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WASC REVIEW 
 

The Western Association of Schools and Colleges expects that “a climate of respect for a 
diversity of backgrounds, ideas, and perspectives is fostered on each campus and that 
issues of diversity are appropriately engaged.”  California State University, Stanislaus is 
continuously searching for avenues to improve its diversity.  Students’ voices are very 
important for assessing campus diversity.  In accordance with this, CSU Stanislaus 
piloted a diversity prompt within the Writing Proficiency Screening Test (WPST) in 
order to elicit student opinions on diversity. The following study is the analysis of those 
essays. This report defines diversity, assesses the level of diversity on this campus, and 
makes recommendations to help improve diversity—all from students’ perspectives.  
Student responses were disaggregated into five focus areas: ethnicity, gender, ESL status, 
transfer status, and primary language.  Major trends in those focus areas are highlighted 
in this report as well as existing research on campus diversity. 
 

INTRODUCTION TO DIVERSITY 
 
The definition of diversity continues to evolve as its importance to student growth 
increases.  Creating a standard definition is difficult since the identity of the twenty first 
century college student is constantly evolving and becoming exceedingly multi-
dimensional. History has prompted change in higher education to recognize these non- 
traditional students.   The road paved by Brown v. Board of Education and the influences 
of Open Admissions have caused huge changes in student demographics, and prompted 
institutions to become self-aware of campus diversity.  This self-awareness has only been 
increased by pressure from affirmative action legislation.  These events have forced 
public and private institutions to improve the educational racial climate and emerge with 
programs to promote diversity. This push for diversity has revolutionized the face of 
academic institutions.  Today, many different types of students are enrolled in American 
universities, so for some the struggle for social justice might seem complete. However, 
the struggle for diversity within and among this distinct student body is only beginning.    
 
Dr. William Covino, Provost of CSU Stanislaus, envisions a diverse campus where 
people from all demographics can engage in what he calls the “great discussion,” a place 
where people from all walks of life can exchange ideas without being persecuted, and it is 
through that discussion that learning can prosper the most.  His definition of diversity 
reveals the importance of interaction amongst different groups.  It reveals why diversity 
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should be researched and improved. “But this great discussion, this scene of learning, 
only takes place when people air their differences.  Our differing backgrounds, cultures, 
ages, ethnicities, interests, and strengths make us each unique, and each of our 
contributions to this great discussion makes it that much more exciting, and rich, and 
representative of the full range of human understanding.”  According to Dr. Covino, 
without diversity there can never truly be a “great discussion.”  
 
Diversity is being discussed at length in education.  At the AAC&U 2006 Diversity and 
Learning Conference, Dr. John Hope Franklin of Duke University addressed issues 
concerning diversity.  He stated, diversity “can mean many things”; “it can mean the 
opening of all doors and becoming truly diverse, but it can also mean covering 
discrimination with the cloak of diversity” (2007).  Institutional leaders have made many 
advances in removing that “cloak.” The demographics of Western college institutions 
now consist of a variety of cultures, ethnicities, languages, socio-economic, and 
educational backgrounds.  Visually, diversity has been met at many institutions; however, 
diversity is not a euphemism for assimilation, but a way for the educational system to 
promote and value group differences.  The difficulty now lies in promoting interaction 
between these groups.   This is a difficult task, but one that must be met for true equity to 
be attained. 

   
ASSESMENT SAMPLE 

 
According to CSU Stanislaus Office of Institutional Research, “when comparing student 
ethnicity, age, and gender to a three county service area average, the only notable 
differences are in gender.  Ethnically, the diversity of the CSU Stanislaus student body 
well reflects the diversity of Stanislaus, Merced, and San Joaquin counties.”  This study’s 
assessment sample reflects the diversity of both the University and the region. Seventy-
five students were represented in this sample. The Tables below show that the sample 
size is representative of the student body. The gender and ethnicities of the sample size 
align with those of the University. Table 1 refers to the ethnicities of the students taking 
the WPST. Table 2 refers to the ethnicities of students attending this University.  Tables 3 
and 4 illustrate the gender of students taking the WPST and those attending CSU 
Stanislaus respectively. 

 
 

 Table 1. Ethnicities of students taking the WPST in this study 
Ethnicity 

27, 36%

1, 1%

1, 1%14, 19%
11, 15%

21, 28%

White African American
American Indian Asian-American/Pacific Islander
other Hispanic
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Table 2. Ethnicities of students attending CSU Stanislaus 
 

Ethnicity

43%

28%

11%

13% 4% 1%

White Hispanic Asian/Pacific Islander
Other African American American Indian

 

 

Table 3. Gender of students taking WPST in this study  

Gender 

Male
35%

Female 
65%

Male Female 
 

  
Table 4. Gender of students attending CSU Stanislaus 

Gender

Male
33%

Female
67%

Male Female
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METHODOLOGY 
 
The WPST is a holistically scored written exam designed to assess undergraduate 
students’ writing ability.  The assessment is a graduation requirement. The WPST is 
given twice a year each time with a different prompt.  The prompt used in this study was 
directed toward the diversity of CSU Stanislaus. Students were asked to “describe [their] 
idea of what a diverse campus should be.  Make two recommendations that would help 
California State University, Stanislaus be more like [their] ideal campus, as far as 
diversity is concerned.” As facilitated by the prompt, students wrote their definition of 
diversity and their observations while attending CSU Stanislaus. Then they wrote 
recommendations to improve diversity on this campus.   
 
A content analysis was conducted on these essays to determine student’s perspectives of 
diversity.  The essays were coded.  The common student responses were grouped 
together into reoccurring themes.  These themes were then grouped into one of three 
theoretical constructs: diversity definition, observations, or recommendations. Within 
these, the themes were grouped into smaller categories according to similarities. Once all 
the essays were coded and reoccurring themes were categorized, the information was 
disaggregated according to four major focus areas: ethnicity, gender, ESL, and transfer 
status. The content analysis outlines the students’ definitions of diversity, observations 
made and recommendations toward a more diverse campus.  Important trends found in 
the disaggregation are noted and analyzed. 

 
CONTENT ANALYSIS: STUDENT DEFINITION OF DIVERSITY 

 
Student responses consisted of a universalized definition of diversity. Students were 
asked to define their ideal diverse campus.  Students’ definitions of diversity combined 
with their observations helped frame the recommendations they made. Table 5 illustrates 
the reoccurring themes of the student responses concerning their definition of diversity. 
The reoccurring themes fall under three major categories: representation of students and 
faculty, culture promotion, and equal opportunity. Reoccurring themes are outlined under 
each major category in order to expresses student recommendations for achieving these 
three major categories to create their definition of an ideal diverse campus. Table 6 
illustrates the percentage of students who responded to each of the three major categories 
according to their ethnicity, gender, ESL, and transfer status. 
 
Table 5. Student definition of diversity  
 
Representation of students and faculty      Culture Promotion                Equal Opportunity 
 
Race/Ethnicity                                                 Interaction       Equity for Race/Ethnicity 
Socioeconomic Status                                     Awareness          Financial Aid  
Educational Background                                                         Support 
Age                                                                  
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Table 6.  Disaggregation of student responses  
 

Ethnicity  White African  Hispanic Asian/P Other Male Fem ESL Non-ESL Tran Non-Tran
 

89% 100% 14% 100% 0% 55% 91%
    

Representation 31% 99% 44% 99%
           
Culture Promotion 70% 100% 28% 99% 36% 50% 40% 19% 35% 43% 52%
            
 

7% 0% 24% 23% 0% 0% 18%
    

Equal Opportunity 13% 9% 11% 10%
 
 

REPRESENTATION OF STUDENTS AND FACULTY 
  
Students indicated that the representation of different students and faculty is an important 
component of campus diversity. While defining campus diversity 89% of white students 
and 100 % of Asian/ Pacific Islander and African American students felt that having a 
diverse representation of students and faculty on campus was an important factor in 
ascertaining a school’s level of diversity. Only 14% of Hispanic students indicated that 
representation was an important indicator of school diversity. Interestingly, males and 
females differed on this subject.  Over 90% of females identified demographics as an 
important component when defining diversity as opposed to just over half of the males 
responding in the same way.  The same discrepancies were seen between ESL and native 
speakers, as well as between transfer and non-transfer students:  99% both non-transfer 
and native speakers identified demographics as a component of diversity.  Less than 45% 
of transfer students and ESL students identified representations of different types of 
students as an important component.  There are many possibilities as to why these 
different groups don’t agree.  Specific student responses included but were not limited to: 

• A campus should have students from all ages such as, young adults to older 
adults. 

• A perfect campus for me would be where instructors as well as students come 
from other countries.  

• To me, diversity consists of a population surrounded by different ethnicities: 
African Americans, Hispanics, Asians, Caucasians, Middle Eastern etc.  

• Ideally truly diverse college campus would consist of classroom filled with 
students and professors from different walks of life. Everyone would have 
different views of the world based on their different life experiences.  

 
Student responses reiterate the important types of groups that need to be represented on a 
campus in order to consider it demographically diverse. These groups will bring with 
them, ideas and life experiences that other students can learn from.  

 
 
 
 
 



  DIVERSITY 6  
 

CULTURE PROMOTION/AWARENESS 
 
Diversity is not limited to demographics, but also encompasses promoting those 
demographics through interaction among groups and awareness of different ethnicities.  
Many students indicated that simple awareness of different cultural groups helped 
promote culture and diversity. Asian/Pacific Islander, White, and African American 
students accounted for the highest percentage of interest in culture promotion and 
awareness. Only 28% of Hispanic students and 36% of student categorized in other, 
indicated that culture promotion and awareness where an important component of the 
definition of diversity.  
 
Interaction can enable students to get a better understanding of those around them, which 
can help close gaps related to discrimination and racism. Student responses indicated that 
in order for them to interact with different cultures they must first have knowledge of 
those cultures.  These responses included: 

• My ideal diverse campus would have diverse food area, various ethnicity groups, 
and temple and churches depending on the different religions, so students can be 
exposed to other cultures.  

• To make my ideal campus a university should decorate the inside halls and 
building rooms with different culture materials. If they see all the different 
displays of cultures, they will be amazed, maybe interested to know about that 
particular culture. 

• A diverse campus has clubs and classes in which students can learn about their 
various heritages and interact with each other.  It is important to be exposed to 
other cultures, foster understanding between cultures and not just learn about ones 
own. 

• Diversification should not be about having a collection of different people with 
different backgrounds and interest under one roof, but should be about 
introducing these groups to each other.  

• To promote the concept of diversity, there should be a day cultural awareness day 
each year, or each month of the school year should be dedicated to exposing a 
specific culture. 

• Offer classes which instruct and celebrate different cultures through language, 
music, history, and current events. 

 
As students become more aware of other cultures, they become interested in interacting 
with those cultures. Through this interaction students develop an understanding of 
different cultures and peoples.  This understanding helps shape their identity.  Students 
indicated interaction between different cultures could help them understand one another. 
Responses included: 

• You can create a campus of diverse backgrounds, but a diverse campus requires 
interaction outside of ones economic, education, and ethnic background. Students 
must interact with each other positively through activities that highlight diversity 
to encourage acceptance.  

• It is important that we be familiar with are fellow students, culture, beliefs and 
traditions.  By understanding each others values and beliefs through interaction, 
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our diverse campus can fully understand and appreciate or differences and 
similarities.  

• Culture interaction would effect decision making in our lives, careers, and social 
interaction. By interacting with students of different cultures will provide a safer 
environment. Also, a safer environment means happy people and safer 
communities.  

• Diversity eases ignorance and can lead to a more accepting and open community. 
By educating students on the diversity of people through interaction, the 
university can help promote understanding and eliminate prejudices and 
stereotypes. 
  

EQUAL OPPORTUNITY 
 
Of the three major categories in students’ definition, equal opportunity was identified the 
least by all focus areas.  In fact, less than 25% of all students’ indicated that qualities 
such as financial aid and student support were important in their definition of campus 
diversity. Students in all focus areas indicated in low percentages.  Interestingly however, 
when it came to recommendations toward making the campus more diverse, funding 
suddenly became much more important. Students suggested in their responses: 

• In my opinion, a diverse campus not only accepts all kinds of people into its 
community, but welcomes and embraces them. 

• Diversity may come in many shapes and sizes but it’s the institution that creates a 
sound support system to all that is truly diverse.  

• The ideal campus should provide financial support and guidance for students who 
come from homes where they are the first in their families to ever go to college, 
and who could not otherwise afford to go to college.  

• Provide equal opportunity by accepting students who are unique, open mined goal 
oriented, and purpose driven. 

• A diverse campus is one in which there are people from different backgrounds 
and the minorities’ needs and desires are met as completely as the needs and 
desires of the majority.  

 
Students’ understood diversity as being more than just demographics.  Their definition 
was predicated on a component of interaction. Students’ identities are defined by their 
ethnicity, gender, ESL status, etc., yet they are also defined by the ways in which they 
interact within and among these groups. The students’ concept of diversity encompasses 
acceptance and respect. It means understanding that each individual is unique and 
recognizing these differences. It also means exploring these differences in a safe, 
positive, and nurturing environment, a place where individuals and groups are 
understood, tolerated, and celebrated.  
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ANALYSIS 
 
One important note is that students defined campus diversity in different ways.  The 
reasons behind these differences of opinion go far beyond the scope of this research.  
Many of the reasons are cultural and historical.  Different cultures define diversity 
differently based on what is important to them. One student who identified herself as 
Assyrian explained, “I would love to go to the French club and teach them about my 
culture or the music department. I just feel that there are so many different groups at this 
school that don’t know much about each other.  I would love the opportunity to share my 
culture with others.” This research indicates that if CSU Stanislaus wishes to truly assess 
its level of campus diversity and improve that level, its definition of diversity must 
encompass many cultures, must cross many barriers, and attempt to make sure that all 
representations of students are exposed. 
 

STUDENT OBSERVATIONS 
 
Table 7 illustrates the reoccurring themes of student responses concerning their 
observations made about the level of diversity on campus.  The themes are placed into 
two categories: CSU is diverse and CSU is not diverse.  Each reoccurring theme is then 
outlined and described within the context of the major category. Table 8 illustrates the 
percentage of students who responded to each of the major categories according to their 
ethnicity, gender, ESL, and transfer status.  The categories of “diverse” and “not diverse” 
do not add up to 100% because several students made both observations in their essays. 
Therefore, most categories exceed 100%. 
 
Table 7. Student Observations 
 
CSU is Diverse            CSU is not Diverse  
CSU has a diverse faculty     Homogenous groups     
There are many Hispanics     Freshman are unprepared for diversity 
There are many 1st generation students                            Lack of ethnical promotion 
CSU has diverse architecture     
CSU has cultural events 
CSU has supportive faculty 
There is in-class interaction 
Out of class interaction 

 
Table 8. Disaggregation of student responses 
 

Ethnicity  White African  Hispanic Asian/P Other Male Female ESL 
Non-
ESL Transfer

Non-
Transfer

 

98% 100% 96% 96% 85% 80% 85% 

    
CSU is 
Diverse 94% 85% 89% 87%
            
CSU is not 
Diverse  41% 0% 24% 7% 9% 8% 20% 28% 26% 24% 14%
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CSU STANISLAU IS DIVERSE 
 
The overwhelming majority of students felt that CSU Stanislaus was a diverse campus. In 
fact 98% of whites and 96% of Hispanics and Asians indicated at first glance that the 
campus was diverse, and 94% of ESL students and 87% of non-transfer students’ 
indications corresponded. There were numerous reasons as to why they responded this 
way, the reoccurring themes included: CSU is diverse, CSU has a diverse faculty, there 
are many Hispanics, there are many first generation college students, CSU has diverse 
architecture, CSU has cultural events, CSU has supportive faculty, there is in-class 
interaction, and out of class interaction.  Percentages were high for all focus areas.  
Student responses included: 

• California State University Stanislaus has a diverse campus.  It has an array of 
students with various different educational backgrounds, financial situations, and 
ethnicities. 

• I like taking classes from the professors here whose first language is not English.  
It gives me a greater appreciation for ESL students.  My professors have been and 
are currently racially diverse as well. 

• I visited a lot of schools before choosing CSU Stanislaus.  One of the reasons I 
chose this school was because of the large Hispanic community on campus. 

• My parents are doctors, but many students here are first-generation students.   
• The CSUS campus has a wide range of diversity in architecture.  The aesthetic 

feel of each building on campus is different in some degree form every other. 
• I have noticed that CSU has many different cultural events.  I am Assyrian and 

our club held one of these events last fall. 
• Warrior Days was a blast from my last experience.  It is open to everyone, college 

students can bring their own friends who are not enrolled in the school so you 
have more of a chance to meet new people. 

• I am new to this school, but all the professors I have had have been very helpful.  
They have given me good advice that has eased my transition to college life.   

• I would have missed out on a great friendship if I hadn’t bee forced to interact 
with someone I normally wouldn’t. 

• Having an abundance of different clubs, fraternities and sororities provides 
members of diverse backgrounds, ethnicities and lifestyles to interact.  The 
students on campus all get to band together and share experiences through sports, 
clubs and other activities. 

 
These different observations reflect the different perspectives of the level of diversity on 
campus.  These observations became the impetus for the students’ recommendations.  
Often recommendations were solutions to negative observations.    

 
CSU IS NOT DIVERSE 

 
Students’ perceptions and observations are very important not only in their definition of 
diversity, but also in assessing the level of diversity on this campus.   The community 
surrounding the campus is demographically diverse, and these demographics are 
represented in the University; however, student observations led to a broader view of 
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diversity. One white, native speaking, non-transfer student indicated “CSU is in the 
middle of a highly diverse area.  Many of the surrounding cities have a variety of 
different ethnicities.  While this is good it does not create true diversity.  It creates a 
diversity on campus that is not thought out or manufactured, but instead is a mere side 
effect of what is happening around the campus”. This observation was indicative of a 
large number of student responses.  As stated above, the overwhelming majority of 
students indicated that the campus was diverse; however, a large proportion of those 
same students began making slightly different assertions as they wrote their essays; many 
indicated that the University was diverse early in the essays but described it as not being 
as diverse later on.  Students’ responses indicated that the groups on campus were 
homogenous, freshmen were unprepared for diversity, and there is a lack of cultural 
promotion on campus.  Examples of such responses were: 

• As I see now on campus, every group seems to be by themselves.  This way there 
is no learning and experiences.  With diversity the student gets a chance to expand 
their mind and get away from their comfort zone.  

• By focusing on white culture in general education classes to the exclusion of other 
ethnicities, the message that is being sent is that white culture is priority and if 
one wants to understand their heritage they have to take a special class. 

• There are not enough classes offered that would encourage people to learn of 
different cultures. And, the few that are offered are not required to be taken for 
graduation. 

• These organizations seem to be diverse from different Greek organization, to 
agriculture clubs and religious and cultural clubs. The one aspect missing is their 
interaction. When observing the students at their booths, one rarely sees any one 
different. 

• It seems as though the college is geared to only to two types of people, whites and 
Hispanics.  For residents of the central valley, Stanislaus may seem like a diverse 
school, but for others it could use some vast improvement if it wants to make that 
claim.  

• I think a lot of incoming freshman from the small farming towns in communities 
around campus go into shock when they first step on campus.  They have never 
communicated with different types of people and that causes problems. 

• I was both shocked and disappointed in the variety of food on or around campus.  
The cafeteria menu consists mainly of hamburgers, sandwiches, and burritos.  I 
believe that the menu is in dire need of expansion. 
 

ANALYSIS 
 
Students observed the level of CSU Stanislaus’ diversity differently as their papers 
progressed. The University became less diverse to them.  One reason behind this may be 
that the prompt asked students to make suggestions, thus they searched for areas of 
improvement. It is apparent that Stanislaus is a diverse campus because of the large 
number of different students represented, yet on closer inspection, and when components 
such as interaction and awareness are included into the definition of diversity, students 
began to think differently.  They began to analyze diversity on a deeper level than just 
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demographics.  They began to define diversity as different people and groups working 
together in a community where everyone has equal value and input.  

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
This study generated specific recommendations made by students concerning diversity on 
campus. Table 9 illustrates the responses by placing the recommendations in four 
categories: recruiting diversity, diverse classes/curriculum, student services, and culture 
promotion. Each reoccurring theme is then outlined below and described within the 
context of the major category.  Table 10 illustrates the percentage of students who 
responded to each of the major categories according to their ethnicity, gender, ESL, and 
transfer status.   
 
 
Table 9. Recommendations made by students 
 
Recruiting Diversity                 Diverse Classes/Curriculum    Culture Promotion     Services 
Outreach to community               In class activities                       Culture festivals           Mentorship 
Globalization                               Outside class activities              Guest speakers             Families  
Outreach to high schools             Culture classes                           Sports teams                 
Diverse faculty                            Cross Curriculum                       Ethnic foods                  

 
Table 10. Disaggregation of student responses 

 

Ethnicity  White African  Hispanic Asian/P Other Male Female ESL 
Non-
ESL Transfer

Non-
Transfer

 

26% 100% 19% 41% 18% 27% 35% 

    
Recruiting 
Diversity 28% 30% 26% 33%
            
Diverse 
Classes/Cur 70% 0% 33% 79% 11% 38% 45% 41% 58% 43% 76%
            
Culture 
Promotion 30% 0% 71% 99% 73% 38% 55% 66% 49% 57% 62%
            
Services 7% 100% 38% 29% 0% 8% 33% 28% 21% 28% 19%
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RECRUITING DIVERSITY 
 
Student responses stressed the importance of recruiting more diversity into CSU 
Stanislaus. They proposed many recommendations such as outreaching to the community 
and high schools to attract diverse individuals to the campus, and also outreaching to 
other countries to bring in more foreign students and faculty. Although recruiting 
diversity was not the major recommendation made, a recognizable amount of African, 
and Asian/Pacific Islander students stressed their concerns about recruiting more 
diversity into CSU Stanislaus. Recommendations included, employing more international 
professors and educating more international students so that different world-views would 
be understood and experienced.  Just under 35% of ESL, native speakers, and transfer 
and non-transfer students made recommendations concerning the importance of 
recruiting more diversity into CSU Stanislaus. Many students, particularly the African 
and Asian/Pacific Islander populations, indicated that this university would be wise to 
outreach to high schools and the community. Activities such as service learning, club 
projects catering to poor or minority communities, and having undergraduates go to high 
schools and talk to students about the great qualities CSU Stanislaus were only a few of 
the recommendations made by the students in this study. Student responses included:   

• If the overall goal is a diverse campus, then recruit a diverse class of students.  A 
diverse student population representing our school should go to high schools and 
tell them about what a diverse campus CSU Stanislaus really is.  Maybe then 
more and different types of people would want to go here.   

• I recommend that the university start accepting more races or ethnicities from the 
entire world. 

• In order for CSU Stanislaus to accomplish a diverse type of population they must 
send personnel out to different schools and a variety of locations in the 
surrounding cities.  

• Most importantly there should be a professor of every ethnicity so everyone 
would be able to make that connecting with that professor. 

 
Overall the sentiment represented in student responses indicated that the successful 
recruitment of students and faculty from underrepresented groups should be a concerted 
and coordinated effort by the University.  

 
DIVERSE CLASSES/CURRICULUM 

 
Many students gave interesting recommendations concerning classroom activities, such 
as encouraging students to get to know one another, group activities that align different 
types of students together, or designing curriculums around the concept of diversity. 
Students also emphasized the importance of cross curriculum studies and the importance 
of having a curriculum that promotes collaboration so that students develop a better 
understanding of one other. The recommendations ranged from having classes based on 
the different types of cultures on campus or the surrounding area to offering more foreign 
language classes to implementing a diversity class required for graduation. More than 
70% of White and Asian/Pacific Islander students expressed the importance of having a 
diversity of class options or a diversity component implemented into curriculums. 
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However, only 33% of Hispanic students and 11% of other ethnicities expressed their 
recommendations of having more diverse classes and curriculum. Over 60% of non-
transfer students recognized the same. Student responses included: 

• My first recommendation would be to that CSU Stanislaus require a class on the 
history and ever changing demographics of the Central Valley; one that would be 
taught in a dynamic environment and that takes into account current events and 
theorizes about where the future may lead.   

• I believe that by regrouping the different disciplines by their respective colleges 
would be step toward encouraging diversity in education.  In other words, the 
boundaries across disciplines needs to be taken down and different departments 
should work together on similar research. 

• Language is the heart of a culture and for that reason it should be the central focus 
for promotion of diversity on campus.  The foreign language department should 
be expanded and more foreign languages offered.   

• I feel that if the professors have group projects in class they should split groups 
up, so that way the group is a mixture of races. Many professors at our school 
tend to let the students choose their partners or other group members and this is 
where you see discrimination. 

• In this class we should have to complete a project and do a presentation on 
another member in the class that has a different ethnic or economic or education 
background than you.  

• For example, they may offer more specific diverse classes such as Asian 
Immigration to the West, or another on Asian influences in the arts.  

• By having more out of class activities students will have better learning 
experiences with other cultures.  

• Class directed summer trips to various countries to experience first hand and learn 
the history of specific cultures.  

• Offer classes that instruct and celebrate different cultures through language, 
music, history, and current events within these cultures, not only in their native 
lands but concerning issues they face within the United States.  

 
Many students feel that mainstream curriculum does not include ideas and experiences 
representative of a contemporary diverse society. It was clear from student responses that 
bias free curriculum that encourages diversity and caters to community would be 
welcomed.  
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CULTURE PROMOTION 
 
Students also commented a great deal concerning culture promotion. Students 
recommended promoting cultures through festivals, highlighting famous individuals from 
non-dominant groups, serving ethnic foods, and using sports to bring cultures together. 
Although Hispanic students did not express a high interest in culture classes and 
curriculum, 71% of them expressed interest in promoting culture through activities on 
campus. Asian/Pacific Islander students expressed the highest interest in promoting 
culture through various activities. Over 90% of Asian/Pacific students expressed 
recommendations on diversity in this category as well as 73% of other ethnicities. Over 
50% of ESL and transfer students also recognized the importance of promoting culture 
through various activities. White students attributed the least amount of concern for 
promoting culture through activities other than diverse classes and curriculum. Only 30% 
of white students expressed recommendations in the category of culture promotion. 
Student responses included: 

• Sports programs, like football bring people together.  They instill school pride and 
spirit.  Just by being in an arena with a bunch of people brings them closer 
together.  A football program at CSU Stanislaus would bring students closer 
together by instilling pride. 

• Another recommendation for this college would be a better intramurals program.  
I play intramurals and it is a great way to get students involved and interacting, 
but the programs here are weak and poorly run. 

• By networking the clubs and hosting major multi-club events, a new level of 
diversity can be achieved.   

• Have a week of school devoted to various cultures. For each day of the week a 
different culture can be honored. The event would include traditional food, guest 
speakers, life style, and to dress in traditional clothing of their ethnic background.   

• I would really like to see authentic folk dancers, representatives and role models 
of these different cultures, as well as indigenous peoples of these cultures from 
their native lands speaking about issues that we as college students would take 
interest in such as globalization, the AIDS epidemic in African, and other such 
important issues.  

• To really engage students of different backgrounds we should have more activity 
on campus including events such as: lectures from invited speakers, and more 
play or musicals in the theater concerning diversity. 

• I would like to see different language clubs or less popular sports activates. These 
would bring more interest and involvement of students in this school. I am an 
Assyrian female and I would love to bring my diversity to a French club or water 
polo tournament or vegetarian club, but I don’t have that opportunity at this 
school. 

 
Promoting cultures on campus will allow students to have new experiences.  These 
experiences will help educators reach students who may benefit from a more hands-on or 
practical learning approach. When students promote their own cultures and experience 
new ones, it helps them define their identities. These experiences can also encourage 
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students to critically think about and analyze information themselves, rather than being 
passive recipients. 

 
SERVICES 

 
Some students desired more programs and services to help them reach their academic 
goals and to enhance their personal, intellectual, and social development. Students in this 
study made many recommendations regarding what types of services need to be 
implemented at CSU Stanislaus to make it more diverse. Students expressed the 
importance of having more mentorship and services that involved their families.  The 
biggest discrepancy for female and male students regarding recommendations falls under 
the category of student services. Over 40% of females recommended improved student 
services while only 8% of male students expressed any concern. Hispanic and 
Asian/Pacific Islander students attributed the most concern for student services. White 
students and non transfer students expressed the lowest concern. ESL and native speakers 
both expressed a relatively high concern for more student services. Student 
recommendations included. 

• Provide services to students who are parents. Perusing a college degree and 
raising children is very exhausting. Groups, clubs, counseling and any other type 
of support would help to retain this group of students that bring richness and 
diversity to the campus. 

• Students who lack role models need programs that will come to their assistance 
and show them how to break out of their surroundings and go for their dreams. 
Exposure to the realities of campus life could help these students see that their 
dreams are achievable and alleviate their fears. 

• Mentors and advocates should go out into the community and school and show 
people are to get into college or be successful in college. 

• The counselors should understand the diversity of the students background and be 
prepared to help them with needs, and if their unable to help, they should be able 
to get another person that is qualified to provide help needed for different 
ethnicities.  

 
ANALYSIS 

 
Student recommendations are beneficial because students are major stakeholders in 
education, and their recommendations reflect their concerns. It became clearer what 
students felt the University needed to do to be more diverse once recommendations were 
disaggregated. More African American and Asian/Pacific Islander students recommended 
recruiting diversity than other ethnicities. This may be explained by the demographics of 
the University. White students make up the majority of student enrollment, while African 
and Asian/Pacific Islander students fall in the lowest category of student enrollment. 
White students expressed seeing a more ethnically diversified student body, while 
African and Asian/Pacific Islander students recommended recruiting more students with 
their ethnic background. Students not only expressed a change in the demographics but 
also recommended different strategies for learning about different cultures.  White 
students recommended being exposed to other cultures through the classroom and 

http://www.csulb.edu/divisions/students/programs/index.htm
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curriculum, but Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and others, expressed more interest in 
being exposed to cultures through University activities such as culture festivals. More 
transfer and ESL students also expressed a greater interest in being exposed to diverse 
cultures through culture promotion activities. Another important finding is the 
overwhelming amount of Hispanics and females who desired more services for students. 
These groups of students felt more mentorship and family services would benefit the 
University as well as the different cultures. The disaggregation of the recommendations 
provides a greater understanding of what students want from this University. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Student participation in diversity initiatives contributes to acceptance of differences, 
increased commitment to social justice, cognitive development, and academic success. 
Many researchers agree that a diverse campus benefits a learning environment. Professor 
of Education and diversity researcher, Mitchell Chang feels that any efforts made, 
whether they be pedagogical choices or changes made based on student survey, should 
not be limited to improving diversity based only on racial and demographic definitions 
(Chang, 1999).  
 
In correlation with the students in this survey, many researchers are finding that the 
definition of diversity needs to be broadened to encompass interaction, activities, and 
institutional initiatives.  The outcomes of campus diversity are substantial.  Diversity 
shapes students’ identity in relation to others and the rest of the world, as a result of 
experiencing diversity in college, students learn how to work effectively with others and 
how to participate actively and contribute to a democratic society.   In accordance with 
the views and opinions expressed by these students and the somewhat broader definition 
of diversity, further ethnographic research will be conducted to fully assess diversity at 
CSU Stanislaus through students’ perspectives and to further comprehend specifically 
what types of classes students desire, exactly what is meant by interaction, and how the 
university can promote such social interaction. 
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An Analysis of the Capstone Experience at California State University, Stanislaus 
 

 
Introduction 
As part of my coursework in ENGL 5020: Assessment in English, in fall 2008 I conducted a close 
examination of undergraduate senior capstone course syllabi and then analyzed my findings.  My 
research premise relied upon an idea that information contained in the syllabi would be a major source 
of data for my research analysis.  Specifically, I felt that an exploration of the types of student learning 
objectives emphasized by our senior capstone professors was necessary for a comprehensible depiction 
of our university’s capstone experience insofar that an understanding of these objectives would give a 
clear picture of the areas in which our graduates were developing their intellectual, moral, and social 
growth.  Further, I felt that in order to have a thorough analysis of the capstone experience it would be 
beneficial for me to examine the curricular content of each capstone seminar offered at CSU Stanislaus.  
I believed that this breakdown would be a benefit to current and future students, as they would better 
understand the types of examinations, research projects, and writing assignments that their own senior 
seminars might offer.  I also felt that an examination of the level of alignment between CSU Stanislaus’ 
university mission statement, departmental student learning outcomes, and faculty-determined student 
learning objectives would help determine how successful the university was at communicating their 
expectations for success.  Finally, by examining where and how our university was publicizing 
information about student learning expectations, I hoped to have a clear understanding of the ease or 
difficulty of information accessibility on the CSU Stanislaus campus.   
 
I have included the CSU Stanislaus Mission Statement as a reference point for this project: 

The faculty, staff, administrators, and students of California State University, Stanislaus are 
committed to creating a learning environment which encourages all members of the campus 
community to expand their intellectual, creative, and social horizons.  We challenge one another 
to realize our potential, to appreciate and contribute to the enrichment of our diverse community, 
and to develop a passion for lifelong learning.  To facilitate this mission, we promote academic 
excellence in the teaching and scholarly activities of our faculty, encourage personalized student 
learning, foster interactions and partnerships with our surrounding communities, and provide 
opportunities for the intellectual, cultural, and artistic enrichment of the region. 

I developed a list of questions to direct my analysis:  

1. Was CSU Stanislaus addressing multiple intelligences (“intellectual, creative, and social”) with a 
variation of classroom activities? 

2. Per the university mission statement, how were ideals of personal ethics, responsibilities, 
integrity, and community and global awareness, incorporated within the classroom structure? 

3. Did the capstone experience promote collaborative, individualistic, or a mixture of both, 
approaches to education? 

4. How were students assessed for mastery of discipline? 
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5. Did the university mission statement inform the development of student learning objectives? 
6. How were student-learning objectives communicated? 

 
The purpose of this report is to provide a public analysis of our university strengths, weaknesses, and 
current or future areas of concern.  The overarching aim of this report is to highlight strong examples of 
affective administrative and teaching practices for widespread campus implementation.  I believe that 
the value of program assessment is in its use as a tool that allows schools to gauge how well they are 
meeting national accreditation standards, achieving program alignment with university missions and 
student learning outcomes, and allowing student voices the opportunity to effect changes into the 
curriculum in which they are invested. Thus, to that end, I now turn.   
 
Faculty-Determined Student Learning Objectives 
I examined course syllabi to understand the types of student learning that senior capstone faculty 
emphasized.  I found that faculty aligned well with our university mission statement’s emphasis on 
critical and cultural awareness.  My analysis found that specialized knowledge of discipline was the 
most important aspect of the senior capstone experience followed by critical inquiry, cultural awareness, 
and the least stated student-learning objective was collaboration with 5% of the total.  In order to give a 
comprehensive picture of the types of student learning that are CSU Stanislaus’s senior capstone 
experience emphasizes, I have included a chart with a breakdown of faculty-developed student learning 
objectives: 
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As our university strongly promotes dialectical inquiry (“we promote academic excellence in the 
teaching and scholarly activities of our faculty, encourage personalized student learning, foster 
interactions and partnerships with our surrounding communities”), I was concerned with the minimal 
emphasis on collaboration (5%).  I wondered, however, if perhaps faculty did not feel that it was 
important to state collaboration as a student learning objective because group work tends to be a part of 
the actual lesson rather then a skill for students to explicitly develop.  I decided to check to see what 
types of assignments were being implemented  in the actual classroom curriculum in order to make a 
complete analysis of this variable.  
 
Senior Capstone Curriculum 
I felt that an analysis of the types of classroom assignments offered in our capstone courses would be 
beneficial to this assessment review insofar that I could analyze whether faculty were creating 
opportunities for students to meet faculty-developed student learning outcomes.  I found that faculty had 
in fact moved away from formative and summative examinations (7%) and instead leaned towards 
hands-on, research-based critical inquiries such as oral presentations (24%), research projects (18%), 
critical essays and reports (15%), etc.  I also discovered a broad spectrum of class assignments with a 
total of 13 different types, and noted that projects (17%), presentations (24%), and writing assignments 
(31%) made up the bulk of the capstone curriculum.  I have included a pie chart diagram that breaks 
down curriculum into assignment type and percent of inclusion:   
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I found that although collaboration had not been explicitly emphasized in the faculty-developed SLO’s, 
collaboration was a key foundation to senior capstone curriculum.  In other words, assignments were 
overwhelmingly group-based (25%).  I also found that faculty was meeting their writing skill objective 
by offering numerous writing assignments and supplementing those with writer’s workshop sections. 
 
In Data Table 1, I have categorized each program and the types of assignments that are offered in the 
program’s capstone course. 

CSU Stanislaus                         
WASC Proposal Table 1: 
Inventory of Senior 
Capstone Courses 
Effectiveness Indicators 

What data shows graduates achieved goals? 
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Institutional Level              

Undergraduate               

              

General Education              

Course Title              

              

Art X   X     X   X           
Biology   X X X X X X         X   
Botany       X X     X           
Communication Theory   X           X     X   X 
Communication Research 
Analysis 

X X X X X       X       X 

Economics X   X   X     X X       X 
English X   X   X X   X X         
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Child Development   X X X X     X   X X     
History   X             X       X 
Music                         X 
Social Work X             X         X 
Computer Science   X X         X           
Psychology                         X 

Because the CSU Stanislaus mission statement advocates for students exploring different avenues of 
their education, I felt that a breakdown of the different types of assignments offered in each program 
would be useful.  I found that most seminars (46% of all senior capstone courses) offered a maximum of 
three different assignments types followed by those that offered four to six types (31% of the senior 
capstone courses), and those seminars that offered seven or more assignments comprised 23% the total.  
I have included a breakdown of this analysis.   

 

Information Accessibility of Academic Expectations 
Academic expectations are crucial communications in a university setting, and I would suggest that 
student-learning outcomes should inform pedagogy and curriculum development.  The trajectory ideally 
begins at the university mission statement and ends in the content of the course curriculum.  I would 
suggest that because academic expectations are pertinent to quality student learning, students should be 
made aware of what types of learning is expected of them.  Conversely, students who are not made 
aware of student-learning objectives run a greater risk of failing at their degree program.  The suggestion 
then is that it is the responsibility of the whole university community to ensure that all university players 
have knowledge and access to this valuable and crucial information.  Furthermore, because capstone 
seminars represent the culminating experience of the degree major, these seminars should specifically 
make certain that student-learning outcomes are communicated.  I focused the final section of this 
review on determining where and how student-learning outcomes were publicized. 
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My research found that student-learning outcomes were published in three locations: course syllabi, 
department web page, and university catalogue.  I also found that there is variability among academic 
programs in where they publish their student-learning outcomes.  I have included a table that indicates 
where programs have published their SLO’s, and a bar diagram that shows the prevalence of publication 
at each of the three locations.  

 

CSU Stanislaus         
WASC Proposal Table 2: Inventory 
of Senior Capstone Courses 
Effectiveness Indicators 

  Where are 
course/program 

learning outcomes 
published? 

Program, Degree Last Program 
Review 

Are program 
learning 
outcomes 
developed?  
UD=Under 
Development; 
UR=Under 
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Institutional Level         

Undergraduate  WASC in 1998 yes      

        

General Education        

General Education Program 1998 yes      

        

Art 1998 yes X   X X   
Biology 1998 yes X   X     
Botany 1998 yes X   X     
Communication Theory 1998 yes X   X     
Communication Research 
Analysis 

1998 yes X   X X   

Economics 1998 yes X   X X   
English 1998 yes X   X X   
Child Development 1998 yes X   X X   
History 1998 yes     X X   
Music 1998 yes     X     
Social Work 1998 yes X   X     
Computer Science 1998 yes     X     
Psychology 1998 yes     X     
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Based on the data, all programs publish their student-learning outcomes in our university catalogue 
(100%), followed by course syllabi (69%), and the department web page (46%).  

 

Discussion                                                                                                                                                      
This report has highlighted many good policy areas in our senior capstone experience.  First, I was able 
to verify that our university capstone does indeed offer to CSU Stanislaus students a varied curriculum.    
In fact, formative and summative examinations were a minimal presence in capstone curriculum (7%), 
with the bulk of curricula being presentations and research projects.  Faculty is also doing an exceptional 
job of valuing a holistic educational experience that fosters social, cultural, and intellectual 
development.  I found that the majority of published SLO’s (36%) strongly emphasized both critical 
inquiry and cultural implication of the discipline. I also verified the fact that CSUS classrooms promote 
a dialectical pedagogy, as collaborative projects (writer’s workshop is included in this analysis) 
comprised 25% of capstone curricula.   

 This report has also highlighted a few areas that our university should re-assess and re-develop.  One 
weakness I observed was inconsistency between student-learning outcomes (the types of learning that 
were valued) and the types of learning avenues offered in capstone curriculum.  Significantly, I noted 
that courses with poorly communicated SLO’s (i.e. student-learning outcomes were not published in 
class syllabi) offered fewer assignments when compared to courses with highly visible SLO’s.  For 
example, Psychology, History, and Computer Science capstone courses did not publish their SLO’s in 
the capstone syllabi and these courses were the seminars offering students a maximum of three 
classroom assignments.   Because CSU Stanislaus advocates variation in curriculum development, I felt 
that it is exceedingly important that the university explore a possible causal relationship between well- 
developed and communicated SLO’s and quality of program curriculum. 

I also noted that SLO publication varies by department.  Some departments successfully published their 
SLO’s in all three locations—university catalogue, department website, and course syllabi—whereas 
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ges.  

 Stanislaus turn its 
publishing focus to department web pages as opposed to the university catalogue.   

rse 

 

 to reach 100% 
SLO publication in course syllabi and department web pages within a reasonable period. 

ther, I 

 exceeding California State 
niversity and national benchmarks standards for excellence in education. 

 

others published in only one or two of these locations.  As a whole, the university has reached 100% 
SLO publication in our undergraduate catalogue, but only 46% of publication on department web pa
I would suggest that our university’s emphasis on catalogue publication is problematic insofar that 
focusing publication of SLO’s in hard copy is an outdated practice in a technological society that relies 
heavily upon web sources for information.  It is my recommendation, then, that CSU

I also found it problematic that CSU Stanislaus is not managing 100% publication of SLO’s in cou
syllabi.  Based on personal conversations with my fellow students, and upon my own educational 
experiences, on the first day of classes students rely upon their professors to distribute and explicate 
course syllabi inscribed with standards of excellence, academic expectations, and rules. It follows, then, 
that good policy would prescribe faculty to publish SLO’s directly into their course syllabi. I would also
advise faculty to take strategic advantage of first day information sessions by directing students to web 
sources of information.  A final recommendation is for our university to implement a goal

Closing Thoughts 
I believe that the data compiled within this report should be published and readily accessible to all 
faculty, academic departments, various administrative bodies, and CSU Stanislaus students.  Fur
hope that this analysis will thoughtfully inform university developmental efforts in the areas of 
curricular improvement, pedagogy, intra-university communication, and program learning objectives.  
Although I discovered a few areas in which our university would benefit from a reevaluation, I believe 
that this report still supports the judgment that CSU Stanislaus is meeting or
U



Teaching/Engagement 

Lindsay Laney, Graduate in English 
Patrice Goldeen, Graduate in English 
English 5020 
Dr. John Wittman 
 

Student Engagement Research Project 
 
Introduction 
The California State University, Stanislaus Self Study for reaccreditation by the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) is exploring the theme of effective student 
engagement in learning.  Engagement is broadly defined as those methods that teachers 
use to get students involved and motivated.  Student engagement is also the theme of the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) that has been completed by students at 
CSU Stanislaus.  The NSSE survey asks a broad range of questions. However, this 
student engagement research project required student responses to specific questions 
about student engagement.   
 
The survey was designed to elicit responses about what successful methods get students 
motivated and enthusiastic about learning.  The data reported here include qualitative and 
quantitative information.  Included with the qualitative data was a questionnaire that 
asked specific questions about activities students have been given the opportunity to do, 
have chosen to do, contributed to, and emphasized in their career at CSU Stanislaus.   
 
Method 
The survey was completed by two independent test groups before it was distributed 
campus-wide.  The researchers were able to ask questions to the groups concerning 
clarity, question choice, and the language used in the survey.  The first group of graduate 
students reported confusing language in the survey questions, and the survey was edited 
based on their responses.  The second group of undergraduate students also noted 
language that was too sophisticated, and the survey was edited again.   
 Informed by the NSSE survey and the CSU Stanislaus Self Study, the research 
questions addressed in this study were: 
 
1.  What successful teaching methods get students motivated and enthusiastic about  

learning? 
2.  What activities have students been given the opportunity to do? 
3.  What activities have students chosen to do? 
4.  What skills, knowledge, and personal development has the University contributed to? 
5.  How much has the coursework emphasized mental activities? 
 
The major insights in this study stem from question 1, but questions 2-5 are of interest in 
how they relate to question 1.    
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Data Collection 
The questionnaire was distributed to 12 classes in various colleges at the university.  The 
target audience was senior seminar courses in all the colleges.  However, many senior 
seminar courses were not offered during the fall semester.  The target audience was 
adjusted to upper-division courses that had junior and senior standing students.   
 
An initial letter was sent out to fifteen professors of courses chosen for the study.  Ten 
professors agreed to participate in the study.  A meeting was set up with most professors 
in order to explain the survey and answer any questions.  Then, a date and time was 
established for the survey to be distributed in the class by the research assistants.  The 
research assistants were a group of five undergraduate students enrolled in the course 
English 3009: Writing for Teachers.  A schedule of courses was made for the students to 
divide the work.  A script was also created for the students to read in front of each class 
before they passed out the survey in order to have consistency with each distributor.  The 
data were collected over a 4-week period. 
 
Data Analysis 
Section 1: Background Data 
 
Excluding the pilot data, 217 students from 22 different majors and 10 different courses 
were surveyed.  Seniors were the desired class level, because ideally they have 
experienced the most classes at CSU Stanislaus.  Some post-baccalaureate students were 
enrolled in upper-division courses for graduate credit.  For this reason, there were 11 
students in a graduate program.  One student surveyed was a freshman.  His or her 
responses were omitted because they were not relevant to this survey.  If a student did not 
answer the question of class level, then it was categorized as unknown.  The results were 
based on the responses of the remaining 216 students and are examined in Tables 1, 2, 
and 3. 
 
Table 1: Class Level 
Class Level   Number    
Junior        41             
Senior       160             
Graduate       11     
Unknown        4  
Total       216      
 
Table 1 shows that the majority (74%) of the students were in the senior class level.  
Junior class level students represented 19% of the data.  Although data were not evenly 
distributed among juniors and seniors, the intended participants were seniors.   
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Table 2: Colleges  
College   Number    
Arts        10 
Business Administration     37 
Education       76 
Human and Health Sciences     24 
Humanities and Social Sciences     61 
Natural Sciences       5 
Unknown        3 
Total       216     
 
Table 2 shows that the majority (63%) of students came from the College of Education 
and the College of Humanities and Social Sciences.  Although all the colleges were 
represented, they were not evenly distributed.  As mentioned before, all the desired 
courses were not offered at the time of the survey.   
 
Table 3: Majors Distribution 
Major    Number    
Agricultural Studies           1      
Art             8                  
Business Administration        36                       
Child Development           1         
Computer Science           1      
Communications           4                
Economics            4                
English              20                
Geology            2                  
History              19                
Liberal Studies             74              
Mathematics            2                  
Music                   1      
Nursing                2                  
Physical Education           1      
Political Science           3                
Psychology          22              
Rhetoric & Teaching Writing     1      
Sociology                 3                
Social Science                 1      
Teaching English to Speakers  
of Other Languages      6                
Theatre Arts                 1      
Unknown                 3                
Total          216        
 
Table 3 shows the distribution of majors in the 216 surveys.  Overall, the majority of the 
surveys (34%) came from Liberal Studies majors.  Next, Business, Psychology, History, 
and English majors represented a strong showing (45%).  The rest of the majors 
represented were a small sample, between 1 and 10, but mostly less than 3.   
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Section 2: Quantitative Data Analysis 
Each question elicited answers on a Likert scale.   
 
Survey question 1: What activities have students been given the opportunity to do, was 
designed to investigate the degree to which students were given the opportunity to do 
certain activities by instructors (see Table 4). Those activities may or may not engage a 
student in learning.  For example, a student may work often with classmates on projects 
during class, but working in groups may be a teaching method that the student finds not 
effective in engaging the learning process.   
 
Table 4: Activities students have been given the opportunity to do 
Question        Never %   Sometimes % Often %  Very Often %  Unknown % 
a. Ask questions in class or    
contribute to class discussions  1             7       25   67  - 
b. Make a class presentation  4             27       33   36  - 
c. Work with classmates on 
projects during class                    5             38        31   26  - 
d. Work with classmates outside   
of class to prepare class assignments 4             42       32   20  1 
e. Participate in a community-based               
project (i.e. service learning) as a  
part of a regular course  39             36        15   9  1 
f. Communicate with classmates                   
online using blackboard or another  
web-based program   18             40       24    17  1 
 
Generally, the numbers demonstrated students have most frequently been given the 
opportunity to contribute to class discussions.  Students also indicated that instructors 
have given them satisfactory opportunity to group work inside and outside the classroom.  
However, a high number of students have never been given the opportunity to apply 
classroom experiences in any type of community-based projects or service learning.   
 
Survey question 2: What activities have students chosen to do was developed to analyze 
how frequently students’ chose to engage in the listed activities (Table 5).  The questions 
were the same as questions 1a-1f, except the researchers excluded 1b.  During the pilot 
study, students expressed that presentations have almost always been a requirement, not 
an option.  Students may or may not choose to engage in the activities provided.  For 
example, if professors were giving students the option to choose activities, then the 
researchers wanted to know if the students were electing to participate. 
 
Table 5: Activities students have chosen to do 
Question        Never %   Sometimes % Often %  Very Often %  Unknown % 
a. Ask questions in class or   6             32       24  38  - 
contribute to class discussions 
b. Work with classmates on                   8             37        35  20  - 
projects during class 
c. Work with classmates outside   6             44       36  14  - 
of class to prepare class assignments 
d. Participate in a community-based              42             38        15  5  1 
project (i.e. service learning) as a  
part of a regular course 
e. Communicate with classmates                   28             40       20  11  1 
online using blackboard or another  
web-based program 
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The numbers clearly indicate, when given the opportunity by the instructor, students will 
choose to ask questions and participate in classroom discussions.  A majority of students, 
if given the opportunity, would not choose to do any type of service learning or 
participate in community-based projects.  If asked to do outside group work, students 
would most frequently choose not to work with classmates to produce work.  The 
majority of students would only sometimes seek communication with classmates or the 
instructor through web-based/blackboard discussions.   
 
Survey question 3:  How has your experience at CSU Stanislaus contributed to and 
emphasized your knowledge, skills, and personal development was created to gain and 
understanding of students’ opinions in relation to actual skills learned and developed 
(Table 6). 
 
Table 6: Contribution and emphasis on knowledge, skills, and personal development 
Question        Never %   Sometimes % Often %  Very Often %  Unknown % 
a. Write clearly and effectively  4             14       36   46  - 
b. Speak clearly and effectively  3             22       38   37  - 
c. Think critically an alytically 1             14        35   50            Less than 1 d an  
d. Analyze problems   1             19       37   43  - 
e. Solve complex real-world problems 3             33        33   32  - 
 
In general, students expressed they had developed and understood how to think critically 
and analytically to a high degree within the classroom.  Analytic thought, which goes 
beyond knowledge, has aided students in development of their communicative writing 
and speaking skills.  A large number of students felt confident in the application of these 
skills.  The majority was able to directly apply what they have learned to real-world and 
hands-on situations. 
 
Survey question 4:  How much has coursework emphasized various mental activities was 
designed to better understand the pedagogy used within the student’s classroom 
experiences.  The researchers asked the question regarding memorization to determine 
how often teachers were asking students to perform tasks as opposed to integrating those 
tasks.  They wanted to know if the students were required to learn through memorization 
or learn through analyzing elements and applying theories to hands-on situations.   
 
Table 7: Coursework that emphasized various mental activities 
Question        Never %   Sometimes % Often %  Very Often %  Unknown % 
a. Memorizing facts, ideas, or methods  
from your courses and readings so you  
can repeat them close to the same form 3             22       30   45  - 
b. Analyzing the basic elements of an  
idea, experience, or theory, such as  
examining a particular case or situation  
in depth and considering its components 1             15       34   50  - 
c. Applying theories or concepts to  
practical problems or in new situations 2             21        34   43  - 
 
Generally, the numbers indicated instructors were expecting students to memorize 
content, analyze the underlying organization of the content, and apply the content to real 
life, hands-on situations.  The majority of students tended to agree that they have been 
asked to encompass all aspects of the cognitive domain.  A majority of the students have 
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been asked by their instructors to emphasize the importance of knowledge-level 
instruction.   
 
Section 3: Student Engagement Written Responses 
On page 2 of the survey, qualitative data were collected.  Each student was asked to 
respond to the questions in a short answer format.  The questions were: Describe two 
teaching methods you have found effective in motivating you in the learning process, and 
Describe two teaching methods that you have found not effective in motivating and 
engaging you in the learning process.  The students were asked to think about their 
experience as college students at CSU Stanislaus.  Given the focus of the study, the 
researchers did not provide students with a definition of teaching methods.  The goal was 
to elicit students’ conceptualizations of what teaching methods are, and providing a 
definition would have been skewed the results.    
  
Teaching methods assume many forms for students and are not a concept which all 
students are familiar.  The researchers found two main categories of responses.  One 
category dealt with interactive pedagogy.  These methods, positive or negative, reflect 
activities the students performed inside and outside of class.  The second category dealt 
with teaching techniques.  These methods directly reflected upon the teacher, his or her 
personality, organization, and the overall layout of the course.   
 

Category 1: Interactive Pedagogy 
Group Work: A number of students found group work to be an effective and non-
effective teaching method for engagement.  Students who found group work 
effective described it as an application of materials, helpful for progress through 
projects, learning from others, and good with compatible people.  Group work can 
also motivate students to get the project done on time and evoke instant 
participation.  For example: “Small group projects- I like more hands-on activities 
where as a group we can discover the knowledge based on the project” (118).  

 
The comment reveals that this student enjoyed group work done during class 
time.  It can create a cohesive environment where students work together to 
“discover the knowledge.”  When done outside of class time, it can be difficult to 
negotiate busy schedules, and it can be consuming and stressful.  For example: 

 “I find (group projects) troublesome because highly motivated students often 
 end up carrying an unfair portion of the work load.  This makes the learning 
 process frustrating and discouraging” (221).  
 

The implication is that group work can be unevenly distributed.  Students who 
were required to work in an unevenly distributed group were disengaged and 
frustrated.  Perhaps students should be able to choose the groups in order to avoid 
frustration.    

  
Discussions:  Various types of discussions were mentioned in the student 
responses.  Some students were engaged by small group discussions, while others 
were engaged by whole class discussions.  The comments reveal that students 
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were more involved in class when there was a discussion because they learn from 
one another.  For example:  

 “I learn more by having teachers and students discussing the topics.  This allows 
 participation and I can learn from others’ points of view” (118). 
 

Similar to group work, students were able to discover the knowledge with the help 
of others.  Discussions elicit student participation, and, therefore, keep students 
engaged.  Some students commented on how discussions became a disengaging 
activity when the instructor did not properly facilitate them.  If students were in 
small groups, then some accomplished little because they easily got off topic.  
This was troublesome for some students.   

  
Visuals:  Students who were engaged by visuals preferred a variety of techniques 
used by the instructor.  The use of movies, posters, notes on the screen, outlines, 
props, and demonstrations by the instructor were all visuals that students found 
engaging.  For example:“A visual outline while the instructor is lecturing.  This 
helps to keep me organized and emphasize relevant material” (127).   

 
Students commented on the ineffectiveness of long videos used often or without 
any connection to the material.  Many students also commented on PowerPoint 
presentations as a specific type of visual.  Like the other activities, PowerPoint 
was an effective teaching method when done correctly.  When PowerPoint 
presentations contained too much text, no pictures or discussion, and the teacher 
read directly from the slide to lecture, many students were disengaged.  On the 
other hand, when the PowerPoint was used to support the lecture, well prepared, 
and helped with note taking, the students found it a useful method.   

  
Hands-On: A large portion of students commented on hands-on activities.  These 
included guest speakers, experiments, observations, projects, labs, presentations, 
teaching the class, and applying what they learn to the real world.  For example: 
“Hands-on learning- going into classrooms and seeing what it’s really like in 
elementary-middle schools.  Getting involved, not just sitting back and  
listening/watching” (178).  

 
 “Anything hands on- I’ve always liked biology and earth science because there 
 are tactile experiments and physical examples to observe.  All classes should give 
 you real-life experience and situation” (114).  
 

Some courses inherently contained hands-on activities, like science labs or 
courses for teachers that rely on field experience.  Real life activities were 
engaging for most students.  A few examples of these real life activities that 
engaged most students were field trips, internships, observations, research 
projects, case studies, and service learning experiences.  For example: “Anytime I 
can apply what I’m learning in the classroom to the real world” (74).   
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 “When professors must lecture, they use visuals that allow students to connect 
 with what is being taught, and helps students apply concepts to current world 
 events and issues” (142).   
 

Making connections to the community, daily life, modern topics, and current 
events were important to many students.  These connections made the material 
relevant. In addition, presentations were considered hands-on activities by many 
students.  For example: “Oral presentations- These give the student an opportunity 
to focus on one particular topic of interest and share it with the rest of the class” 
(71).  

 
Engaging presentations were student-based and engaged the student with the 
material.  Some students preferred presentations to tests because they offered 
more flexibility and creativity.  A few students were disengaged by watching 
student presentations week after week.  For these instances, instructors may 
consider introducing other activities in between presentations.  

  
Specific Activities: A number of specific activities were given by students. 
Activities that engaged students included: art in the classroom, teaching the class, 
creating lesson plans, jeopardy, crossword puzzles, study guides, reflections, 
games, reading responses, correcting work aloud, extra credit, writing essays, 
portfolios, debating, and a student response system known as the clicker.  One 
example includes:“Reading a poem or short story every class meeting and 
journaling for a short  period each day” (88). 

 
The comment above indicated that the student was engaged by reading and 
writing every class meeting.  A few examples of activities that disengaged 
students were reading aloud from the text, debating, the clicker, and article 
reviews.  For example: “I have a class where all we do is read aloud from the 
book and take notes.  I can do that on my own” (101).  

   
The implications of the comment above were that some students needed a class to 
offer more than reading from the text.  Activities that a student cannot do outside 
of the class can be engaging and offer motivation for the student to attend class.  
If they felt that class time was not used wisely, then they may not be motivated to 
attend at all.   

  
Lecture: The use of lecture only was disengaging for most students.  They found 
it boring and disinteresting.  For example:“100% lectures are not effective for me.  
I need a class with more interaction.  In order for me to retain what is being 
taught, I have to be able to get involved.  Just listening and taking notes is not 
enough” (71).   

 
 “Only straight lecturing with no way of knowing how the students are 
 comprehending information until test day has not helped in the past” (148). 
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If there was no interaction, discussion, handouts, or visual aids, then it could be 
difficult for students to stay focused.  More specifically, lectures not based on the 
text, long lectures, and just taking notes on the lecture disengaged students.  Most 
students understood the necessity for some lecture during class, but for all 
responses on lecture, the students needed more stimuli during class in order to 
retain the information.   

  
Memorization:  In addition to lecture, memorization disengaged students.  The 
memorization of dates and facts without understanding created information that 
had no meaning and was not related to real world situations.  For example:“Rote 
learning, very ineffective because the information doesn’t have any meaning” 
(176). 

 
Memorization without any connection to the student would most likely not be 
retained by the student.  Like lecture, there was an appropriate time and place for 
memorization.  If instructors presented the information in a more engaging 
manner, then students may not be cognizant that they were memorizing the 
material. 
 
Category 2: Teaching Techniques 
Teacher’s Personality:  Many students were engaged if the teacher was personal, 
flexible, offered one-on-one guidance, showed respect, created a comfortable 
environment, and allowed students to choose activities.  For example: 

 “How effective the professor shows an interest in the classroom.  If I have a good 
 professor who’s willing to help me when I struggle, then it really helps” (167). 
 

Teachers who were not flexible, preached beliefs, didn’t offer feedback, singled 
out students, forced opinions, lacked patience, taught directly from the book, 
created a negative environment, and used a monotone voice disengaged students.  
The students who commented on the teacher’s personality were sensitive to harsh 
criticism.  The responses revealed students were engaged by a caring teacher who 
is personal, but does not force opinions or beliefs onto the students.   

 
Enthusiastic teachers who were inviting, positive, interested in the subject, 
humorous, brought excitement to the subject, caring, inspiring, animated, and 
excited about the subject engaged students.  For example: “Instructor enthusiasm 
and interest towards the student’s development and success.  I have done the best 
when an instructor takes the time to express praise, gratitude, or interest in me” 
(4).   

 
 “If he or she is engaging, dedicated, and hard-working, I will be too!” (145).  
 
 “The teacher’s personality, if the instructor is energetic and fun, then my learning 
 experience is more pleasant” (112).   
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The comments revealed that students were engaged when the teacher was also 
engaged in the material.  If students saw the dedication and enthusiasm a teacher 
had towards the material, then he or she will likely be engaged by the teacher.   

  
Organization: Some students were engaged when teachers gave a detailed class 
schedule, followed the syllabus, and when there were no surprises.  If a teacher 
offered unclear expectations, went off-topic continuously, arrived late to class, or 
ended class late, then some students were disengaged.  The amount of work that 
teachers imposed upon students affects engagement.  Many students were 
disengaged by unrealistic assignments, too many essays and projects, too much 
reading, no time to clarify, no review, and moving too quickly through material.  
For example: 

  
“Excess required reading, unless well focused and deliberate, deters me from the 

 true topic of the course” (46).   
 
 “Completing a vast amount of written work outside of class only to review it in 
 class rather than supplementing it with new material” (63).  
 

The responses demonstrate that some students needed to have outside assignments 
that compliment the material in class.  When given too much work, these students 
were disengaged from the class.  Teachers who allowed time for absorption of the 
material kept students engaged. 

  
Web-based/Blackboard: A few students were disengaged by online lectures, 
discussions, and forced participation on blackboard.  The students thought 
blackboard discussions were too rigid and lacked personal interaction.  For 
example: “Blackboard, while easy to use and great for online classes, has a 
tendency to slow my learning because it lacks expression and engagement” (46).  

 
Blackboard was being used by more teachers as an outside class activity.  
Students were disengaged because it lacks the personal interaction students 
receive in class.   

  
Testing: Many students were engaged by certain testing techniques such as take-
home tests, open-book tests, weekly quizzes, essay-format tests, and no tests.  
Students were disengaged by teachers who “teach to the test,” test only on the 
lecture, use scantron and multiple-choice test, and when the grade relied entirely 
on tests.  For example: “Classes that do not have assignments but only tests” (17). 

  
The comment demonstrates that the majority of students preferred more than a 
test to reflect the grade.  Students who have high stress anxiety may perform 
poorly on exams.  Overall, students did not like tests, but preferred other methods 
of assessment.   

 
 

 10



Teaching/Engagement 

Discussion 
The researchers found a strong correlation between the quantitative and written responses 
to the two categories: Interactive Pedagogy and Teaching Techniques.  Over 90% of 
students contributed to class very often and often by answering questions or by being 
involved in a discussion.  The data are significant because the written responses showed a 
majority of students were engaged by discussions.  Less than 5% of students never made 
presentations or contributed to group work.  This data are significant because the majority 
of students were engaged by presentations and group work.  According to the qualitative 
data, very few students participate in service learning and community-based projects.  
The written responses indicated that many students were engaged by hands-on and real 
world activities.  The researchers recommend that more teachers investigate the areas of 
service learning and community-based projects.  The data were almost split down the 
middle between those students who participate in web-based activities and those who 
don’t participate.  The student responses were generally negative towards blackboard and 
other online discussions.  Again, the researchers recommend that more teachers 
investigate the effectiveness of online discussions in particular classes.  
  
The correlation between how much students analyze information, think critically, and 
how engaged they are by these methods was also high.  According to the quantitative 
data, less than 5% of students never engaged in these mental activities.  The student 
written responses confirmed the belief that students were engaged by analytical and 
critical thinking.   
 
With regard to the implications of students’ written responses, the data show a strong 
correlation between teacher techniques and student engagement.  Student responses 
expressed strong beliefs about the type of environment a teacher creates in his or her 
classroom.  The environment must be inclusive, student-centered, and organized.  The 
responses show that students who felt threatened or uncomfortable in a classroom were 
disengaged from the material.   
 
Overall, the responses demonstrate a need for variety.  For example, the data show that 
many students were engaged by working in groups, while other students were disengaged 
when the work was unfairly distributed.  The teacher is responsible for using a variety of 
methods in order to engage all students.   
 
As mentioned before, the student responses show a need for various teaching methods in 
order to engage the students.  For example, the statements hold an overwhelming belief 
that if a teacher lectures for the entire class, then the students were disengaged.  If the 
teacher used a variety of activities to accompany the lecture, such as small or large group 
discussions, notes using a PowerPoint, and connections to the real world, then the 
students were more likely to retain the information presented.  In addition, the student 
responses overwhelmingly supported some type of group interaction, whether that was in 
the form of discussions, presentations, or games.   
 
The data show that there were a variety of activities that students were being engaged by 
at CSU Stanislaus.  Students were generally experiencing a quality education from 
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enthusiastic and caring instructors.  The data show that creating a social learning 
environment filled with a variety of visuals, types of discussions, and some degree of 
choice for the students will offer a well-rounded learning experience.   
 
Conclusion 
It is important for the researchers to acknowledge the nature of the sample.  The sample 
was diverse but not evenly distributed among all the colleges.  In addition, the researchers 
were unable to survey a senior seminar course in each college.  Therefore, the majority of 
the data described the beliefs of Liberal Studies seniors.  Regardless, the researchers feel 
that this research has provided a number of valuable insights, particularly in relation to 
specific examples of engaging activities students experience in and out of the classroom.   
  
If time allowed it, the researchers would have preferred to analyze the quantitative data in 
more depth.  In particular, they would have compared the quantitative and qualitative 
data of the survey on an individual level instead of on a general level.  This type of 
analysis could provide more insight into individual experiences and the methods that 
engaged them in the learning process.   
  
In the future, they would encourage students to comment on more specific examples of 
engaging and disengaging methods.  For example, many students commented on visuals 
as an engaging method, but there were only a few specific examples of visuals besides 
PowerPoint.  The researchers cannot assume the types of visuals students found 
engaging.  Even though the researchers edited the questions during the pilot surveys, 
there was still some confusion by the students surrounding the difference between survey 
questions 1 and 2.  In the future, the researchers would hope to eliminate such confusions.  
The researchers would recommend that this study continue into the spring semester.  If 
that were to happen, then all capstone courses offered during the year would be reached.  
In addition, the spring semester would allow for more courses to be reached because the 
creation of the survey dominated a large portion of time.  The researchers also 
recommend this report be made available to all professors at CSU Stanislaus.  The data 
analysis is not important unless instructors are able to access this information and learn 
from it as the researchers did.   



Kristin Baker 

Maria Shreve 

Engl. 5020 

Preliminary Report  

CSU Stanislaus:  Assessment of Writing in the English Major 

Background: 

In 2004, the department revised its major program of study.  This revision 

responded to a number of concerns arising from student and faculty perceptions, student 

performance, and the most recent Academic Program Review.  Chief among these 

reasons was the desire to track and assess student development in the major, especially in 

formal writing skills.  To that end, the department designated ENGL:  4990 Senior 

Seminar as a capstone or exit course, and created ENGL 3150:  Approaches to Literary 

Study, as a gateway course combining elements of 3100 and 3101 which were the 

previous courses in the major.  ENGL 3150 would introduce important elements of the 

discipline such as genre studies, literary terms, research, theoretical and critical 

approaches and formal writing.  Both 4990 and 3150 became 4-unit courses, an extra unit 

added to each specifically to allow greater attention to the instruction and assessment of 

student writing.  The two courses work as a pair.  3150 provides an intense introduction 

to writing goals, which are developed and enhanced throughout the major.  4990 allows 

students to synthesize their skills in a final research paper.  At regular intervals, a panel of 

professors will assess a sample of 4990 essays to determine how well students achieve 

their writing goals. 1  

                                                 
1 Taken from English Department Memorandum on “Assessment of Writing in the Major,” prepared by 
Molly Crumpton Winter, and dated September 5, 2006. 
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In Spring of 2006 the department refined the writing rubric and used it to assess 

20 randomly selected essays representing the range of student performance from four 

sections of ENGL 4990 taught that year. A panel of professors assessed the papers using 

the rubric, with two readers per paper.   The preliminary findings of the panel showed 

that the majority of students were meeting the writing goals as outlined by the 

department.  In the area of formal writing, including grammar, punctuation, and 

mechanics, the results were skewed to the higher end of the scale.  On the other hand, in 

the area of rhetorical skills, defined by the panel as introduction, argument, and 

conclusion, the results were skewed to the lower end of the scale.   

The assessors recommended further modification to the rubric, including: 

1. An essay produced as part of a capstone course should not be wholly or mostly 

descriptive but this is not stated in the rubric.  Perhaps the argument category 

should be revised to include specific instructions for analysis not summary 

writing. 

2. There is nothing on the rubric to address repetition of ideas.  Should this be 

evaluated under Argument or Organization? 

3. The conclusion should not introduce new information, should this be stated 

directly on the rubric? 

4. Some students were instructed to explain why they chose their topic.  In this case, 

self-referencing in the introduction was considered acceptable.  Should this point 

be taken off the rubric? 
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5. The argument category should be further defined and separated into two 

categories, including effectiveness and development of argument, as well as use 

and incorporation of evidence. 

6. Include a comments section to look for trends in data. 

Although the assessors felt the rubric was problematic in some areas, they felt it was still 

a useful tool.  They decided not to modify the rubric until the next assessment period 

because they felt it important to use the rubric to guide instruction, assess those student 

papers, and then re-evaluate the effectiveness of the rubric.  To modify the rubric before 

it could be used as an instructional tool did not seem like a fair assessment.   

The initial report included recommendations for departmental collaboration.  

Specifically, the report suggested a need to develop strategies for improving student skills 

in rhetoric.  Part of the task of this assessment is to determine whether the new set of 

student papers has improved in the area of rhetorical skills or whether further action 

needs to be taken to develop student performance in this area.  

Process:  

A second set of student papers were taken from 4990 courses completed in Spring 

of 2008. These students all went through the program after the induction of 3150 

replacing 3100 and 3101.  These students were also given the rubric used to evaluate 

these papers in their 3150 course as a guide for writing instruction and practice.  By the 

time the students reach their senior level capstone course, they are familiar with the 

rubric and have, theoretically, been using it during their time as English majors.  

In the Fall of 2008, we were given a set of 29 final research papers submitted for 

ENGL 4990.  A team of two readers—Kristin Baker and Maria Shreve—first read 
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through the papers collaboratively, to find anchor papers.  Once we found and agreed on 

the papers we would use to define each category of excellent, satisfactory, and 

unsatisfactory, we then split the papers into one stack of 14 and one stack of 15.  We 

independently assessed each paper using the attached rubric.  Once we completed our 

assigned stack, we then traded stacks and used the same rubric to assess the new stack of 

papers.  We agreed that after all the essays had been assessed, we would review the 

results, and if a paper deviated by more than one point, a third reader would assess the 

paper as well.   

Assessment Results: 

These numbers represent the number of ratings—58 per category, as there were 29 papers 

and each paper was read twice. 

 

Table 1 

 Excellent Satisfactory Unsatisfactory 

Introduction 12 38 8 

Argument 16 30 12 

Conclusion 13 39 6 

Organization 17 29 12 

Style 18 30 10 

Grammar/Mechanics 20 30 8 
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Table 2 

 Excellent Satisfactory Unsatisfactory 

Rhetorical Skills 23 % 63 % 14 % 

Formal Writing 

Skills 

32 % 51 % 17 % 

 

Discussion/Analysis: 

Many of the papers we have read are summaries of texts, rather than analysis of 

texts.  Therefore, we feel that the rubric does indeed need to be revised to include in the 

argument section a specific statement that the paper needs to be an analysis and NOT a 

summary.  By the time students reach their senior level, the expectation is that they 

should be writing thesis-driven, analysis-based papers.  But if that requirement is not 

explicitly stated in the rubric, then it makes it difficult for evaluators to mark a student 

down for that criterion.  In addition, if the rubric is being used to guide instruction then 

including an analysis component will force instructors to distinguish between literary 

analysis and summary writing in their pedagogical strategies.  

After interviewing the professors, Dr. Wittman and Dr. Davis, from whom sample 

papers were collected, we discovered students were allowed great latitude in topic 

selection.  For instance, Dr. Davis explained students could choose a literary research 

topic related to the course content.  Dr. Wittman’s students could choose any topic of 

interest.  The papers written on topics of the students’ choosing tended to have stronger 

arguments and incorporated their research with greater fluency.  The two strongest papers 

were ones in which students were allowed to write on a topic of their choice and their 
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passion about the subject matter emerged in the voice of their papers.  In most cases, 

however, student voice was lost as the research dominated the paper.  Students seem to 

need further training in writing research papers and incorporating sources without losing 

the individual voice.  

 In many instances, it seems that the students are just trying to meet a page length 

requirement and include a certain number of required secondary sources.  In the shorter 

papers, the argument was much more focused and clearly reasoned.  In the papers where 

students used fewer sources, they tended to incorporate the sources appropriately to 

support their arguments.  Secondary sources are often not adequately explicated or 

connected to the student argument, creating a disjointed feeling in the paper.  In some 

instances, the reasoning and/or argument is unclear or circular.  But, is this an area of 

concern for organization or for argument? 

In general, conclusions are not as strong as they could be.  As the previous 

assessment results indicated, there is a need to explicitly state on the rubric that no new 

information should be presented in the conclusion.  Furthermore, students need to 

understand the purpose of a conclusion.  It seems that students know the purpose is to 

restate their thesis using different words, but the conclusions do not adequately sum up 

the arguments or they are bringing up new points for readers to consider.       

Since the rubric is being used to inform instruction and develop student writing, 

the argument category on the rubric should be broken down or more clearly articulated to 

cover development of argument and ideas, in addition to effective and pertinent use of 

evidence.  Delineating between argument and evidence on the rubric will help students 

see the distinction between the two in their own writing in hopes that all three areas will 
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become stronger.  We have made revisions to the rubric to reflect our findings, with the 

primary modification to the rubric being to break-down the argument category.  We have 

included a category for argument as well as for evidence in hopes that this distinction will 

give students more guidance as they move through the writing process.  Furthermore it is 

our hope that the revised rubric will make it easier for assessors to make valid and 

reliable assessments.    

The strength of the department and the major is evident.  Despite some areas of 

“concern,” the majority of student papers were still within the satisfactory range.  75-90% 

of students scored satisfactorily or better in all of the categories being assessed and less 

than 10% of students scored in the unsatisfactory range in any category being assessed 

(see Table 1).  Very few students received unsatisfactory ratings for the entire paper, 

although there were a few unsatisfactory ratings in each category.  This shows the skill 

level of the professors in the department, as well as the high level of expectation 

communicated to students.  Most papers fell within in the satisfactory range, with few 

excellent or unsatisfactory papers. 

 In the previous assessment, the results were skewed to the higher end for formal 

writing skills and to the lower end for rhetorical skills.  As such, the department 

implemented the use of the rubric and focused on building student skill level in the area 

of rhetoric.  The data shows that, while students are still performing slightly better in the 

area of formal writing (i.e. grammar, mechanics, conventions, etc.), there is less of a gap 

between the two areas.  What this means for the department as a whole is that the focus 

on rhetoric has worked.  Despite some lingering weaknesses in this area overall, students 

have made considerable gains in this area.      
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Since these papers were submitted for a capstone course, the last course students 

will take in the major, the stakes are high for submitting quality work.  Furthermore, 

since these students have at least 3 years experience writing papers at the university level, 

it makes sense that there are very few unsatisfactory ratings.  This quality factor could 

produce results skewed to the higher end of the scale.  It would be interesting to compare 

papers written at the 3150 level with those written in 4990 to see actual student progress.   

These papers were written as part of a semester long project.  They are the result 

of collaboration, writer’s workshops, peer feedback, instructor comments on drafts, etc.  

This kind of process writing shows that, with time, students are meeting the writing goals 

of the department.  It might be helpful to see what kind of writing the students are able to 

do on demand to assess the degree to which students have internalized what they learn in 

the course of the major.  To this end, portfolio assessment would be a more authentic 

form of assessment to give the department an idea of the scope of writing that students 

are able to do, as well as to see progress students are making as they move through the 

program.  Portfolio assessment, while being more time consuming to review and more 

difficult to assess, would provide more insightful and relevant information than a single 

essay can provide.  
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CSU Stanislaus Department Key for Assessing Writing in the Major (REVISED 12/9/2008) 
 
 Excellent Satisfactory Unsatisfactory 
Introduction Clearly establishes key 

issues, is able to generate 
interest, includes a 
compelling thesis, takes a 
position, avoids broad 
generalizations, apologies, 
and self-referencing. 

Introduction is 
comprehensible but not 
clearly articulated, some 
indication of position, 
topic is acceptable but it is 
too general or lacks 
creativity. 

Introduction is confusing 
and/or does not take a clear 
position. 

Argument/Ideas Argument or discussion is 
relevant and logical. 
Does not repeat ideas or 
information.    

Minimal repetition of ideas 
and most of the discussion 
is original. 
Argument is not 
completely or essay tends 
to go off-topic.   

Discussion is confusing, 
states the obvious, or 
merely repeats another’s 
ideas.   

Evidence All claim and analysis are 
supported by examples 
and/or clear explanations.  
Secondary sources are 
sound, well-selected and 
integrated appropriately. 

Claims are not always 
supported adequately.   
Sources are minimal or are 
not always used 
effectively.   

Little or no relevant 
support provided.   
Does not use secondary 
sources or sources are in 
some way inappropriate.   

Conclusion Recalls and synthesizes 
ideas presented in the 
body. Avoids mere 
repetition of ideas or of the 
thesis.  Establishes an 
overarching sense that the 
discussion is significant.  
Does not introduce any 
new information.  Provides 
a sense of completeness. 

Tends to repeat ideas in the 
essay without connecting 
them in a meaningful way. 

Conclusion is not well-
connected to the essay as a 
whole.  Conclusion is 
confusing, irrelevant, or 
non-existent. 

Organization Overall structure is clear 
and logical.  Each 
paragraph is well-
organized.  Transitions 
between sentences are 
fluid and logical.   

There may be some 
organizational problems or 
transitions may be 
unsophisticated or 
nonexistent, but the essay 
is still logical. 

Organizational problems 
on the essay and/or 
paragraph level render the 
essay incoherent.   

Style Sentences are carefully 
constructed and vary in 
length.  Language is 
precise and sophisticated. 
Words are denotatively 
and connotatively correct. 

Some sentences may need 
work, but their meaning is 
discernible.  Demonstrates 
adequate control of the 
language.   

Ideas are lost in poorly 
constructed sentences.  
Imprecise diction and/or 
careless phrasing 
compromise meaning.   

Grammar, Punctuation, 
Mechanics 

No (or very few) 
fragments, agreement 
errors, comma splices, 
verb shifts, or fused 
sentences. Uses 
punctuation correctly.  
Words are used and 
spelled correctly. Follows 
current MLA standards of 
documentation. 

Essay contains some 
errors, but they are not 
distracting and they do not 
detract from style or 
meaning.   

Frequency of errors is 
distracting and/or leads to 
confusion.   
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Rubric for Evaluating Poster Presentations  

Introduction  

 Rubrics can be an effective grading tool when implemented into a classroom. This simple 

grading technique allows teachers to fairly judge students, keep a detailed set of goals available, 

and allow students to see just why they earn their grade. Rubrics are a vital part of effective 

grading for every level of education, from kindergarten to post-graduate studies; they are so 

useful that they are able to branch out of the world of schooling and become real-world tools, 

useful in many work-place situations. Yet, few people really consider the importance of rubrics, 

the process that goes into making an rubric effective, and the impact that using a well-written 

rubric can have in a classroom.  

Based on the importance of using effective and well-planned rubrics, we decided to take 

a common college project, the poster presentation, and design a rubric that would be useful in 

grading. In addition, we strove to create a rubric that, with some adjustments, could be used to 

grade most poster projects and presentations. Presentations are difficult to grade, since most 

presentations are given only once. The poster then becomes the main source of grading for 

students, putting much emphasis on fairly grading each project and poster. We took on the 
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challenge of not only creating a rubric that considers the strengths and weaknesses of each 

student but allows for easily consistent grading for teachers.  

 Our challenge was simple and straight forward. We needed to find posters with a range of 

topics and skill level, evaluate the common trends of poster boards, and consider the differences 

among each poster. We then needed to combine the information on the posters, first impressions 

of each poster and the effectiveness of the posters to design a rubric. In completing this project, 

we learned that only with detailed consideration of both the assignment given and the actual 

posters could an effective rubric be produced. The next step in this process will be to pilot test 

the rubric by distributing the rubrics to qualified professionals and ask them to grade a selection 

of posters based on the criteria presented in the rubric. Those tests can be evaluated to analyze 

the consistency of grading and the ease of rubric use. From there, the rubric will be modified to 

include the pilot testing data. In the end, we feel that we created a useful grading tool, an 

adaptable rubric that would set clear guidelines for both teachers and students and allow for a fair 

evaluation of poster board projects. 

 

Description of Rubric 

The rubric is about four pages in length. It is comprised of four main sections: content, 

methods, appearance, and presentation. Each of these sections is separate from the others so that 

the teacher will be able to identify them easily. In addition, the sections of the rubric are broken 

down into subcategories on the left-hand side to allow for greater ease from the teacher while 

grading. Among all of the sections, there are fourteen subcategories. The rubric is both thorough 

and concise enough to be a realistic tool for a teacher listening to a 7-10 minute poster 

presentation.  
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Central to our rubric is a scale of three criteria: excellent, sufficient, and developing. 

These three divisions have their own columns in the rubric. While considering the labels for the 

grading scales, it was important for us to avoid derogatory or discouraging language for the 

column showing the least amount of effort or fulfillment of requirements. For this reason, the 

word “developing” was carefully chosen so as not to sound demeaning to students who may have 

honestly attempted their best and yet failed in certain areas.  

Under each column of “excellent”, “sufficient”, and “developing”, their are descriptions 

of achievement shown in each subcategory. These are separated into individual boxes in the 

rubric. In each box, there is at least one bulleted item which describes and explains the 

requirements needed to earn the indicated number of points. However, sometimes as many as 

two or more bulleted points were necessary to fully explain each requirement. Overall, the rubric 

was intended to be more specific with the requirements shown.  

Assuming that all categories are achieved, the total points possible are 70. A grading 

scale is included with the rubric for teachers’ convenience. If a student scores 2 points in every 

category, presenting a sufficient but rudimentary poster, they receive a C-, the minimum passing 

grade. The ranges allow for flexibility in performance, meaning a student who does poorly in one 

section has ample room to compensate and regain points.   

However, it is important to note that not all poster presentations/research projects will 

require one to two of the subcategories listed on the left-hand side of the rubric. For instance, 

some research projects will not have any need for surveys, interviews, or graphs. For this reason, 

an optional “N/A” (Not Applicable) was placed under the heading for those corresponding rows. 

Teachers using the rubric will need to be aware of the N/A categories when grading students. 

While only some students will be eligible to receive N/A grades, the teacher must make sure that 
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the grading scale reflects this change in possible points. If one N/A category is selected, the total 

points possible is 65; if two are selected, 60 points remain. Teachers must then adjust the grading 

scale to reflect these new totals.  

 

Methodology 

The process of creating this rubric started with the poster themselves. On our first 

meeting, we sat down with each of the posters, read the information, made brief judgments about 

the visual appeals, and made a list of elements each of the posters had in common.  By doing so, 

we allowed ourselves to evaluate critically each section of the posters without worrying about the 

actual rubric, gaining insight into the elements that enhanced and detracted from the posters. 

Afterwards, we sorted each of the posters into categories based upon our initial inspection; the 

groups ranged from 1 to 3, with 1 being the best. This enabled us to compile three different 

categories for our rubric: Excellent, Sufficient and Developing.  

 From there, we spent time looking at each category critically once again, making notes on 

common errors, common trends, and the differences between each section. We also compared 

the posters in each category to the grading assignment in order to find out which elements were 

required. After a careful comparison between the grading assignments and the actual results, we 

began taking notes on the posters themselves. With both the assignment and the poster notes, we 

came up with a list of six main sections and the aspects each section should include. For 

example, “introduction” is a main section. Underneath introduction, we felt that “having an 

easily readable research question” was a key point.   

 We divided the 6 sections into different parts we wanted to focus on for the actual rubric. 

Each of the major sections became a topic on the rubric and the included items became a grading 
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point. For each section, we considered how well the best posters perform. For example, with the 

introduction element, the best posters separated their research questions, making it easy to find 

and understand. This became the grading criteria for the “Excellent” section. Then, we 

considered what the middle set of posters did for their research questions; their common trend 

became the criteria for the “Sufficient” section. After doing the same thing for the “Developing” 

section, we had completed one row for grading the accessibility of the research questions.  

Over time, we cut back from 6 different categories to just four. We also combined points 

for a better flow, to avoid repetition, and to shorten the length of the rubric. This was one of the 

more difficult aspects of the rubric. We needed a rubric that was long enough that it included all 

of the aspects of the required work but would be short enough to be easily used by a classroom 

teacher.  While still longer than we wanted, we felt that the length allowed for a more detailed 

rubric; while slightly more work, it is also more effective for grading and sets a higher standard 

for the posters.  Overall, we feel we created a rubric that considers the main points of the 

assignments, allows for some creative freedom, and provides an easy, accurate way for teachers 

to grade.  

 

Application in a classroom setting  

Obviously, this rubric was designed for posters and poster presentations for college level 

students. Our thought process for how it would be used in a classroom is two-fold: how rubrics 

would benefits teachers and how it would benefit students.  

For teachers, the use of rubrics allows for consistent grading and accurate comments, in 

addition to decreasing grading times. Rubrics like this one clearly display the expectations of 

students. As the rubric shows, each column, “Excellent”, “Sufficient”, and “Developing” is 
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broken down into a points system. “Excellent” scores can be either five or four points, depending 

on if a poster is outstanding or good at a particular element. By using this method of grading, 

teachers know the level of work that a student must present in order to earn each number of 

points; however, the two point options within each column allows for teachers to judge more 

exactly and, hopefully, fairly. Students also have the chance to earn better scores by splitting 

each level. This cuts down on the time teachers must spend grading each paper, benefiting 

teachers. In addition, many times teachers repeat comments on numerous papers; using rubrics 

eliminates this problem. Finally, rubrics communicate set standards. Teachers are held to the 

same criteria for each and every poster, avoiding unfair grading and variation in points awarded.  

Rubrics can also become a useful learning tool for students. It is our intention that 

students are handed a copy of the rubric before their date of performing a poster presentation. 

This way, the students will know ahead of time what exactly they will be graded on and what 

will be expected of them. Students will have a concrete answer for why they earn the grade they 

do, without having to question the meaning of a teacher’s comments or if their grade was based 

on the same standards as their peers.  In addition, students will specifically have an idea as to 

how much effort they will need to invest in the project in order to fulfill the requirements to 

obtain a score of “excellent”. Also, we feel that it is important for students to see their final grade 

of the poster presentation, and be able to have a copy or view the rubric upon which they were 

graded.  This will provide students with constructive feedback, as they will have the opportunity 

to see where they have succeeded or where they need to continue working to improve. Clearly, 

using a rubric in a classroom setting can benefit both teachers and students.  

Conclusion 
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During our evaluation of the posters themselves (before having developed a rubric), our 

eyes were opened to the vast range of effort shown in student work. As a result, we were exposed 

to the difficulty that teachers face when deciding which grade to give students who may come 

close to certain requirements, excel in some areas, or lack in others.   

By undertaking this project, we have discovered how much time and effort is invested by 

the teacher in order to develop an optimum means of grading students’ posters fairly. This is an 

important aspect for those students who plan on becoming teachers. Many people tend to take for 

granted the amount of time and thought that needs to be implemented into the grading process of 

assignments to ensure that the teacher shows as little subjectivity as possible. While it isn’t 

possible to avoid being subjective entirely when it comes to grading assignments such as poster 

presentations, creating a thorough and concise rubric can serve as an aid to a teacher who wishes 

to grade students based on consistent academic standards. Rubrics are a vital part of education 

and fair grading. Implementing well-written rubrics is an extremely useful, time-saving, effective 

tool for the classroom teacher.   

 



Student’s Name:                                Rubric For Poster Presentations 
 
                   Criteria                        Excellent                                            Sufficient                   Developing  

Content Content: 
Excellent 

Content: 
Sufficient 

Content: 
Developing 

Content 
Background  

 

o Student provides clear 
background information 

o Author presents a compelling 
reason for  researching topic 

 
 

   5 points               4 points 
 

o Student provides some 
information for clarity of topic 

o Author provides some relevance 
for topic 

 
 
            3 points                   2 points 

o Student provides little to no 
background information or 
background information does 
not clarify topic 

o Author provides little to no 
relevance 

1 point                     0 points 

Content  
Research 
Question  

o There is a clear, recognizable 
research question which 
stands out and is easily 
visible on the poster 

o Smooth transition made from 
background to specific topic 

 
5 points               4 points 

 

o There is a research question but 
it may be hidden in text 

o Fair transition from background 
to thesis but may be choppy or 
somewhat unclear 

 
 

3 points                   2 points 

o Research question is difficult 
to identity or lacking entirely 

o Little or no introduction of 
specific topic 

 
 
 

1 point                    0 points 

Content 
Definitions  

 

o Author of posters has good 
concepts of which terms need 
to be clarified for general 
viewers. 

o Terms are easy to find 
 

5 points               4 points 
 

o Author provides some but not 
all key terms definitions 

o Terms are present but difficult 
to find 

 
 

3 points                   2 points 
 

o Author provides little or no 
terms making concepts 
difficult to understand 

o Terms are absent 
 
 

1 point                    0 points 
 

Introduction: 
Scope of Project 

 

o Author states clear 
boundaries and limits of the 
project 

o States what project will 
include and exclude  

 
     5 points                4 points          

o Author provides some details of 
the scope but leaves reader with 
doubt  

o Unclear definition of what 
project includes and excludes 

 
3 points                        2points  

o Author fails to provide the 
scope of the project 

o Doesn’t address what the 
project includes and excludes  

 
      
   1 point                     0 points 
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                   Criteria                                     

                   

Excellent                                          
o Author makes educated guess 

at the outcome of research 
supported by literature  

  Sufficient    
o Author makes a guess at 

outcome, but provides limited 
reasoning behind prediction or 
conclusions 

  Developing  
o Author doesn’t address the 

intentions of the research; 
prediction doesn’t relate to or 
stem from research 

Content  
Intention of  
Research/Study   

 
 

         5 points               4 points 
 

 
3 points                   2 points 

 

 
1 point                     0 points 

Spelling and 
Grammar  

o No or few spelling and 
grammatical errors 

 
 

5 points               4 points 
 

o Occasional spelling and 
grammatical errors but does not 
distract 

 
3 points                   2 points 

 

o Spelling and grammatical 
issues diminish the study; no 
evidence of revision 

 
1 point                    0 points 

Works Cited o Author gives credit to 
sources 

o Includes annotations 
o Has enough sources to 

suggest there is enough 
material to warrant project 

 
5 points               4 points 

 

o Author has limited errors or 
does not cite all sources 

o Includes weak annotations 
o Provides some evidence to 

support the project 
 
 

3 points                   2 points 
 

o Fails to provide works cited 
page 

o Has no annotations 
o Provides no indication that 

there is enough material to 
justify project 

 
1 point                  0 points 

 
Methodology 

 
Methodology: 

Excellent 

 
Proposed Methodology: 

Sufficient 

 
Proposed Methodology: 

Developing
Proposed 
Methods: method 
of research  

o Author clearly describes 
what method will be used 

o Describes any needed steps 
in approaching topic 

 
5 points               4 points 

 

o Author describes method but 
does not fully explain 

o Skips all steps in the approach 
 
 

3 points                   2 points 
 

o Author fails to mention 
method 

o Has large, distracting gaps in 
the method provided 

 
1 point                     0 points 
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                   Criteria                                                                         

                   

Excellent      
o Author gives accurate, 

thorough informative 
description of survey or 
interview questions 

  Sufficient    
o Author gives description of 

survey or interview questions 
but lacks details  

  Developing  
o Author fails to provide 

description of survey or 
interview questions 

Surveys, 
Interviews 

o N/A 

 
5 points               4 points 

 

 
 

3 points                   2 points 
 

 
 

1 point                    0 points 
 

Proposed 
Findings 

o Author explains relevance of 
research to specified 
audience 

o Explains the changes that can 
be made based on research 

 
         5 points               4 points 

 

o Author explain the significance 
of research but lacks relevance 

o Fails to fully explain the 
changes to be made 

 
 

3 points                   2 points 
 

o Author makes little to no 
attempt at explaining the 
groups to benefit 

o Fails to explain changes to be 
made 

 
      1 point                      0 points 

Appearance Appearance: 
 Excellent 

Appearance:  
Sufficient 

Appearance:  
Developing 

Graphs 
o N/A 

o Author uses graphs linked to 
topic and enhances 
understanding 

 
         5 points               4 points 

 

o Uses graphs that don’t tie to the 
topic; graphs are distracting or 
hard to read 

 
3 points                   2 points 

 

o Author doesn’t use graphs 
when graphs are needed 

 
 

1 point                     0 points 

Visible 
Coherence  

o Poster is visibly pleasing to 
the eye, well organized and 
logical 

 
 

5 points               4points 
 

o Poster is understandable but 
some elements are distracting, 
difficult to follow or illogical 

 
 

3 points                   2 points 
 

o Poster is distracting to the 
point of not being able to 
read it, illogical and almost 
impossible to follow 

 
1 point                    0 points 
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                   Criteria                                     

                   

Excellent                                          
o Author uses text size and 

format that is easy to read 

  Sufficient    
o Author uses a text size or 

format that is difficult, but not 
distracting, to read 

  Developing  
o Font or text size is almost 

impossible to read 
Readable 

o Uses different size text to 
draw the eye to significant 
sections 

 
5 points               4 points 

 

o Doesn’t utilize different text 
sizes 

 
        3 points                   2 points 

 

o Fails to change text size 
throughout entire poster  
 

 
1 point                    0 points 

 
Presentation Presentation: 

 Excellent 
Presentation:  

Sufficient 
Presentation:  
Developing 

Presentation  o Author speaks slowly and 
clearly 

o Uses hand gestures to their 
advantage, not to distraction 

o Provides an engaging, in 
depth presentation; doesn’t 
just read board 

 
5 points               4 points 

 

o Author speaks too fast/ too slow 
and some what unclearly 

o Uses hand gestures that become 
some what distracting 

o Includes some depth to poster, 
but reads a majority of the time 

 
 

3 points                   2 points 
 

o Author is too fast/ too slow to 
the point of not being able to 
understand 

o Uses hand gestures in a 
distracting manner 

o Reads solely from poster 
 
 

1 points                     0 points 

 
 
 

Total points: _____/70                                                               Comments:  
            

A: 56-70 
 

B:  42-55 
  

C: 28-41 
 

D: 14-27 
 

F: 00-13  Note: If one N/A category is selected, grade out of 65 points. If two N/A   categories are 
selected, grade out of 60 points.    



John Wittman 

Mariana Abuan 

Faculty Voices 

Since these mysteries exceed my grasp, I shall pretend to have organized them. 

‐Jean Cocteau 

Students as Collaborators in Assessment Research 

Introduction 

Practices of assessment date as far back as collegiate life. As long as curricula have been 

institutionalized, there have been methods to evaluate them. However, unlike traditional 

academic subjects, until recently assessment has not had a disciplinary status. Moreover, the 

relations between assessment, practice, and practitioner have for the most part been tenuous. 

As a result, assessment as a legitimate field of study, scholarship, and research is fairly new. 

While there was a significant increase in the 1960s and 1970s of program evaluation, it wasn’t 

until 1985 in Columbia, South Carolina that the First National Conference on Assessment in 

Higher Education was held. This was a “watershed” event for assessment research. This 

conference was prompted by concerns over student achievement and engagement and 

illuminated the existing tension between program evaluation and research. An assumption that 

many faculty and administration made about assessment at that time was that “the tools of 

social science and educational measurement, deployed appropriately, could be adapted in all 

disciplines to further this process for ongoing inquiry and improvement” (8). Partially because 

expertise already existed on college campuses, partially because it was easier to extract 
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“useful” information, quantitative methods dominated methodology in assessment research 

and continue to do so today.  

Despite this reality, in the last decade or so there has been a definitive increase in 

alternative assessment based more on qualitative rather than psychometric or “positivistic” 

methodology.  The resiliency of assessment can be attributed to several factors: increase of 

state interest in accountability, the growth of accreditation agencies, and the media hunger for 

reportable statistical evidence. The call for assessment then generally results in broad 

structures “deeply imbedded [in] organizational structures” (23). Though there has been an 

increase in calls for assessment, researchers continue to struggle with finding adequate 

research methods both because of its association with education and a parallel increase in the 

development of pedagogical strategies. As practitioners develop more sophisticated teaching 

methods, more advanced research is needed to assess them. Yet expertise continues to 

struggle to catch up to need. The inchoate nature of assessment has left many college 

campuses with a definite need but with few faculty who have the confidence or expertise to 

design sophisticated research agendas.  One result of this is often older practices that have 

already been proven to be problematic simply get reproduced in practice because of a lack of 

options. As the demand for assessment on most college campuses seems to have developed, so 

are newer and more progressive methods slowly beginning to evolve as more assessment 

scholars argue for local control. My argument here then is two‐fold: On one hand, there is a 

growing need for assessment research on college campuses. On the other, although adequate 

research protocols are being develop, they have not made it into the mainstream.  
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Further complicating this argument is that in most assessment research, those who have 

the most at stake—students—are not given active opportunities to contribute to the process. 

Students have been disavowed of any responsibility or opportunity about how they should be 

taught and assessed. Students are studied like one might study the contents of a Petri dish, but 

are very rarely given the microscope and allowed to articulate what they see under the glass. 

Moreover, when changes in practices or methods of assessment do occur, despite best 

intentions, too often  

students have no ‘grace’ period, free from the consequences of grades or 

promotion, during which they can explore the meaning of these changes for 

themselves. Change for them does not evolve, it is imposed….Neither are they in 

a position to suggest alternative activities or schedules…nor to become formally 

a part of the management of the process. (Corbett & Wilson 14; also cited in 

Spalding and Cummings 186) 

  Little research has focused on inviting students to assess the practices that affect them. 

One reason for this is because researchers have been reactive to the pressures of assessment 

rather than proactive in connecting students, teachers, and institutions collaboratively. Much of 

the time, when assessment is required of programs or departments it is conducted and 

reported out of obligation rather than taken as an opportunity to demonstrate what we have 

been doing well and what improvements we wish to implement in the future. This is partially 

due to the pejorative way assessment has been used previously and also because often what 

counts as evidence for practitioners does not always meet the same standards for outside 

reviews. Because of this, accountability and assessment can spark distrust between faculty and 
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administration. But, it is also important to keep in mind that this is often a methodological 

problem, not an outcome problem. In other words; though faculty and administration often 

speak different languages, when it comes to improving teaching our ultimate goals are often 

times not so different.  

While I would equally argue that student experiences should not by themselves account 

for the ways local institutions or programs evolve, I do suggest that a great opportunity for 

critical insight into pedagogy and programs is lost when student opinions are not sought. For 

this reason, I believe that as opportunities are either imposed on or created by those invested 

in assessment, practitioners should find significant and creative ways to invite students into 

their disciplines as collaborators.  

Because of the impact of psychometric methodology in assessment and strong need for 

proof, there is an intense impulse in academia regarding assessment to “get it right.” 

Disagreement and ambiguity are considered “failure because positivism presumes a stable and 

independent reality…that humans try more or less successfully to ‘measure’” (Broad 7). While 

newer and more recently progressive trends in assessment research have surfaced among 

teacher researchers, the will to “discover” is still a strong impulse in assessment outcomes. 

Furthermore, the consequences of reform frequently rest on individual teachers and schools, 

often in the form of funding and sometimes even job security, and on students, usually in the 

form of grades and/or advancement. Assessment reform that changes the role of primary 

stakeholders to become active participants legitimizes their part in education reform.  Part of 

this argument, then, is based on my opinion that we must have some faith in our students to 

produce viable and accurate information—which is to suggest that they can define us through 
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their experiences and insight. This kind of letting go of control to share with students our 

interpretations of ourselves and our institutions is not an easy task. It would entail a 

surrendering of the hard work we put into our courses and programs to allow them to be 

defined and judged by those not usually associated with the expertise to do so.  But, if one of 

our goals in academia is to improve ourselves through critical reflective assessment practice, 

then it seems like a crucial step. 

The Curriculum 

  In fall 2008 I had several students assist me in assessment projects. Students were 

enrolled in my ENGL 5020: Assessment in English course. Generally this course is taught 

primarily to teach students to respond to student writing, but it is also traditional to use this 

class to get students to engage in department assessment. For example, one previous project 

involved designing a department rubric to assess student writing. This semester I broadened 

this practice and focused on larger issues of assessment. I also offered undergraduates in my 

ENGL 3009: Writing for Teachers course the opportunity to work on assessment projects as well 

in lieu of the traditional curriculum. Six undergraduates volunteered to do research. During the 

fall I was conducting research for both the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) 

and for the English department Academic Program review (APR). Opportunities for WASC 

projects were based largely on the assessment of general education and APR projects were 

generated from the seven criteria for the APR as stipulated by the CSU Stanislaus Office of 

Assessment and Quality Assurance. Concomitant with my philosophy that students should be 

involved in assessments of all kinds, but especially ones that affect them directly, I generated a 

list of research projects for both that students selected from. My primary goal for selecting the 
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student projects was that they were contained so that students would not get lost in their 

projects and so they could be completed in one semester. The projects students chose are 

listed and discussed below: 

Department  1.  Content Analysis of 4990 Exit Essays 

      2.  Writing Analysis of 4990 Seminar Essays  

      3.  Analysis of Graduate Program Student Learning Objectives  

      4.  Enrollment Trends 

WASC    5.  Content Analysis of WPST Diversity Essays  

      6.  Syllabi Analysis using WASC Rubric  

      7.  (UG &G) Student Engagement Project 

      8.  (UG) Poster Board Rubric 

  In order to assess my own curriculum, I applied for and was granted funding to hire a 

graduate student to interview students twice in the semester—once around mid‐term and 

again at the conclusion of the semester (a partial analysis of these interviews is below). For the 

department review, many students analyzed documents that are collected regularly for 

assessment analysis and others researched student learning outcomes. For example, the 

department regularly collects data from its capstone course in order to document student 

perceptions about their experiences in the English program. For project 1, three students 

coded, analyzed, and wrote a report of 74 5‐8 page essays students from the department 

capstone course, ENGL 4990: Senior Seminar, had written in which they reflected on their 

experience as English majors. For project 2, two students analyzed seminar essays from the 

same 4990 courses using the department writing rubric. The goal of project 2 was to determine 
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if the English department rubric for assessing student writing was a useful tool and, more 

importantly, to verify if the department was meeting student learning outcome #3.1 This 

directly addressed criterion 4 of the APR—Curriculum and Instruction. Additionally, three 

students conducted research in each of the masters concentrations in the English Department 

(Rhetoric and the Teaching of Writing, TESOL, and Literature) to determine if the English 

department successfully met the graduate student learning outcomes as determined by the 

University—criterion 3 of the APR. Finally, one student analyzed the enrollment data for both 

the undergraduate and graduate programs in English—criterion 2 of the APR. 

  There were equally complex tasks for students who worked more directly on WASC 

assessment. In spring 2006 a prompt which asked students about their opinions concerning 

diversity on campus was used for the Writing Proficiency Screening Test (WPST). The WPST is 

CSU Stanislaus’s Graduation Writing Assessment Requirement. Two students coded and 

analyzed these essays and wrote a report on their findings for project 5. For project 6, another 

student analyzed capstone syllabi from six colleges on campus. Both graduate students and 

undergraduates worked on project 7—student engagement. For project 7, two graduate 

students designed a questionnaire that contained both quantitative and open‐ended questions 

on teaching methods students had experienced at CSU Stanislaus and what methods they 

found engaging. Four undergraduates in my ENGL 3009 course distributed this questionnaire to 

several senior‐level courses in the six colleges on campus. Each undergraduate student 

analyzed either one department or college (depending on the amount of questionnaires 

                                                            
1 Demonstrate formal writing skills by composing essays and other documents that: Make clear, organized, and 
well‐reasoned arguments; Analyze, develop, and synthesize concepts; Reveal the ability to evaluate, incorporate, 
and document information; Exhibit a sense of audience and occasion; Display a mastery of grammar and language 
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collected at each level). The graduate students aggregated the data and wrote their own report 

on student engagement. Project 8 was conducted by two undergraduate students. These 

students collected several poster boards across campus and analyzed and designed a rubric 

which could be used to assess future presentations.  

  I constructed these courses in the fall this way because of my beliefs that (1) if you give 

students the opportunity to engage them in genuine work that has real consequences they will 

learn and retain a great deal more about the subject and (2) that as stakeholders students 

should have the opportunity to be reflective in meaningful ways about the practices that affect 

them and that as faculty we should find ways enable them to do that. Obviously there has been 

a long tradition of engaging pedagogy. In the 20s and 30s pragmatists such as John Dewey and 

William James argued for hands‐on experiential learning. In the 40s, 50s, and 60s, Jean Piaget 

constructed early constructivist models of education. In the 70s and 80s, Paulo Freire 

developed socially aware critical education. Largely as a result of these figures and others like 

them, in the 80s and 90s philosophical schools such as poststructural and critical theory began 

to become more and more visible in scholarship and practice. All of these influences in 

education share the idea that one of the most fundamental aspects of education is to actively 

engage learners in order to teach them how to engage in public discourse—especially in their 

own local environments.  

Students Reactions 

  Students first responded to the ENGL 5020 course and especially the research projects 

with some apprehension.  This reaction was not due to the course content or the required 

project, but because students were a little surprised that they had been given the responsibility 
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of assisting the university and department with its assessment needs.  The members of this 

class ranged from first semester graduate students to those who were in their last semester of 

the program, and there were students from all three concentrations in English.  Many were 

experienced in graduate level research and writing; however, these projects were unique 

amongst the rest of their work as graduate students because they had been given an 

assignment that would have another use besides calculating grades.  Students found 

themselves in unexplored territory that crossed the usual lines of academia for them.  For this 

reason, many students experienced a rare lack of confidence as they made their way through 

their first real assessment project. One student expressed this apprehension suggesting “We 

don’t have a lot of experience so we’re a little nervous about the outcome and we want to 

represent the students and we want to represent the subject the best we can. But at the same 

time, we don’t feel like we totally know where we’re going or what we’re doing, so it’s a 

process.” 

  Being aware that this research would be used by the department and the university was 

not the only concern of the 5020 class.  Those who were involved in surveying classes or 

student essays felt directly connected to their research as they went back to the undergraduate 

world with a graduate student perspective.  For example, for the students analyzing the ENGL 

4990 student reflective essays, accurately representing the student population and giving their 

views and concerns a voice was important not only so that a concise report could be presented 

to the university, but also in the hopes that their findings would be brought to attention and 

resolved, improved, or addressed as necessary.  Knowing that this research had the potential to 

be useful in this way was a primary motivator for these students, “I think it’s really good to 
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know that they are looking at them; they are reviewing them and using them to try and make 

program improvements.”  At the same time, the thought of this information not being reviewed 

or utilized was of almost equal concern, “My biggest fear is that we’re going to spend a lot of 

time on this project and that it’s not going to be used for anything.”   

  This concept of use was a main theme among these interviews.  Students were more 

concerned with the accuracy of their data and the quality of their reports not because they 

wanted a good grade in the 5020 course, but because they wanted their work to have real 

value to the entire university.  This aspect of the project “added a lot to the assignment” for 

many.  Some who completed their undergraduate work at Stanislaus, received the added bonus 

of seeing their past work (Senior Seminar papers and WPST essays) become a useful part of 

their current work.  Students expressed the widely held belief that they work they do often 

times get “stuffed in a box” or just “sits in the department office”.  While students addressed 

their acceptance that their hard work is destined to suffer this fate, it nonetheless had a 

negative impact on them.  These projects gave these student the recognition for the first time 

as capable and competent members of the university whose abilities were of immediate and 

future value.   

  In fact, during these interviews many students expressed that they would have liked to 

have more time in order to complete their projects.  The majority of the reports were finished 

by the end of the semester, with the exception of a few which were already expected to carry 

over into the winter semester. During the course of their projects students learned the 

intricacies and difficulties of conducting genuine assessment. Many projects were delayed 

because of the difficulty of data collection while other projects took more work than expected.  
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However, instead of becoming frustrated, because students knew their projects were for 

authentic purposes, students took difficulties as a real‐world glimpse into the world of 

assessment, especially from the standpoint of having to juggle a project such as this while also 

teaching classes, having a family, and working to get published.  Other students even suggested 

that this 5020 course be part of a two‐course section because they were curious as to just how 

far their projects could be taken.  Many wanted to see the assessment process come full circle 

and find out how their reports were going to be used in the future.  And, since these projects 

were going to real use, many said that a little more time would have allowed them to really 

fine‐tune their work.   

  These motivations and concerns both stemmed from one similar feature that all of 

these students began to realize as their research continued on: Being part of university 

assessment gave them an active part in not only assisting, but improving academic life on their 

campus for the first time.  “I understand the importance of academic program review now, 

more so than I did when I started the class, and I know that that’s very serious, I’m finding it 

very stimulating.  It relates to all students.  I’m helping to improve the academic life here.”  

Similar to a small community that relies on the various range of skills that its members have in 

order to thrive, these students began to realize that they had the potential to be an active part 

of the university community, not just passive members.  In short, these review projects 

redefined what being a university student meant for these students. “It makes you feel a part of 

the community, and I think that’s important for graduate students, especially here because so 

many of them come from outside.  So if they feel a part of this community, if you have to put 

up an assessment to get that feeling, I think it’s important.  It’s for your school.”   
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  According to these students, this class provided a bridge that connected the somewhat 

isolated student world into the multiple inner workings of university life. Even though these 

students were abruptly handed the responsibility of academic assessment, the support of the 

curriculum, class members, and several professors made sure that no one ended up lost in the 

world of assessment methodology.  Students especially appreciated covering key aspects of the 

research process in class such as coding before being expected to do it.  “I think the whole 

discussion in class on coding was really, really useful as well as the article that we read on 

coding.”  The class also provided a forum when difficulties arose and a place where students 

could feel safe taking on this “alien concept”.  Students working in groups felt that their group 

members provided them with not only help in getting the assignment done, but also as an 

emotional and intellectual support structure as they figured out the methodological rigor of 

assessment together.  Perhaps the most important aspect of this whole process was the various 

professors who were willing to embrace this project as a learning experience for students and 

an opportunity for the university to utilize students as an untapped resource.  By welcoming 

and assisting them into the professional and “real” world, students felt invited to take their 

rightful place in the university community as valuable stakeholders. 

  The overall consensus of the students in the 5020 course was that their work on these 

various assessment projects ultimately gave them real world skills and perspectives on what 

assessment really is.  Many had already experienced classes that covered the theories behind 

assessment, but the fact that this course asked students to actually do assessment really 

opened everyone’s eyes to the reality of it; “I really came in with a very limited perspective of 

what assessment was.  This class has definitely taught me that the field is a lot more broad, a 

12 
 



lot more detailed than what I originally thought it was.”  Several students who were currently 

teaching even found immediate application for some of the concepts that this class and their 

research brought out, “We’re both writing teachers already so, definitely useful and worthwhile 

and will help us down the road.”  Every student rated their experience in this course as an asset 

to their current and future professional goals.  Even those who were not Rhetoric majors said 

that all students should have to take this class in order to be exposed to campus‐wide 

assessment because of its importance to education at all levels.  Most importantly, every 

student involved in these projects has developed a newfound confidence alongside their 

recently acquired assessment skills.  While no one admitted to being masters of this field (and 

rightfully so), all have agreed that their next experience with assessment will be far less 

frightening and difficult thanks to what they have done this semester.   

Conclusion 

  These students conducted very different kinds of research for different purposes, but 

there are some overlapping benefits to these projects that I think need to be considered for 

faculty engaging in assessment research. The first and primary benefit to students was that 

they were conducting genuine research rather than just researching subjects in order to 

complete a grade at the end of a course (which itself is still legitimate) students all knew that 

what they were researching and writing for this fall was to be used for a “real” purpose outside 

of the course. This led to other equally important benefits for students. Because students had 

to produce useable results, they all learned how to methodologically conduct research, and 

since assessment lends itself to both quantitative and qualitative methods, students were able 

to choose for themselves what areas they wanted to focus on. Further, those skills are 
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transferable to various fields of research, not just assessment. For students considering 

entering doctorate programs in the future, this will be greatly beneficial.  

  In addition to methodological issues, this kind of research opened academic 

opportunities as well.  In that semester three students received grants to continue their work 

including one to present her research at a conference. Twelve students were asked to present 

their work at different groups at CSU Stanislaus who are working on assessment issues and 

several others are working on independent assessment projects this spring.2 The two students 

who worked in the WPST diversity research presented their research at the University’s annual 

research competition and won first place. Both of them will travel to Los Angeles in the near 

future to present their work at the regional competition. One of those students is continuing 

further with this project by writing an article for publication.  In addition, my research assistant 

and I co‐wrote this article and plan to write an additional article in the summer once we have 

mined the data collected from this project. Finally, two students have told me that doing this 

research has already come up in reference to future employment. 

  The history of assessment makes it difficult to build a scholarship of assessment. There 

is still considerable, understandable fear about and pressure concerning what kinds of actions 

might be taken as a result of assessment—as some of these students discovered firsthand. But 

these concerns need to be balanced with the promise of assessment to improve what we do for 

a living. Institutions are not monoliths; they are subject to change by the subjects that live and 

act within them. While institutional change too frequently seems to occur at glacial speed, the 

fact remains that members of communities can and do make change happen. We risk a great 

                                                            
2 Students were invited to the Program Assessment Committee, the GE subcommittee, ALT and the COD. 
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deal by not taking advantage of those possibilities. If the history of assessment has taught us 

anything, it has taught us if we do not take control of the processes of assessment and change, 

then someone else will define them for us.  
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