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1. Changes Implemented as a Result of Previous Assessment 

 

In our 2011-2012 report, we identified some key issues that we wanted to address in future 

assessments: 1) the need to pare down the number of outcomes that we assess for, 2) the need 

for greater consistency in terms of the assignments we collect across sections, and 3) the need 

to develop an assessment tool that allows for qualitative rather than quantitative assessment 

only, given the nature of our discipline.  While previous assessment activities provided data, 

the data did not suggest or provide support for any particular changes within the SAC that 

might improve instructional practices. Instead, previous assessment activities raised 

numerous questions.  

 

As we discussed these issues at the end of the 2011-2012 school year, we came to understand 

the first two issues as being subordinate to the third.  Our ability to implement changes in our 

courses based on the findings of our past two years of assessment has been limited in part 

because those findings did not feel particularly meaningful to us.  Scoring student work 

based on the Core Outcomes rubric produced numbers that on paper look like they mean 

something, but when we began to discuss them, we quickly understood that they were really 

only giving a part of the picture of what was happening in our classrooms. These glimpses 

into our classrooms raised further questions about how to meaningfully track and assess 

teaching and learning in the Writing and Literature SAC. 

 

So we decided to re-group.  We decided that while we would maintain the ultimate goal of 

improving teaching and student learning, we needed to rethink the process we took to reach 

that goal. By identifying points of confusion and disparity between outcomes and previous 

assessment data and pulling on research done on assessment in our field in particular rather 

than assessment more generally, we began to craft a plan for 2012-2013 assessment that 

would allow us to come up with a more meaningful assessment process—one that would help 

construct a more cohesive program which should, as a result, help construct more 
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consistency in our courses, facilitate dialogue among faculty, increase transparency with 

students and meet our end goal of improving teaching and student learning.  

 

Our work this year was heavily informed by Bob Broad’s pivotal work in writing assessment 

as laid out in his qualitative study What We Really Value (and a follow-up to that book, 

Organic Writing Assessment), as well as the more recent work of Peggy O’Neill, Cindy 

Moore, and Brian Huot, A Guide to College Writing Assessment (2009).  Broad draws on 

Brian Huot’s important contribution to writing assessment in 2002 (that it be “site-based, 

locally controlled, context-sensitive, rhetorically based, accessible, and theoretically 

consistent” [O’Neill, Moore, and Huot 57]) in order to challenge the traditional rubric used in 

writing assessment, arguing that it “fails us as a process of inquiry” (12).  What is more, 

Broad, in explaining his rationale for a new approach to program assessment, explains: “A 

basic principle out of which I developed [my approach] is that people do not have 

satisfactory access to their rhetorical values by sitting and reflecting on them” (135).  As such, 

according to Broad, explicit conversations about actual writing comprise an important part of 

the assessment process and cannot be overlooked in the rush to produce quantitative data.  

Broad’s holistic approach to writing offered us a different way of approaching assessment, 

one that might help us to (as he suggests): 
 

• Improve student learning 

• Provide drama, excitement, and surprise (for faculty participants) 

• Boost pedagogical and evaluative self-awareness 

• Improve teaching and assessment 

• Increase validity and truthfulness 

• Promote buy-in (especially by non-tenure-line instructors) (Organic 5) 
 

Using this scholarship as a starting point, we developed the following plan for moving 

forward in 2012-2013: 1) Use real student work to generate a conversation about our values 

when it comes to our courses; 2) Create a rubric that acknowledges these values, one that is 

meaningful to this particular group of teachers at this particular institution; 3) Assess student 

writing using the rubric; 4) Share our process with SAC members and invite them to 

participate in the work we’ve been doing to help increase faculty buy-in. 
 

Again, we recognize that these changes do not directly address instruction and/or curriculum, 

but they are part of a robust assessment process that maintains that as its end goal. 
  

2. Description of Assessment Design 

 

I. Identify the values of our writing program 

 

Part of the problem our SAC has had in making assessment a meaningful pedagogical 

practice has stemmed from disagreement as to what role the CCOG outcomes should play 

in each of our courses—that is, not all faculty believe in the value of the CCOG outcomes.  

As we began our process this year, we sought to engage in a conversation about outcomes 

that began with student writing itself—that was grounded in the material that we are 



 

claiming should demonstrate our outcomes.  In this way, we sought to integrate 

assessment into other parts of our professional work (such as the creation of outcomes) so 

that it would 1) cease to be an isolated activity undertaken by only a select few faculty 

and 2) cease to be an activity seen purely as an administrative requirement with little 

“real-world” value. 

 

In Fall 2012, 10 English faculty (6 full-time, 4 part-time) met to discuss 6 student papers: 

3 from WR 121 and 3 from English 104/105/106 (these three introductory literature 

classes share CCOG outcomes).  Beginning with the WR 121 papers, we discussed what 

we valued in the papers—what we liked and disliked.  Taking a qualitative research 

approach to the process, the conversation was recorded and notes were taken by two 

committee members.  The discussion that resulted was exciting, rich, and nuanced:  we 

discovered that while we share many values when it comes to writing, we also have, 

unsurprisingly, areas of disagreement.  We hoped that Broad’s attention to constructing a 

program that allows for both consensus and dissensus would at some point help us to 

reconcile these differences in some way.  The upshot of this meeting was that it allowed 

us to see how assessment could become an important part of our work as teachers.  For 

example, many times during our discussion of the WR 121 essays, committee members 

made statements like “I always wondered if I was grading that issue too harshly” or “I 

don’t teach that element in my class, but I see the value of it in this student’s writing, so I 

might start doing that again in my class.” These comments, along with many others, 

raised awareness amongst committee members of the ways that discussing writing with 

other instructors can create meaningful reflection and evaluation of their own 

instructional practices. The committee became so engaged in the discussion that we only 

got through three papers that day.   

 

Following that meeting, two committee members met to analyze the conversation that 

was held.  They identified key values and worked to construct a map or diagram that 

would visually represent the core of their findings (Appendix A).  The use of such a 

qualitative research approach is part of what Broad calls “Dynamic Criteria Mapping.”  

In Winter 2013, another meeting was held to discuss three literature essays, and the same 

process was followed to produce another visual representation of our values when it 

comes to writing about literature (Appendix B).     

 

II. Identify Outcomes and Generate a rubric for assessment 

 

We decided to focus on assessing one outcome for WR 121 and one outcome for the Intro 

to Literature courses (ENG104/105/106). By focusing solely on one outcome, we hoped 

to address and interrupt the tendency of raters to “grade” student work based on a variety 

of criteria as defined by each instructor. In addition, choosing one outcome to focus on 

would provide us with an opportunity to open the door to a larger conversation about the 



 

ways in which the outcomes are/are not meaningful in terms of capturing the valuable 

work of these courses. In identifying which outcome to focus on, we discussed how each 

outcome related to our SAC assessment goals for 2012-2013, and which outcome might 

best provide data related to our broader purposes. For WR 121, we chose the outcome, 

“Write clear and coherent essays that demonstrate a logical development of ideas and 

incorporate evidence in support of a thesis.” This outcome best paralleled the 

conversation we had about what we valued in student writing, and, as such, we believed 

that assessing this outcome would support a larger conversation in the SAC about what it 

means for students to meet this benchmark, and what the SAC can do to support student 

success in this outcome. In addition, to support our goal of larger program assessment, 

we decided that a focus on “clear and coherent essays” and “logical development of ideas” 

would provide data to engage in a larger discussion about how this WR 121 outcome 

differs from WR 115 and WR 122 in regards to preparing students for successful writing 

in other settings.   

 

Finally, we wanted to engage in a meaningful discussion about the relationship between 

PCC Core Outcomes and our literature course outcomes. In our conversations about 

which outcome to assess for the literature courses, we asked whether or not a writing or 

literature course could be expected to address Community and Environmental 

Responsibility if it did not take a thematic approach.  In particular, we continued to return 

to one particular course outcome: “Conduct research to find materials appropriate to use 

for literary analysis, using MLA conventions to document primary and secondary sources 

in written responses to a literary text.”  We discussed how/whether this outcome relates 

to Community and Environmental responsibility. During this discussion, we often came 

to the conclusion that it did not. However, we also began to recognize that a large portion 

of our work in writing and literature courses is inviting students to become a part of a 

larger “academic” community, and that teaching students about appropriate use of 

sources and research techniques did map to the “Community” element of Community and 

Environmental Responsibility. However, since our discussion was full of diverse 

opinions on this question, we decided to use the question itself as part of a rubric that 

would allow us to “discover” the value this outcome had in the student writing. By 

making this choice, we hoped to gather data that would inform the value of this outcome 

in regards to the introductory literary courses. Additionally, measuring this outcome 

would allow the assessment team to meet one of its key goals for the year—increasing 

faculty buy-in and addressing concerns about the meaningfulness of the CCOG’s and 

broader College Outcomes.  

 

Two meetings were held early in the Winter 2013 term for three committee members to 

“translate” the values identified into rubrics to measure these course outcomes using a 

direct assessment.  This was one of the most difficult parts of the assessment process for 

us.  We knew we wanted a rubric that was holistic in nature given the holistic nature of 



 

writing assessment; and if we were going to have to use a scale, we wanted one that 

didn’t invite people to “grade” papers the way they might in a classroom—we wanted to 

facilitate a different kind of conversation and create a rubric that allowed us to keep our 

eye on our long-term goal of creating a more cohesive writing and literature program and 

improving teaching and student learning.  

 

Because this was the first time the SAC created its own tool using a kind of grounded-

theory approach, and we weren’t sure how to “translate” all the values we had identified 

into the assessment of student writing, we faced a number of challenges in developing the 

rubrics. How could we create a rubric that moved instructors out of their habitual 

approach to “grading” and into an approach that measured whether the writing 

demonstrated proficiency in a specific skill/outcome? Was it possible to create a rubric 

that could measure what we valued in student writing, as discussed in our previous 

meetings? How could we create a rubric that asked instructors to measure student writing 

against the “values” we’d identified while maintaining some level of simplicity and focus 

on a specific course outcome?  How could we create a rubric that would provide 

meaningful data related to our goals? To answer these questions, we began to make 

decisions that attempted to reflect our larger process and goals.  

 

To create a rubric for WR 121, we began by reviewing the language from the maps we 

had created and decided to, as much as possible, build rubrics using the “values” 

language that we thought best captured the intent and purpose of the course outcome 

under assessment (Appendix C). By creating the rubrics from language that committee 

members had used to describe the outcome, we hoped to achieve greater inter-rater 

reliability in measuring whether students met the outcome. In addition, incorporating 

“values” language into the rubrics would provide more meaningful results because 

committee members had built a shared understanding of what was being measured, of 

what constituted “success” for that outcome, and of what areas of consensus and 

dissensus existed in regards to the outcome. The rubrics scaled from “0” to “6”, with a 

small box under each number that included statements integrating “values” language. For 

example, a score of “6” meant, “The paper consistently explores, analyzes, or ‘works 

with’ evidence and does so in order to thoroughly develop its thesis.” In contrast, a score 

of “0” meant, “The paper lacks evidence and a thesis.  It is primarily abstract, without 

recognizable organization.” We arranged the scale so that reviewers had to either “pass” 

the writing by assigning a 4 or a 6 score (state that it met the benchmark for the outcome) 

or did not (assign a 2 or 0 score). We hoped this scale would highlight both consensus 

and dissensus amongst reviewers regarding which student work met the standard for the 

outcome or not. In addition, we included a few other elements to support reviewers’ 

engagement with measuring the outcome more fully. We included a brief description of 

what the outcome is meant to measure, to help keep reviewers focused on the task of 

assessing rather than grading. And, in an attempt to better capture how the concept of 



 

“logical development” mapped to the rubric score numbers, we included a continuum 

under the “score” boxes, with 0 corresponding to “carelessly reasoned” and 6 

corresponding to “soundly reasoned.”  Such a continuum recognizes the importance of 

logic to the development of a thesis while simultaneously acknowledging the subjective 

nature of what constitutes “logic.”  We also created a “comments” section to capture 

specific thoughts from reviewers (we are, after all, writing teachers!). 

 

To create a rubric to measure the literature outcome, “Conduct research to find materials 

appropriate to use for literary analysis, using MLA conventions to document primary and 

secondary sources in written responses to a literary text,” we decided to create a rubric 

that asked specifically about the presence or absence of these elements in student writing, 

and whether its absence/presence impacted the reviewers’ perceptions of the quality of 

the student’s work (Appendix D). We wanted to find out whether reviewers noticed the 

presence or absence of outside sources. And, if they did notice, what impact did the 

presence or absence have? As writing instructors, we are asked to teach students how to 

incorporate outside sources. The rubric we designed for ENG104/5/6 provided us with an 

opportunity to gather data about whether this outcome tracks a meaningful element of 

students’ contribution to the academic community, and how much we, as reviewers, 

value outside sources and research as a component of that community. While it was 

possible to build a rubric for WR 121 from our values conversation, we hoped that the 

“yes/no” and “comments” elements of the rubric for measuring the ENG104/5/6 outcome 

would spur a values conversation regarding an outcome that may not immediately seem 

applicable to a core college outcome, and may be an outcome that SAC members do not 

immediately identify as valuable. 

 

Finally, because we recognized that the conversation about core outcomes would extend 

beyond this particular assessment into the larger questions that we’ve been raising, in 

particular how course outcomes map to core outcomes, we supplemented our English 

104/5/6 rubric with a simple table that would allow readers to flag papers they felt 

demonstrated the core outcome of Community and Environmental Responsibility in some 

way. 

 

We planned for a discussion of each rubric to be a part of our follow-up discussion to the 

assessment of student writing.  

 

III. Apply the rubric 

 

Between Fall 2012 and Winter 2013, student papers were collected from various 

instructors.  In 2011-2012, we assessed 20 writing papers and 15 literature papers.  Given 

the number of students who take our classes (approximately 2200 students take WR 121 a 

term), we knew we would not be able to assess a large percentage, but we did set the goal 



 

of increasing our numbers to 50 student papers for WR 121 and 30 student papers for 

introductory literature courses.  This was a response to feedback we received on our 

report last year.  This increase seemed manageable and allowed us to open up a 

conversation about how many student papers we need to evaluate to feel confident that 

we have a clear picture of what our students are achieving.  We also had an important 

discussion about which papers to collect: those at the beginning?  the end?  how many 

different instructors should be represented?  what about all papers from the same student?  

As with other decisions we made, our concern was in part to give thought to whether or 

not every assignment in a writing class should in some way address every outcome.  

Ultimately, we settled on a combination for WR 121, which offers a larger pool of papers 

to pull from as compared to literature classes. Instructors of both WR 121 and literature 

classes were asked to submit all major papers from students 3, 6, 9 and 11 from their 

rosters. If any of those students had dropped, they were to select the student above. We 

were able to collect 48 WR 121 essays and 30 literature essays. The average number 

submitted by an instructor was 3 essays per student. Whenever we received multiple 

essays from one student, we made an effort to keep them grouped so as to track 

development over the term. Most instructors submitted work electronically, and some 

submitted photocopies.  Both the students’ and instructors’ names were removed from the 

papers. 

 

Essays were divided equally among pairs of readers; part-time faculty were paired with 

full-time faculty where possible.  Papers were read individually and scored using the 

rubric.  Pairs then met to discuss their scores and choose 2-3 writing essays and 1-2 

literature essays that pairs deemed worthy of further discussion because they contained 

elements likely to highlight dissensus amongst SAC members.  Typically this decision 

was based on a significant difference in scores, but some papers were also advanced 

because pairs recognized that they spoke to debates about writing that the SAC has not 

yet resolved—debates that continue to inform the success of outcomes and assessment 

with our SAC.  In this way, we sought to maintain a connection between our reading of 

student work and the teaching that produces that student work. 

 

The advanced papers (18 total) were divided between two groups of committee members.  

Each sub-group read 9 essays, scored them (for some—again), and met to compare and 

discuss scores, as well as recommend 1 essay to present to the SAC at our Spring in-

service.  

 

When choosing how to collect this data, the committee decided to assign each reviewer a 

number, and to ask each reviewer to insert their specific score for their set of essays into 

an Excel spreadsheet. By setting up the spreadsheet in this way, we generated data that 

we could use to build on our values approach towards the data by highlighting the 

specific rater score rather than an agreed-upon score from the rater team(s). A review of 



 

the quantitative data provides further support for our qualitative findings, while also 

raising awareness of potential areas to explore in future assessment years.  

 

Translating the data into a spreadsheet highlighted the challenges of gathering 

quantitative data for our SAC’s assessment. As professionals very familiar with 

qualitative analysis, many of us found it challenging to input and arrange quantitative 

data in a way that meaningfully reflected the process that generated it, and from which 

meaningful information could be drawn. The inconsistencies in the 2012-2013 data set 

motivate the committee to create a more efficient and effective data gathering system in 

2013-2014.  

 

IV. Integrate assessment work with other service and professional development 

 

To further build on the work we had done as a committee and to increase awareness of 

what we were doing and bring in more faculty voices regarding what we value when it 

comes to our student writing, our presentation to our SAC at Spring in-service was not a 

traditional uni-directional presentation. After we presented what we had accomplished 

this year, we asked faculty to engage in a discussion of two student papers. The 

presentation, in other words, was folded in as part of the assessment process.  

 

Prior to the meeting, we asked our full SAC to read two papers that we felt got to the 

heart of a key issue of dissensus in our WR 121 classes and key question we had about 

the outcome we assessed: Is there a place in WR 121 for both academic argument and 

personal narrative? 

  

We engaged the full SAC in our assessment process through a discussion—modeled on 

our earlier, committee discussions—about what we valued (and didn’t value) in the two 

papers. Where the discussion revisited tensions we had previously explored, it served to 

emphasize the importance of these questions on our “what we value” maps. (We are able 

to fold this in because we also took notes and recorded the conversation.) But the 

discussion also revealed interesting tensions that require further work by our committee. 

For example, some members of the SAC argued that one of the reflective essays under 

consideration contained a clear thesis and logical development as appropriate for creative 

nonfiction form at the WR 121 level. Others argued that the essay completely lacked a 

thesis and that such creative nonfiction approaches were not a form of writing appropriate 

to WR 121 student work.  Most importantly, though, the conversation engaged our whole 

faculty in the process of assessment, suggesting to them that assessment is not only an 

institutional prerogative, but a process that can contribute to the work we all do in our 

classrooms.  We consider this the beginning of an important shift that needs to happen so 

as to make assessment a meaningful part of the work that we do as both teachers and 

academic professionals. 



 

 

 

V. Reflect on what we learned and how to move forward 

 

The goals of the 2012-2013 assessment committee work was to 1) Use real student work 

to generate a conversation about our values when it comes to our courses; 2) Create a 

rubric that acknowledges these values, one that is meaningful to this particular group of 

teachers at this particular institution; 3) Assess student writing using the rubric; 4) Share 

our process with SAC members and invite them to participate in the work we’ve been 

doing to help increase faculty buy-in. The assessment committee believes that our work 

attended to each of these elements and generated actionable data to incorporate into the 

2013-2014 assessment process.  
 

The paired reading and sub-group meetings raised a number of interesting questions for 

us concerning the meaningful creation of rubrics and different understandings amongst 

faculty about the key concepts in academic writing: thesis, evidence, and logical 

development.  

 

When it comes to creating meaningful rubrics, the work of the 2012-2013 committee 

made great advances to generate a rubric that more accurately reflects and interrogates 

the outcomes as present in student writing. However, the process seemed to break down 

between the “values” conversation and the creation of a paper-based “rubric.” If one of 

our goals is to create a rubric that reflects our values, and our values are largely 

qualitative, how do we create a rubric that includes a meaningful quantitative 

measurement? The point at which these two demands meet is one that we navigated with 

difficulty. In particular, we recognized that our SAC members have nuanced and varied 

understandings of particular key terms present on the rubric: “thesis,” “evidence” and 

“logical development.” While the values conversation provided us with specific language 

with which we could frame those terms, we still found, through the paired readings, sub-

group meetings and the Spring SAC meeting, that instructors could view the same paper 

and state “The paper has a clear thesis” or “There’s no thesis here at all.”  

 

The implications of this dissensus may, at first, appear startling. However, as our values 

conversation demonstrated, even when we appear to disagree, there is often a shared core 

value operating in the conversation. Where one person rated an essay a “0” and another 

rated the same essay a “6,” each rater was challenged to articulate what they thought 

“thesis,” “evidence,” and “logical development” was in terms of the specific writing 

under examination. During these conversations, raters had the opportunity to identify 

their own stylistic and formal biases, and to engage in a conversation about what we are 

meant to be teaching students about these concepts. (Thus, while we did not formally 

“norm” our scores, there was nonetheless a kind of norming that happened organically in 

the process of assessing this student work.)  



 

 

In holding these conversations, we learned that all SAC members clearly value teaching 

students how to develop a specific thesis, but that we differ in regards to whether certain 

genres of writing (in this case, narrative essays) encourage students to learn to generate a 

thesis, evidence, and logical development. In turn, recognition of the tension between 

instructors who view reflective essays as teaching students to use thesis, evidence and 

logical development versus those who question whether the reflective essay achieves this 

provided the SAC with the opportunity to engage with important questions about the 

purpose of WR 121 and the ways in which the outcomes encourage the teaching of 

specific skills in the course.  

 

The Spring in-service meeting also raised questions for us: 

○ What ideas (or assumptions) do we as a SAC share about the skills our students 

arrive in WR 121 with? 

■ Which of these are realistic? 

■ Which of these are unrealistic? 

○ How do we move beyond discussion tensions (about narrative versus argument, 

for instance) to shaping meaningful curriculum? 

■ More whole-SAC discussion and votes? 

■ Assessment committee re-writing of CCOGS? 

 

3. What We Learned as a Result of the Assessment 

 

I. Quantitative Results 

 

There are minor inconsistencies in the quantitative data spreadsheets. For the WR 121 

assessment data, one reviewer did not input their scores and we were unable to acquire 

the data set prior to the report deadline. As a result, the data set reported here includes 

data from only 9 reviewers. For ENG104/5/6, the size of the data set varied from one data 

point to the next.  These variations reflect inconsistencies in rater input of data into the 

spreadsheet. 

 

The spreadsheet of quantitative data demonstrates areas of clear consensus and dissensus 

(see Appendix E). For WR 121 essays, 22 received scores of either “4” or “6” from two, 

three, or four independent raters, indicating they met the benchmark for the outcome 

assessed.  Likewise, 22 received a score of “0” or “2” from two, three, or four 

independent raters, indicating the essay did not meet the benchmark of the outcome 

assessed. Combining these numbers, there was consensus on meeting or failing the 

benchmark in 44 cases. These numbers address an important element of the qualitative 

work we have undertaken this year in assessment: whether members of the SAC are 

measuring student work in similar ways, based on similar values reflective of the 



 

outcomes. The numerical data indicates we agree about what constitutes “strong” work 

and also “very weak” work. 23 papers received the exact same scores from two or more 

reviewers across the score spectrum (0, 2, 4 and 6).  

 

However, 14 papers received conflicting scores regarding whether the sample met the 

benchmark, and, of these, in 6 sample essays reviewed, two or more reviewers scored 

essays with scores that varied by more than 2 points. These papers provide support for 

our qualitative discussions indicating disagreement amongst SAC members about the 

meaning of the outcomes. For example, one sample essay received scores from 4 

reviewers that varied dramatically: 0, 6, 2, and 2. While the majority of these scores agree 

that the paper did not meet the outcome, one reviewer felt it exemplified the outcome by 

rating it a 6. For another sample, four reviewers scored the essay 0, 6, 4, 4; a majority 

rating the essay as meeting or exemplifying the benchmark, while one reviewer indicated 

that the essay did not in any way meet the benchmark. These numbers suggest that 

despite our conversations about what we value in writing, there are still important areas 

of stark disagreement about the expectations and definitions of the benchmark. These 

areas of disagreement informed our choice of selecting 2 essays reflective of these 

dissonances to present to the SAC for large group discussion and provided our committee 

with insight into where to focus assessment questions for the 2013-2014 year. 

 

Beyond providing information about rater consistency in regards to benchmarks, the 

quantitative data suggests that, based on the essays reviewed, only 37% of WR 121 

sample essays met the benchmark for the outcome, and in 24% of the samples, reviewers 

disagreed by a margin of less than 2 points about whether the essay met the benchmark. 

Comparing this data to institutional data about aggregate student grades in WR 121 raises 

important questions. According to the IR 2011-2012 program profile report, 69% of WR 

121 students earned a “C” or better for the course. If we extrapolate from this information 

that 69% of students likewise met the WR 121 outcome “Write clear and coherent essays 

that demonstrate a logical development of ideas and incorporate evidence in support of a 

thesis,” our reviewer data is not consistent with the percentage of students earning a 

grade of C or better, because only 37% of the essays reviewed were rated as meeting the 

outcome’s benchmark.  

 

However, there are many possible explanations for the discrepancy. Student essays were 

collected at the beginning of the quarter, and are not necessarily a measurement of the 

students’ abilities at the end of the quarter when students are assigned a grade. Likewise, 

the sample essays covered a range of essay types. Some were full-length essays of 4-5 

pages, while others were only 2 pages in length, which impacted whether reviewers 

thought the essay met the benchmark in terms of evidence and development. Also, 

assignment type influenced whether raters thought the essay met the outcome’s 

benchmark. For example, some of the essays appeared to be in response to assignments 



 

that required a specific focus on developing an argument or analysis using evidence, 

while others appeared to be more focused on reflections and summaries less inclined to 

involve explicit idea development or evidence. Given these variations, the assessment 

committee intends to revisit the student sample collection process for the 2013-14 year 

and make adjustments that will mitigate these variables and provide data more easily 

relatable to IR data about overall student success in WR 121.  

 

The quantitative data for ENG104/5/6 essays provides the assessment committee with 

more information from which to engage in a values conversation about the use of outside 

sources in literature courses. Of the 24 essays for which scores were entered into the 

database, only 6 cited secondary sources. 15 used MLA citation. In reflecting on whether 

the presence or absence of secondary sources and/or MLA citation impacted the quality 

of the essay, reviewers indicated yes for 17 of the essays, and no for 13. Reviewers wrote 

many comments on the ENG104/5/6 scoring rubrics. From these comments, the 

assessment committee plans to develop further analysis about the literature outcome, 

“Conduct research to find materials appropriate to use for literary analysis, using MLA 

conventions to document primary and secondary sources in written responses to a 

literary text.” Reviewer comments stated that “lack of proper MLA citation raised 

concerns about academic integrity” and that “essay(s) would benefit from grounding 

provided by well used outside sources.”  Other reviewers sought to unpack the apparently 

simplistic nature of the rubric’s questions: “I’m skeptical as to whether ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 

captures the whole story in terms of MLA style citation. All my papers show an attempt 

to use it, but there’s more of a continuum of success in using it.” This comment suggests 

that there might likewise be a continuum of impact in terms of the overall “success” of a 

literature paper. Echoing this notion, another reviewer wrote, “...the impact of citation in 

general (such as using citation for the primary text being analyzed) and the impact of 

including a secondary source outside the material were different.”  These comments 

begin to inform the assessment committee of the values that SAC members hold 

regarding the use of outside sources and citation of those sources.  

 

II. Qualitative Results 

 

● Discussions made clear that there is not consensus on the content of WR 121 

○ Our SAC faces disagreements about what skills students arrive in WR 121 

with and what skills WR 121 should teach them. Our assessment suggests that 

we need to make developing consensus on this point a chief goal of our SAC.  

Only by developing such consensus can we then engage in a meaningful 

assessment of what our students are or are not accomplishing in our courses, 

as well as make meaningful changes to our curriculum and program design.  

 



 

● Assessing papers for one outcome only does not acknowledge the way in which 

writing may often feature the demonstration of overlapping outcomes in a way that 

makes the isolation of one difficult to assess.   

○ While assessing papers for one outcome allowed us to have focused 

discussions, it also forced us to ignore other important and interesting features 

of our papers. Most likely, we think this points to a weakness in our current 

assessment model: we need to assess papers more holistically to really see 

their strengths and weaknesses.  

○ But it might also point to how we could better design our CCOGS to reflect 

the interdependent nature of the learning outcomes.  For instance, it’s possible 

that the outcome that we chose is actually more than one outcome.  If one 

looks at something like the WPA Outcomes Statement, a widely respected 

document in our field that offers suggestions for what a first-year composition 

sequence should strive for, each individual outcome covers what is for the 

most part a discrete “skill” in the writing process.  

 

● Part-time faculty and full-time faculty need to be engaged in conversations about 

teaching  

○ Not only have the part time faculty on this committee been invaluable—and 

worked hours far beyond the pay allotted them—but their presence serves as a 

constant reminder that assessment cannot be conducted by FT faculty alone. 

Although our classes are taught by more PT than FT faculty, it is easier for FT 

faculty to have conversations given the more permanent space they occupy on 

our campuses.  Assessment work can serve as a key place to engage our whole 

SAC in crucial questions about how we teach and how our students learn.  If 

we are to achieve our overall goal of a more cohesive program, we must avoid 

a situation in which FT faculty dictate the changes that are to be made in the 

classes taught by our PT faculty.  

○ We as a committee (and, we believe, PCC as an institution) need to seek more 

ways to support the participation of PT faculty in assessment work. 

 

● The importance/non-importance of (MLA) citation to literature papers 

○ One of the CCOGS for our ENG 104/105/106 courses suggests that students 

should “Conduct research to find materials appropriate to use for literary 

analysis, using MLA conventions to document primary and secondary sources 

in written responses to a literary text.” Our assessment suggests that while 

some ENG 104/105/106 courses do include research and quotation, very few 

students write papers with correct MLA citation.  

○ We found ourselves uncertain as to what this outcome was most concerned 

with: students researching secondary sources not provided by the instructor?  

information literacy?  use of sources in an essay?  accurate MLA citation?  



 

The difficulty of assessing this outcome suggests the importance of how an 

outcome is worded.  This may be an example of certain institutional 

requirements (how our outcomes are worded) hampering effective assessment 

work.   

 

● Some literature papers seem to offer the students the opportunity to develop an 

understanding of Community and Environmental Responsibility, but it is unclear to 

what extent we should expect this of students in a literature class.  It is also unclear to 

what extent we as teachers of literature embrace this core outcome as part of a 

literature curriculum.  The essays we collected will likely be used as data in our 

ongoing conversations and any revisions we make to the mapping matrix of course to 

core outcomes.   

 

4. Proposed Changes as a Result of this Assessment  

 

The Assessment Committee is not prepared to make any recommendations regarding 

changes to teaching at this point, given the very limited and partial nature of our findings 

thus far.  Any changes made at this point would be temporary, inauthentic, and, 

ultimately, ineffective for the goal we have of creating a more cohesive program that will 

result in stronger teaching and better student learning and achievement of outcomes.  It 

might be most accurate to say that our recommendation is just that: we need a more 

cohesive program in which assessment of student outcomes can offer us authentic insight 

into what our students are achieving in our classes. 

   

Our program is not alone in its need to develop greater cohesion.  The movement toward 

greater cohesion through faculty-driven, student-centric, and holistic assessment practices 

in the Composition /Literature SAC is developing concurrently with similar efforts by DE, 

ESOL, and ABE/GED.  All of our programs are impacted by the college-wide emphasis 

on “alignment” and “completion,” and we all contribute integral pieces to the complex 

“pipeline” of reading and composition classes.  Our committee suggests that meaningful 

dialogue with these other Assessment Committees in 2013-14 will help all of us develop 

a more coherent sense of our programs.  By grounding these discussions in student 

writing from different disciplines and levels across the pipeline, we can apply our work in 

2012-13 on a larger scale and begin to articulate a broader, trans-SAC sense of what we 

all value in student writing. 

 

Some collaboration with other Assessment Committees is already underway (and will 

continue).  In particular, members of our group have been in dialogue with our colleagues 

in the DE SAC.  We are hopeful that collaboration with DE creates practical foundations 

for college-wide alignment.  In the spirit that led to the recent creation of the DE Task 

Force, members of both the Comp/Lit and DE Assessment Committees are driven to 



 

create faculty-led systems of assessment that can lead to greater coherence along the 

pipeline: from Writing 80 through Writing 122.  Our current and future collaborations 

with DE are vital elements of the larger alignment process.  While it is clear that we must 

preserve certain areas of instructor autonomy—for many instructors, the autonomy 

afforded by PCC is one of the greatest things about working here—the work conducted in 

2012-13 by both Comp/Lit and DE Assessment Committees illustrates the need for 

dialogue that generates greater consistency and coherence.  Our work in Comp/Lit is 

particularly important in this regard because students (and instructors) in the pre-transfer 

levels of the pipeline will benefit from a clearer sense of what the end of the pipeline 

looks like.  Potentially, our collaborations with DE will help articulate how to “accelerate” 

student progress through the reading and composition program.  If valid and authentic 

modes of acceleration are to develop within PCC’s institutional parameters, trans-SAC 

faculty-driven methods of assessment are essential to that process.  Working with our 

colleagues in DE (which we will continue to do as part of our work in 2013-2014) also 

prepares us to engage issues of accreditation on our own terms, preempting the need for 

external forces to identify a lack of college-wide assessment practices as necessary for 

continual accreditation. 

 

With these larger goals in mind, we will continue to develop more tools for effective 

assessment in 2013-14.  We need to develop a holistic rubric.  We need to streamline and 

simplify our process for gathering student essays, distributing them to readers, and 

gathering scores.  We need to develop methods for norming our scores and resolving 

discrepancies.  We need to figure out what kinds of tools would be most useful for our 

faculty, and we need to develop these tools to be responsive to the needs of our students 

and our institution.  It is our belief that any tools we develop will function best if they are 

mobilized through terms and concepts that are meaningful to our faculty.  To this end, the 

Assessment Committee sent a survey to all SAC members during week 9 of spring 

quarter.  The survey asks faculty to describe how they design WR 121 courses and what 

they value in the work of WR 121 students. 

 

Our decision to administer the survey was inspired by the suggestion of O’Neill, Moore, 

and Huot that meaningful assessment of writing programs can include more than the 

reading of student work (119).  In an effort to respect and address the complexity that any 

changes to curriculum might imply, we will continue to investigate dynamic ways of 

assessing our work and the work of our students, which we recognize as interdependent.   

 

5. Reflection on the Assessment Tool and Process   

 

After our experience with a rubric that focuses on a single course outcome, the 

Assessment Committee is convinced of the need to develop a holistic rubric next year.  

Because works of student writing demonstrate achievement (or non-achievement) of 



 

identified course outcomes in ways that allow the characteristics of achievement to be 

interconnected or entwined, effective assessment of student writing demands attention to 

more than one course outcome.  Indeed, it’s possible effective assessment demands 

holistic attention to all course outcomes in the rubric itself.  We have consulted a range of 

current theories in rubric construction, and we will use our diverse range of experience 

with holistic assessment to generate a rubric that is more responsive to needs of our 

students, faculty, and institution.  One characteristic we envision for our new rubric is a 

range of “X factor” terms and qualities—something that may also be a characteristic of 

the rubrics under development by Assessment Committees in other SACs.  Trans-SAC 

dialogue will be valuable in the construction of a holistic rubric for each group.  

Moreover, whichever rubric is chosen for next year, the committee must better streamline 

its process for capturing reviewer data in order for our analysis to be more accurate, 

thereby increasing the validity of our results. 

 

Our examinations of the “Community and Environmental Responsibility” core outcome 

yielded insights about the meanings of “communities” that our students are coming from, 

walking between, and attempting to engage with the essays they compose for our classes.  

However, after considering the ambiguities that surface when attempting to determine 

how this core outcome becomes evident through student writing, the Assessment 

Committee plans to focus instead upon the core outcomes most directly related to the 

kinds of skills our students demonstrate in the papers they compose for our classes: 

“Communication,” “Critical Thinking and Problem Solving,” and “Self-Reflection.”  We 

will work with these outcomes in particular when constructing a rubric and when 

considering the larger alignment between our transfer-level writing courses and the pre-

transfer writing courses offered by other SACs. 

 

As noted above, the Assessment Committee intends to streamline our methods for 

collecting student writing and redistributing the essays to faculty who will read the essays 

with us.  Our work in 2012-13 revealed the fact that not every essay assigned during a 

WR 121 course is designed to demonstrate all of the course or core outcomes.  What, 

then, is the best methodology for gathering student essays that demonstrate proficiency or 

mastery in relation to the language of the outcomes?  Do we ask instructors to self-select 

the student essays which they believe best demonstrate proficiency or mastery?  Or, do 

we ask all instructors teaching WR 121 to provide us with student writing from a 

particular point in the term—essays from the middle or end of the quarter?  Is it possible 

for any one essay assignment to target every outcome in question, even if that essay is the 

“final” paper for the course?  And, given the larger emphasis on alignment and 

completion, should we compare student work from the end of WR 115 to student work 

from particular points in WR 121 in order to assess “readiness” for transfer-level 

composition courses?  These are questions that we do not have specific answers for right 



 

now.  Rather, we intend to use the information gleaned from our WR 121 survey to help 

guide us as we revisit our methodology in 2013-14.   

 

However, considering how WR 115 serves as the only pre-requisite course for our 

English literature courses (as well as most courses offered throughout the PCC district), 

we have decided it would be valuable to focus our work on WR 115 next year.  When 

additional faculty members join our committee next year, we will use their contributions 

to our discussions to help us reconsider our methods and the rationale behind those 

methods.  Dialogue with other Assessment Committees in 2013-14 should also help 

illuminate best practices for essay collection and distribution. 
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• Logic 

• Critical reading 

• Counter- 

argument 

• Claim / thesis 

• Paragraphing/Organizati

on 

• Transitions/connections 

• Development 

• Deep/flat 

• Control 

• Authority / confidence 

• Cliché Quotation/citation 

• Accuracy  

• “beyond classroom”  

contribution 

• Claim 

• academic discourse 

• tone 

Use of sources 

Purpose/Audience 

Originality 

Tone 

Structure 

Thinking 

Appendix A: Descriptive Values (WR 121) Category Terms Category Terms 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract Qualities 

• Ambition 

• Depth of thinking 

• Striving 

• Trying 

• Wrestling 

• Promising [attempt] 

Material Textual 

Features 

• Analysis 

• Explication 

• Use of sources 

/ quoting 

• Textual 

evidence 

• Lens/theory 

Abstract Textual 

Features 

• Clarity 

• Focus/cohere

nce 

• Organization 

• Audience 

awareness 

APPENDIX B: MAPPING OF VALUES (LITERATURE) 

Features we value in ENG 104, 105, and 106 student writing 

 Based on Assessment Committee’s reading/discussion of three pilot essays 

Connections  

Between bubbles  

are very case-by-case 

Think of the three bubbles as a choose-your-own-adventure. You can see “Ambition” in the 

paper’s “clarity” or in its use of “explication”—or just one of those. 



 

APPENDIX C: WRITING RUBRIC 

 

 

Paper: 

 

• Write clear and coherent essays that demonstrate a logical development of ideas and 

incorporate evidence in support of a thesis. 

 

This outcome acknowledges the way that strong, persuasive, effective writing develops 

arguments by using logic to interpret available evidence (whether personal, textual, 

qualitative, quantitative, etc.) and sustaining a line of inquiry from beginning to end 

(regardless of genre and discipline).   

 

 

RUBRIC: 

 

6 4 2 0 

The paper 

consistently explores, 

analyzes, or “works 

with” evidence and 

does so in order to 

thoroughly develop 

its thesis. 

The paper includes 

evidence 

contributing to an 

overall thesis, but 

connections 

between evidence 

and thesis could be 

either more 

consistent or 

developed.    

The paper includes 

both evidence and 

an overall thesis, but 

the connections 

between the two are 

unclear.   

The paper lacks 

evidence and a thesis.  

It is primarily 

abstract, without 

recognizable 

organization. 

 

SOUNDLY REASONED --------------------------------------- CARELESSLY REASONED 

 

 

Reader Comments: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

APPENDIX D: LITERATURE RUBRIC 

 

Paper:  

 

English 104/105/106: 

 

• Conduct research to find materials appropriate to use for literary analysis, using MLA 

conventions to document primary and secondary sources in written responses to a 

literary text. 

 

This outcome focuses on the student’s ability to incorporate sources into their writing and 

use citation.   

 

RUBRIC: 

 

Criteria Yes No 

Uses secondary sources 

 

  

Uses citation 

 

  

Uses MLA citation 

  

  

Does the presence or absence of secondary 

sources and/or citation impact what you 

perceive to be the overall quality of the 

essay?   

 

  

 

Reader Comments:  

 

 

 

 

 

Core Outcome: Community and Environmental Responsibility 

 

Check any box that you think applies to this paper: 

 

 Identifies, assesses, evaluates and/or responds to community issues. 

  

 Identifies, assesses, and/or evaluates a connection between culture and 

community/environment. 

 

 Identifies, assesses, and/or evaluates one’s own relationship to community issues. 

 



 

APPENDIX E: SCORES 

 

 
WR 121 TABLES  
 

 Meets or Exceeds 

Benchmark 

Fails to meet 

benchmark  

Scores conflict  

Totals:          22        22         14 

 

 

 Reviewer scores same Reviewer scores differ by 

2 points  

Reviewer scores differ 

by > 2 points  

Totals:                   23           6            8  

 

 

 % meet 

benchmarks 

% not meeting 

benchmarks  

Disagreement of 

> 2 points  

Disagreement of 

2 points  

Totals:  39%  38% 13% 11% 

 

 

 

 

 

ENG 104/5/6 TABLES 

 
 Essay used secondary 

sources 

Essay did not use secondary 

Totals:                        6                     18  

 

 

 Uses MLA citation  Does not use MLA citation 

Totals:                  15                      6 

 

 

 Presence or Absence         

impacts essay 

Presence or Absence does 

not impact essay  

Totals                17                      13  

 

 
 


