Response to Human Relations Program Assessment Report

Summary of Review

The Human Relations (HUMR) Program’s Assessment Report reveals a strong effort at developing an organized and sustained set of processes designed to assess Student Learning Outcomes.


The strengths of the process lie in two areas.  First, its sample of courses for assessment is varied in terms of course level; the program uses assessments in 100-, 200-, 300-, and 400- courses.  Second, the program’s choice of Student Learning Outcomes instruments is itself varied: the program uses pre- and post-tests, papers, course embedded tests, and portfolios in its assessment process.

The HUMR Program’s Assessment process needs to improve in two broadly characterized areas:  data collection, and connecting the elements of assessment more explicitly.
It is clear from the report that although the design for assessment is in place, the data are often still missing, which suggests that HUMR is still in the first stages of organizing a data collection plan.  It must demonstrate progress in its next cycle.
The second area in which the Program Assessment falls short is in making explicit the connections between the elements of its assessment, which are missing at almost every level.  For example, the HUMR Program does not link its Program Goals with either College Goals or University Goals, which limits its ability to demonstrate its institutional “fit,” as well as compromising Trinity’s ability to demonstrate compliance with Middle States Commission on Higher Education’s Standards 7 and 14 (of organized and sustained processes to assess institutional effectiveness and student learning, respectively).  The HUMR Program also fails to connect some of the elements of its assessment at the purely programmatic level.  In all instances, the Program fails to link its goals/objectives with the courses in which they are addressed, compromising its ability to justify its course offerings.  In some cases, Program Goals are imperfectly linked to their corresponding Objectives, as is the case for Program Goal 1 (PG1).  As HUMR’s only disciplinary goal, one might think that PG1’s objectives ought to include both basic/beginning and advanced/intermediate facility with Psychology and Sociology.  Instead, the list of objectives is at times muddled (e.g. defining basic sociological ideas is mentioned at least twice, as is applying basic sociological ideas), and seemingly incomplete in that it isn’t obvious that any of the objectives address advanced/intermediate skills in the disciplines of which HUMR is a hybrid.
Other links are missing between the elements of assessment laid out by the Program.  As evidenced by the analysis of the data intended to measure Student Learning Outcomes for Goal 2, the rubric used does not make the distinction between the objectives whose outcomes they propose to measure.  While the assignment has both a discipline-specific component and a “skills” component, we are presented with data that tells us only that students do or do not meet a standard, and yet we cannot know whether they fail to meet standards because their understanding of Human Relations is too modest or because their writing skills per se are too modest.  In other words, the rubric used to determine competency does not accurately reflect the Program Goal and its Objectives.

Suggestions for Improvement

I suggest that the Program focus on two areas for improvement.  First and foremost, it must collect and analyze the data that it suggests it is in the process of collecting and analyzing.

It must also work to make the elements of its assessment process more cohesive.  A good starting point would be to contextualize its place at Trinity College and Trinity Washington University.  Doing so requires making clear the link between Program Goals (PG), College Goals (CG), and University Goals (UG), which is easiest by considering that University Goals can be thought of as:

· UG1 is that our curriculum be infused with knowledge, skills, and values that characterize liberal learning;
· UG2 is that our curriculum be infused with principles of equity, justice, and honor; and
· UG3, that our curriculum emphasize integration of liberal learning with professional preparation.

That would naturally suggest the following breakdown:

· UG 1:  Program 1, 2

· UG2: Program 4

· UG 3: Program 1, 2, 3, 4

The program must also link its course offerings with its Program Goals.  One might ask why, for example,  the program requires SOCY 100 and PSYC 101 – wouldn’t one be enough?  The answer lies in PG1, but that needs to be explicit.  And why can students take SOCY 311, PSYC 301, or HUMR 311?  Presumably, each of these courses addresses the objectives associated with PG1 and PG2, but are all of those courses equally good at meeting those goals, and if so, why?

I suggest also that the program reconsider Program Goal 1 and its objectives, at least to make it less muddled, and possibly to redesign it altogether and to make its objectives more “level-specific.”  Why not consider splitting the goal into two, one that addresses competencies in Sociology, and one that addresses competencies in Psychology, making each of its objectives more distinct between basic and intermediate or advanced learning objectives?  For example:

PG 1:  Students will develop competency in Sociology, its concepts, its theories, and its research methods.
Objectives for PG1:  Students will be able to

1. Recognize topics to which sociologists devote their studies.

2. Define basic sociological concepts

3. Apply or operationalize basic sociological concepts

4. Define basic sociological theories

5. Apply or operationalize basic sociological theories

6. Define intermediate/advanced sociological concepts

7. Apply or operationalize intermediate/advanced sociological concepts

8. Define intermediate/advanced sociological theories

9. Apply or operationalize intermediate/advanced sociological theories

PG 2:  Students will develop competency in Psychology, its concepts, its theories, and its research methods (see objectives for PG 1 for an example)

Finally, I suggest that the rubrics that the Program uses to grade its students’ written essays more accurately reflect HUMR’s distinct Objectives for Program Goal 2, and more generally, that all rubrics are carefully examined within their assessment context.
