading in classrooms. They narrate how the whole process worked, including politics, drafting of statements, and choices around grading as an activity could be used to assess the achievement of GE SLOs. 

Websites

First off, there are dozens and dozens, even hundreds of websites out there that have resources related to SLOAC work. Lots of colleges have their own—LPC, for example has a site on the intranet. I am only going to list the best six I came across. 

http://rpgroup.org/
Research and Planning Group for California Community Colleges. This is a great site and has steadily expanded and improved over the last few years. This group seems to have decided early in this new accreditation process from WASC that they would become a resource. They sponsor conferences, workshops and trainings. They have publications. They have, I think, ties to CAI—the California Assessment Institute. This is an excellent place to see what is happening in California in response to the new accreditation standards. 

http://cai.cc.ca.us/
California Assessment Institute. This is an excellent site. They have lots of papers, examples, materials, even harsh critiques related to the assessment work now taking place in response to the new WASC standards. This site alone could provide almost all the examples and discussions and principles we would need at Chabot to get the SLOAC work under way. 

http://www.google.com/u/bakersfield?q=Student+Learning+Outcomes
Bakersfield Community College. Bakersfield is taking the lead on the new SLOAC work. By going to their homepage and searching for student learning outcomes, you will see dozens and dozens of examples and resources related to student learning outcomes and assessment. Also Janet Fulks, who I was fortunate to speak to about what they are doing, is a great trainer and very generous with the work Bakersfield has done. 

http://www.league.org/index.cfm
League for Innovation in the Community College. This is a very good organization and sponsors work that goes in lots of directions, but also is steeped in promoting assessment and the scholarship of teaching. There are always articles, conferences, interactive streaming possibilities related to assessment and learning-centered work. 

http://www.calstate.edu/acadaff/sloa/
California State University SLO site. It is a good site with good resources and links. They host  conferences.It is important for us to have some awareness of how our counterparts are doing it. They have been at it for a while and have built up more examples and resources than us. There SLOA Archives and Assessment Clearinghouses buttons are very useful places on this site. 

http://css.rpgroup.org
This is an excellent site also from the RP Group. It is looking at student success and has good info and resources under the learning assessment button. I also like this site because I think assessment work on an institution-wide level will be most successful if it is linked to other measures of student success and student engagement. 

http://research.crc.losrios.edu/
Another excellent college website related to Student Learning Outcomes Assessment. Has training materials, FAQs, examples, How-Tos, and more. 

Appendix

A. Background documents and Often Used Handouts

B. Training Packets and Planning Guides

C. Assessment Theory and Assessment Strategies for Outcomes and Objectives

D. Program Level SLOs (examples, including Student Services)

E. Course Level SLOs (examples)

F. Program Review with SLOs imbedded

G. Data Collection and Documentation of SLO work (examples)

