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What we wanted to learn about our students:

General Education Student Learning Outcome: Students will think critically and creatively.
Research Question: How well are students enrolled in general education courses thinking critically and creatively?

Investigating this question is part of our “11 year plan” to assess the five student learning outcomes for the general education program at LMC.  The concept of the GE seminars derived from the pilot teaching communities that we conducted from 2004- 2007. The idea is to provide a structure in which faculty can collaboratively investigate how well students are demonstrating the abilities that we have deemed the primary outcomes of a general education. It is based on direct measures of student learning and is an embedded course assessment. 

Staff Development related to Critical and Creative Thinking:

January 2007: 2 day flex workshop conducted by Gerald Nosich of Critical Thinking Foundation  (approximately 60 faculty/staff attended)

January 2008: 2 day flex workshop conducted by Linda Elder of Critical Thinking Foundation  (approximately 40 faculty/staff attended)

February 2008: 3 day Critical Thinking Institute in Berkeley, sessions presented by Richard Paul and Gerald Nosich (approximately 15 faculty/staff attended)

What we did: 

All full time faculty teaching general education courses were asked to meet three times during the Spring semester in groups that reflect the breadth of our GE requirements. (Part time faculty were invited to participate, and compensated if they did, but few elected to participate.)There were four groups, each conducted by a facilitator working with the GE committee:
1. Communication/Critical Thinking (Alex Sterling, facilitator)

2. Biological or Physical Science ( Scott Cabral, facilitator)

3. Creative Arts/Humanities ( Curtis Corlew, facilitator)

4. Behavioral/Social Sciences ( Shalini Lugani, facilitator)

Faculty in each group were asked to share an assignment they give in their course which they believe gives students an opportunity to demonstrate their critical and creative thinking abilities. They were then asked to share with the group how their students did on that assignment, and how many students they would assess as “proficient” in critical and creative thinking based on student performance on that assignment. Faculty were also asked for their analysis of those results, and their reflections on how their students might be helped to improve their skills in this area. 

GE Area: _____Communication & Critical Thinking________

# full time faculty teaching GE in Spring 08:




_____

# full time faculty who participated in at least 2/3 seminars:


__5___

# full time faculty who reported assessment findings for student work:
___4__

 List faculty participants and courses included in assessment:

Alex Sterling (English 100: College Composition))

Cindy Mcgrath (Journalism 10: Writing for the Media)

Michael Yeong (English 220)

Judy Bank (English 221: Advanced Composition and Critical Thinking)

Olga Arenivar (Speech 40)

	GE BOX
	#FT/PT FACULTY        
	#FT SECTIONS
	%
	#PT SECTIONS
	%

	COM/CT
	   5/9
	    11
	39%
	     17
	61%

	BIO/PS
	   9/9
	    20
	71%
	      8
	29%

	CA/HUM
	   14/15
	    25
	52%
	     23
	48%

	BS/SS
	   9/19
	    42
	57%
	     32
	43%


What we learned about how well our assignments elicit critical and creative thinking: Faculty in our group had no trouble bringing in assignments that truly require the students to think. The assignments were impressive and we felt ourselves to be in agreement about what counts as an assignment that requires critical thinking. One assignment asked students to identify the claim and the reasons, plus logical fallacies, in a short column from a newspaper. Another assignment asked students to draw inferences about a character in a novel based on information collected about the character. One assignment asked students to analyze the My Lai massacre using a scholar’s work on obedience to authority. An assignment in journalism asked students to exercise “news judgment” using criteria studied in class. Finally, an assignment in a speech class required students to think through “a behavior I would like to change in myself.”

What we learned about our students:

# students assessed: __102___

# students assessed as proficient in critical and creative thinking: ____66___ (Student work was grouped into 3 categories: high, medium, and low. 66 students were in the high or medium range.)

Percentage of students assessed as proficient in this GE area: __64.7%_____

Faculty observations/analysis of these results:

Our students vary in their ability to articulate ideas with clarity, precision, and depth. This can be seen in such varied contexts as the speech assignment in which one has to articulate one’s own personal flaw, an essay requiring a clear thesis statement about a literary character, or a journalism assignment that asks students to explain why an event is newsworthy or not using criteria. 

A theme that emerged in 3 of the 4 sets of student results is critical reading. One colleague noticed that many students failed to carefully read the assignment instructions. Another concluded that in GE we need “more instruction on reading academic level essays and analyzing them,” this based on her efforts to teach students to identify logical fallacies in written arguments. One of us commented, “I’d like professional development on how to teach students close reading skills.” In my assignment—an essay about a novel—I found that the crucial skill required was the ability to collect relevant information from a text and then draw strong and supportable inferences from that information. These examples suggest some of the critical and close reading abilities students need: noticing what’s in a text, seeing the logic (or illogic) of a written argument, and drawing interesting and supportable inferences from reading a text. 

Questions raised:

How can we better teach critical reading skills?

What is the best way to get high levels of faculty participation in seminars like these?

What we plan to do next to improve student learning: 

At least 3 of us want to work on our ability to teach critical reading skills. Two participants had ideas for improving the directions for the assignment. Other ideas included, “I may have to spend more time on fallacies,” and “I will reinstate the mock news meeting exercise.” 

Faculty Feedback/recommendations:

Three people provided feedback. One suggested “a frank discussion about levels of reading and thinking among the classes of similar prerequisites.” Another said, “I think each person should have more time to discuss his/her assignment in depth. But I did get a few good ideas about how to integrate and assess critical thinking from other instructors in my group.” 

Facilitator’s Feedback/recommendations:

To some degree, my recommendation is “keep up the good work,” because my colleagues were uniformly impressive in the quality of their assignments and their apparent ability to make their students think critically. As facilitator, I found it hard to get everyone to come to the meetings and participate fully, but I thought having this discussion across disciplines was extremely valuable. I think we should focus on reading and critical thinking for the next round of seminars. I also think the groupings should be completely interdisciplinary instead of grouped by category (e.g. physical sciences) as we did this time. To get people to come, it seems that wielding the big stick of “mandatory” or “management-called meeting” is less effective than a friendly collegial approach in which facilitators develop relationships, pay personal visits to colleagues’ offices, offer free food, etc.
