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Introduction


In a letter dated June 23, 2006, the Chair of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE) wrote to inform Ocean County College of its action (taken on June 22, 2006) on the college’s Monitoring Report, submitted on April 1, 2006, as follows:

To accept the monitoring report and the progress letter submitted by the institution; to request a progress letter, due October 1, 2007, that documents further progress in the implementation of a comprehensive plan for student learning outcomes assessment and evidence that results are being used to improve teaching and learning.  The Periodic Review Report is due June 1, 2009.


It is our pleasure to report and document continued and marked progress in the implementation of our college’s learning assessment plan for student learning outcomes assessment and for the improvement of teaching and learning.  Our progress is discussed in this letter based on the four criteria identified in the MSCHE publication Assessing Student Learning and Institutional Effectiveness: Understanding Middle States Expectations, MSCHE: 2005, 5:

· Clear statements of key goals, including expected student learning outcomes;

· An organized and sustained assessment process;

· Assessment results demonstrating that students are achieving key goals; and

· Uses of assessment results to improve student learning.
Clear Statements of Student Learning Goals


As reported in the Monitoring Report to the Commission (April 2006), Ocean County College (OCC) responded to the recommendations of the visiting team with regard to the clarification and visibility of learning goals as follows:

· In AY 2004-05, all course goals and objectives were revised and clarified in preparation for the course assessment process that requires measurement instruments and analysis of outcomes data that are both based on the course learning objectives;

· In SP 2005, all Professors’ Course Syllabi (distributed to each student enrolled in all courses) were revised to include the learning outcomes for the course (see Appendix I, Course Outline, p. 9 as an example);

· In SP 2005, all course syllabi were revised to include the general education goals addressed by the course (see Appendix II, General Education Goals, p. 14);

· In SP 2005, all program goals and objectives were reviewed and a common language and format were developed, including the statement of program goals (see Appendix III, Program Evaluation Model, p.17).


In addition, in SP 2007, the new Academic Master Plan was developed using the college’s general education goals as its organizing principle (see Appendix IV, Academic Master Plan, p. 21). 

An Organized and Sustained Assessment Process


Ocean County College conducts an organized and sustained assessment process based on its outcomes assessment plan, composed of five major component parts: Program Evaluation, Course Assessment, General Education Assessment, Developmental Skills Assessment, and Assessment of Learning Technologies.     

1. Program Evaluation:  

In 2005, the existing Program Evaluation Model was refined to focus on program effectiveness and the assessment of student learning.  The model outlines a process with seven basic components: I) Program Description, II) Assessment of Student Learning at the Program Level, III) Program Evaluation Data, IV) Assessment of Program Related Factors, V) Program Evaluation Summary (identifying strengths, weaknesses, and actions to be taken immediately and in the future), VI) Attachments, and VII) Approval of the Program Evaluation (see Appendix III, Program Evaluation Model, p. 17).  Program Evaluations (PEs) are due to be completed on a five-year cycle, and the approvals process begins with a vigorous review by the Learning Assessment Committee.  Both the Assistant Vice President for Assessment and Curriculum and the Assistant to the President for Institutional Effectiveness sit on the Learning Assessment Committee.    In the event there are questions or requests by the committee, the review is returned to the Department Dean for emendation.  
The document then moves from the Chair of the Learning Assessment Committee through the Vice President of Academic Affairs to the President of the College.  In this way, program oversight receives strategic emphasis because it is integrated into the college’s strategic planning, decision-making, and resource allocation processes as a result of review at the leadership level.  In addition, a process sheet, with timelines for the twelve-month review period, is given to each dean to guide the process and encourage a timely response.  The Assistant Vice President for Assessment and Curriculum oversees the PEs from inception to completion and keeps a compilation table of all Program Evaluations in the current cycle (see Appendix V, Program Evaluation Summary Chart, p. 22). 

The college still actively employs capstone courses, portfolio development and assessment, licensing exams, service learning and internships, and other external measures of student learning in some of our programs for program-specific courses not captured in the course assessment process (see below).  Success in the Nursing Program, as one obvious example, has long had as one of its ultimate measures the successful completion of the nursing licensure (NCLEX) examination by nursing students.  It is also our belief that a sound general education outcomes measure (see below) serves best to assess student learning in our highly populated AA Liberal Arts and AA/AS General Studies transfer programs.

2. Course Assessment

The college’s process for course evaluation includes the assessment of student learning based on course goals and measurable objectives and is designed to gather concrete data that points the way for developing practices to improve teaching/learning.  Designed over the summer of 2004 and initiated in the fall 2004 semester, the assessment initiative requires the learning assessment of a representative sample of students in forty-one (41) courses at the 100-level across all college departments, courses that are graduation or distribution requirements and that have multiple sections with very large enrollments each semester.  In the fall of 2004, each academic department reviewed the course syllabi for each of the courses identified for assessment, clarified or revised all learning objectives, and then selected those objectives that were measurable to use as the basis for developing or selecting assessment instruments.  They then identified or created what they felt to be an appropriate outcome measure for each of the identified courses and developed a set of rubrics with which to assess the outcomes for each course.  The assessment tests were given during the last two weeks of the SP 05 semester.  All f/t and adjunct faculty members teaching these courses performed the assessment in at least one, often all, of the relevant classes.       

This process has been repeated in the SP 06 and SP 07 semesters (given most recently in SP 2007 in 122 sections to 5668 students taught by 305 faculty members) with occasional testing in the fall semesters when circumstances have warranted.  In some instances, assessment instruments have been modified in large ways or small, as needed.  Outcomes data is collected and analyzed and recorded by each academic department and then reported to the Assistant Vice President for Assessment and Curriculum who tabulates the data on the Assessment of Student Learning chart for each course, each academic year (see Appendix VI, Course Level Assessment of Student Learning, SP 2007, p. 30).  The summary charts are shared with the Learning Assessment Committee and are also posted to the Institutional Effectiveness/Key Performance Indicators section of the college’s Institutional Effectiveness web page.  (http://www.ocean.edu/effectiveness.http).  
As part of the analysis process each year, the academic deans look at the course objectives for which action plans for course improvements have been developed and report on the success (or lack thereof) of the plans in achieving the desired improvements in student learning from year to year.  For the most part, improved outcomes have resulted, but the departments are also becoming aware of and have begun to identify and target a few “troubled courses” for which more intensive attention and action seem merited.  For example, because of the failure of remedial reading and writing courses to develop the desired improvements in student learning outcomes through traditional course improvement actions, these courses have been targeted for a complete redesign through a major integration of the reading/writing courses and a reorganization of the remedial reading/writing curriculum, targeted for pilot offerings in SP 08 and full transition by FA 2009 when sufficient lab space will be available (see Appendix VII, ENGL 091 Course Syllabus, p. 55).
In addition, the college is also rethinking its responsibility for making a more vigorous commitment to these habitually “troubled courses” by designing and funding a program to address identified needs with resources beyond the borders of our campus, for example, through the use of external institutes to train master teachers in certain targeted areas.  After three years of intense course evaluation, we are recognizing that using data analysis to improve teaching/learning can have its limits and requires a greater institutional commitment if we are to provide more intensified efforts for the improvement of teaching/learning.  It is expected that the Assistant Vice President for Assessment and Curriculum and a newly-developed position, Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs, will work collaboratively with deans and faculty to develop these focused and intensive action plans for our more troubled courses.
In addition, the college continues to pursue quality effectiveness methods for its academic programs through annual performance reviews of faculty, class visitations, student evaluations of course/teaching, support for faculty professional development, instructional development grants, and a newly-established scholarship/research program for faculty wherein institutional support is provided by the college to encourage and nurture outstanding faculty scholarship (see Appendix VIII, Faculty Scholarship Plan, p. 63).
3. General Education Assessment

General education assessment continues to be our most difficult challenge.  We were deeply disappointed with the results of our efforts with both the Johnson County Community College model and, following that, the widely-used Academic Profile exam (which has since been changed by ETS to the MAPP test).  We were also discouraged by what we found in other national commercial test offerings, so we turned to various external academic groups (like the New Jersey County College Project on General Education—NJCCPGE), also working on general education assessment, only to find their frustrations were similar to and as great as our own and that they had few practical solutions to offer.  
The problems for us with the commercial test products are that: 1) they require enormous amounts of time to administer (difficult to achieve at a community college); 2) they are very costly if one is to obtain results from more than a token sample; and 3) it is almost impossible to get a valid sample of “volunteers” to be tested and equally difficult to schedule a testing time or times for a sample for whom the test is made a graduation requirement for all students.  Faculty are giving over significant class time for course evaluation testing as it is and cannot be required to surrender as many as three more class periods for general education testing, while students are reluctant to volunteer to take a test (in some cases requiring as many as six hours or a series of six-hour periods) outside of their normal class schedule.  

As a result, in September of 2005, we composed a General Education Assessment Test of our own at Ocean County College with questions classified under the categories that parallel our General Education Goals (see Appendix IX, General Education Test Design, p. 66).  In our judgment, the questions on our exam are better written and are more reflective of current curricular trends than those questions in ETS’s Academic Profile (its questions composed twenty years ago).  The format and design of our test are similar to the Academic Profile’s “short version” and we designed the test (33 items) to be administered in 50 minutes. We identified a sample of students similar to that to which we administered the Academic Profile and gave our own test first in December 2005 to ca. 300 students (who had completed more than half of their degree credits) as a pilot.  The purpose of this pilot was primarily to test the test rather than to measure student outcomes in depth and then to revise the test based on student responses.

After this initial pilot, we clarified three test items which seemed confusing in retrospect, have given the test to two more sample groups, and have also administered it once to students in a four-year college setting to see if we could establish a control group for norming purposes.  Our student scores were almost identical to the norming group’s (ca. 50th percentile) and led us to believe that since the bulk of general education courses are completed in the first two years of college, we probably didn’t need to have senior-student control data.  At one point, we considered using the results of the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) as a general education assessment, as some colleges are doing nationally.  We have already administered CCSSE twice on our campus and have used the results positively (see Appendix X, CCSSE Outcomes Report, p. 67).  In our judgment, however, CCSSE is not a test of general education knowledge.  We have recently joined a consortium of regional community colleges designed to obtain and administer the CCSSE exam every three years at reduced cost.  

In the meantime, we have learned something about our own students’ general education proficiencies (see Appendix XI, Gen Ed Proficiencies, p. 70) and make these findings available to the academic deans and faculty.  We will continue to try to administer our own test and learn from it what we can until we can find a reasonably-priced, effective commercial product with national norms.  Our most recent initiative to improve students’ general education skills has been to refine our approach to writing across the curriculum (inclusive of critical thinking).  We recently passed a policy on writing intensive courses at OCC (see Appendix XII, Policy #7110, p. 72) and we also focused on the topic of writing across the curriculum at the FA 2007 Colloquium (8/30/07) where we had a guest speaker and two well-attended workshops on the topic. 
4. Developmental Skills Assessment
When we initiated our course assessment design in FA 2004, we purposely included all of our developmental skills courses in the process (MATH 011, MATH 012, ENGL 010, ENGL 011, ENGL 020, and ENGL 021), so all our developmental students in all developmental courses are assessed annually. We also continue to track placement and success data for our developmental reading, writing, and math students (see Appendix XIII, Developmental Skills Tracking, p.73), but our outcomes data for the improvement of teaching/learning comes primarily from our analysis of course assessment testing (see item 2, above and Appendix VI, p. 30).

5. Assessment of Learning Technologies
The assessment of learning technologies at Ocean County College has three components: (a) assessment of distance learning and on-site/online (OSOL/Hybrid) courses, (b) assessment of technology-based instruction in the traditional classroom, and (c) assessment of adaptive technology for handicapped and learning-disabled students.  

(a) Online Courses:   As with our developmental skills courses, our online courses are assessed within the course assessment model (see item 2, above).  We do, in addition, collect comparative data related to course grades (on-site and online) and course success (on-site and online), defining success as persistence to course completion, earning course credit with a passing grade.  In our three-year longitudinal study, we have found no significant difference between on-site and online grades (see Appendix XIV, DL Grade Comparisons, 05-07, p. 77).  The student success comparisons, however, are far less comforting (see Appendix XV, DL Success Comparisons, 05-07, p. 78).  While student success in on-site courses is at 61% overall, success in online courses is only 44%, 17 points lower and significantly below the 69% national standard quoted by the national Community College Benchmark Program Report
.  


As an institution, we cannot be satisfied with this outcome and have initiated a number of short- and long-term measures. In the short term, we plan to improve our orientation and log-on procedures, encourage increased faculty log-ons and general vigilance, train all deans to do “class observations” for online classes, and continue to monitor our success rates closely (see Appendix VXI, DL Student Success Report, p. 80).  


As a longer-term solution, we have trained twenty-three full-time faculty members and staff in the Quality Matters
 online learning assessment model and will embark in FA 2007 on the revision of all online courses to address the quality matters rubrics and then to conduct faculty team assessments of each of our online offerings over a clearly-defined time frame.  In addition, the Board has approved a position description for an Executive Director of E-Learning and the position will be posted shortly.  This position should add the necessary administrative focus and leadership for our distance learning offerings (see Appendix XVII, E-Learning Director, p. 81).  

(b) Classroom Technology:  Assessment of technology-based instruction in the traditional classroom is done informally, through surveys, and anecdotally, through deans’ class observations.  We continue to note that a relatively small number of full-time faculty use classroom technology more sophisticated than overhead transparencies, power point, or video, although a growing number, especially in the English and Social Sciences departments, are using internet connections and projection through laptops as the classroom technology becomes more available and more user friendly.  Our fully staffed and highly accessible Faculty Innovation Center (FIC) remains open and available for all faculty members who wish to develop online courses or classroom technology skills.  In addition, we offer an Online Teaching Workshop (online) two or three times a year at no cost for any full-time or adjunct faculty members who are interested in exploring online instruction.  

Four English classrooms have been equipped with portable laptop carts to support computer-based instruction with web interfaces and internal networking.  Fifty English course sections now use this computer-based instruction involving approximately 1000 students per semester.  In addition, the college received a PEW Foundation Grant in FA 2004 to incorporate web-based instruction into fifteen sections of PSYC 172, General Psychology.  This two-year pilot program was concluded in SP 2006 and rejected for its use of large class sections with small web-based satellites.  Although the mode itself was ineffective for our student population, practice in the use of web-based learning tools carried over into many of our PSYC 172 classes.  In addition, two English faculty members tested an electronic portfolio product in AY 2005-06, Criterion (from Educational Testing Services), which, while proving too costly for our purposes, began an ongoing interest in electronic portfolios in our English composition classes. 

(c)  Adaptive Technology:  To assess student learning (including the use of adaptive technology), the Center for Academic Services (CAS) at OCC combines the documentation of the disability with the tracking of student achievement through the academic advising process.  Written documentation, provided by medical, rehabilitation or learning assessment specialists, is used to develop an ADA/504 Accommodation Plan which includes notation of required or recommended adaptive technologies.  Academic advisors meet with students to discuss issues beyond the scheduling of classes, issues such as how the student is using the technology in his or her course work.  Special attention is given to students who are not achieving satisfactory academic results and who are not using recommended adaptive technologies.  A technical assistant is available to instruct students in the use of adaptive technologies. 
Assessment Results Demonstrating that Students are Achieving Key Goals / Use of Assessment to Improve Student Learning 

Our various assessment activities reveal these key concerns:

· Academic deans responsible for program management (four out of seven deans) have not to date accomplished the following:  (a) conducting and completing program evaluation in a timely manner and with attention to deadlines; (b) conceiving of program evaluation as more than a status report; and (c) using program evaluation for program improvement (see Appendix XVIII, Program Evaluation Chart, p. 84);

· Our developmental reading and writing students have not shown measurable improvement in several instances over three years wherein they have fallen short of the faculty’s expected outcomes and, thereby, necessitated major program revisions;
· There is a disconnect between some of the course outcomes analyses in business courses and the action plans designed to improve teaching/learning;
· Since the appointment of the new Dean of Science, the inclination to criticize the test to explain poor outcomes in the Science Department has somewhat diminished, but the science faculty continues to be ambiguous in its support of course assessment;
· The Deans of the Social Science and Science Departments have not led faculty, consistently and in a timely manner, to generate useful course assessment data; 
· There have been poor retention rates in online courses;
· There has been difficulty in identifying available, cost-effective, and satisfactorily normed general education assessment tools; and
· There has been a somewhat desultory pace in the implementation of classroom technologies.

As we have discussed in this letter and shown in its Appendixes, we are paying attention to these issues and have taken strong measures to respond to them.    


We also have many successes to be proud of:

· The outstanding tests and measures in the Mathematics department and significant improvements in student learning;
· The well-managed course assessment process in the English department and the developmental curricular revision resulting from negative data;
· The recognition that, as an institution, we need to go beyond our current plans for improvements in teaching/learning to serve the needs of our troubled courses;   
· Our growing extensive knowledge of and experience with available general education assessment instruments;
· A markedly increased awareness of a “culture of assessment” and an “on-going self study attitude” by most academic deans and many more faculty than in the past;
· The emergence of several key faculty members with knowledge of and experience in learning assessment who have taken on leadership roles in the process;
· An increased understanding of the learning assessment process by the members of the Learning Assessment Committee;
· The involvement of the adjunct faculty in course assessment;
· The very strong and continuing administrative support for learning assessment.

We plan to make the assessment of student learning a focal point in our Periodic Review Report, due to be submitted in June of 2009.
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