2015-2016 Annual Program Assessment Report

College: Social and Behavioral Sciences
Department: Geography
Assessment liaison: Ron Davison
1. SLO 1.1 and 1.2 Assessment
We continued our long-term assessment of SLOs 1.1 and 1.2 using multiple-choice pre- and post-tests in Geography 150 (World Geography) and Geography 490 (our capstone course).  In 2015-16, however, we additionally gave the test in Geography 300, the department gateway course. This was done to provide data on the knowledge gains made by geography majors, excluding results from non-Geography GE students in Geography 150.  
1.1 Students recognize, recall and identify facts and ideas constituent of the core content knowledge of physical geography.

1.2: Students recognize, recall and identify facts and ideas constituent of the core content knowledge of human geography.

Results:  
Sixty-nine students took the pre-test in Geography 150, receiving an average score of 53%.

Seventeen students took the test in Geography 300, receiving an average score of 66%.

Ten students took the test in Geography 490, receiving an average score of 79%.

Thus, student scores improved by 26% between 150 and 490.  This is in line with results from the last four years, where knowledge gains were 23%, 28%, 12% and  23%.  

We can add the additional data that in 2015-16, 13% of the gain – exactly half -- occurred between 300 and 490.  

While our 2015-16 result did not reflect any significant improvement, it, along with the 2014-15 results, does seem to confirm that we have fixed the problem reflected in the low 2012-13 score by replacing part-time instructors with full-time faculty in Geography 150 sections.  

However, we had hoped that scores might improve based on the inclusion, starting in spring 2015, of material from MasteringGeography, a website provided by Pearson that was partly created by one of our faculty members, Jim Craine.  MasteringGeography has rich content, including GIS-like activities, videos, and high-quality maps and graphics that students study and are quizzed on.  Instructors of online Geography 150 sections used a great deal of the MasteringGeography material, while instructors of traditional sections were asked to assign about an hours’ worth of website content per unit.  Most, but not all instructors have complied with this request.  At present, we cannot say that the use of the website has produced significant noticeable gains in student performance in SLOs 1.1 and 1.2.  
We will continue to assign Mastering Geography this year, hoping the additional data from this year’s assessment indicates a positive trend.  
2. SLO 2.4, 2.5 and 3.2 Assessment

We again this year assessed SLOs 2.4 and 2.5 using student performance in the capstone (Geography 490) class.  This year, however, we chose not to assess the final drafts of capstone papers, as we have done previously, but proposals.  This change reflects our view that the final drafts reflect a significant amount of faculty editing and input, effectively distorting our assessment of student ability.  In addition, we assessed SLO 3.2.
2.4 Student demonstrates ability to collect data or information from field observation.

2.5 Student employs an effective strategy for collecting data or information.  
3.2: Student uses prior research to construct an argument or to evaluate a hypothesis.

Last year, we assessed SLOs 2.4 and 2.5 for the first time.  We relied for our assessment on the judgment of the course’s long-time instructor, Dr. Laity.  Dr. Laity concluded that that students had shown improvement in collecting data both from the field and from databases in recent years.  We speculated that the improvement in SLO 2.4 reflected the department’s 2013 modification of its upper-division field studies classes from 1 to 3 units. 

Assessment results:

SLO 2.4  Student demonstrates ability to collect data or information from field observation.
Student meets department expectations

6

Student does not meet department expectations
2

N/A





9

These results show that just under half of our students choose to collect data from the field for their 490 projects, but 2/3 of those who do so meet department expectations.  These results are encouraging, as the ten-week practical time constraint in doing research projects in 490 drives many students toward getting data from databases rather than via original field work.  However, almost half of our students felt confident enough in their field skills to incorporate field data into their projects.  Moreover, the large majority of those who did accomplished the task at a level that met department expectations.  The department is actively striving to encourage more students to feel this confidence, and to make sure they have contemporary, cutting-edge field skills.  To that end, Dr. Orme, who teaches many of our field classes, has added the use of drones to assist field mapping, and a new Leica GPS system with a base station and rover.  Dr. Laity, who also teaches physical geography field classes, has updated the technical aspects of her coverage of field work with respect to gathering hydrological data.  She has also arranged for her class to meet with the chief hydrographer of Ventura County on a field trip, hoping the exchange will also produce new internship opportunities.
Beyond this, we have made a significant change in Geography 102 (physical geography lab) that may increase student skills in gathering field data.  We are now offering 102 strictly as a hybrid course.  We previously offered the class fully online, but the failure rate was somewhat high.  We had also received numerous complaints about 102 from students in the fully online version of the course.  We feel that labs are perhaps the least appropriate way to use our online resources and energies.  It should be noted that understanding the high failure rate for fully online courses, such as 102OL, is difficult because of the number of confounding variables – not the least of which is a selection bias among students.  Informal surveys of high performing students in our program strongly suggest that our best students dislike online courses.  The hybrid model is therefore the best we can do for our students with our exceptionally limited resources in terms of classroom space and staffing.  We are considering offering at least one section of fully on-campus 102 lab to serve students with learning disabilities or other limitations that prevent them from succeeding in the hybrid learning environment.

SLO 2.5 Student employs an effective strategy for collecting data or information.  
Student meets department expectations

9

Student does not meet department expectations
7

N/A





1

These results show that just over half of our students meet expectations for data or information collection.  These results are not highly encouraging and suggest that while our field program is strong, students collecting data from other sources struggle to formulate data collection strategies.  We are addressing this issue in Geography 300.  Dr. Drake, the course instructor, is now emphasizing research design as opposed to strictly research methods.  He is doing this by assigning John W. Cresswell’s text Research Design, which explains how the sections of a research project fit together, as well as the text previously used in the course (Nicholas Clifford’s Key Methods in Geography).  Whereas Key Methods separates the sections of a research project (methods, hypothesis, etc.), Research Design emphasizes their relation to each other.  Thus, the new text should teach students how to select appropriate strategies for research and data analysis given their research problems.  
In addition, Dr. Laity has added three geomorphological research questions in association Envicom, an environmental consulting corporation, for which there will be paid undergraduate and graduate internships.  Participation in the program would offer students additional practical training in designing and carrying out research.

SLO 3.2  Student uses prior research to construct an argument or to evaluate a hypothesis.
Student meets department expectations

7

Student does not meet department expectations
10

N/A





0
The results here suggest that many students have difficulty formulating hypotheses and research questions.  
We assessed the same SLO (3.2) in Geography 300, the gateway course, with slightly more encouraging results.  Of 7 research projects assessed, four contained research questions/hypotheses that met expectations, while three did not.  However, this was a small sample, and composed of final projects that might have reflected the influence of instructor feedback.  While slightly more encouraging than results of the 490 proposal assessment, they still indicate a need for the department to focus on teaching this skill.  The department is in its second year of using Virtual Software Lab in Geography 102 (Physical Geography Lab), which allows students practice in hypothesis testing using software analytic tools.  This additional practice with hypotheses may help students better understand the nature of hypotheses.  But clearly more work is needed to get our students to achieve this learning outcome.  Discussion about this will take place as an assessment activity this year.
Graduate Program Assessment
The Geography Department is still evolving a method of systematic graduate program assessment.  However, department efforts have already had a significant impact.  Based on previous graduate writing assessment, and a widespread concurrence among faculty that graduate student performance has been a highly variable, the department created more stringent entry requirements for the program starting last year.  The results appear positive, and faculty currently teaching graduate seminars report that the students are operating at a higher level than in previous years.  Dr. Craine, for example, reports a notable improvement specifically in “creativity” – a quality he emphasizes in his graphics-oriented classes – as evident in the posters his students are doing.  We do not have an SLO to measure “creativity,” but whether we should will be discussed as one of the department assessment activities this year.  

Dr. Giraldo echoes Dr. Craine’s high opinion of the new crop of graduate students.  However, he and other faculty report that we are having difficulty keeping graduate students on track and on schedule with their theses.  Although the majority of our graduate students successfully finish the first three semesters of the program, many struggle around the time they enroll in Geography 698, the Thesis course.  Traditionally, students prepared their thesis proposals in Geography 696, without having formed an advising committee.  We found that this would introduce a series problems, including difficulties in forming an advisory committee and often the need for students to revise and re-write their thesis proposals.  In our faculty retreat last year, we addressed this issue by deciding to require all of our students to form their committees before taking Geography 696.  The result of this approach can be evaluated by the end of this academic year.  
Currently, we have a total 24 active students who have completed all required course work and have enrolled in Geography 698 (the Thesis course). This is a high number compared to all active students in our master’s program. We believe that this can be attributed to several factors, most importantly the late creation of advisory committees and, in the case of GIS-based theses, problems with data access/availability and also a lack of students’ knowledge and skills in GIS-specific methodologies. (This is far less a problem for our internal students that have had the full suite of GIS and methodology courses at CSUN than for those that come from outside the department, however.) In fall 2017, we will launch our new M.Sc. program in Geographic Information Sciences. This program has been designed mostly to address the aforementioned issues. The effectiveness of our new program design and our requirement that graduate students form advisory committees earlier can be measured and gauged in later academic years.
A final concern is what some faculty regard as the “thinner”-than-ideal engagement of many graduate students with the program.  Many of our graduate students are employed full-time, have families, and commute to CSUN as part of their busy daily schedules.  Thus even capable students may not be as immersed in their graduate work as we would like.  This may be another reason why many students fall behind on their research schedules.  Thus, along with the adjustments to the program we are already making, we think that the ability to offer funding to more of our students would help solve this problem.  However, this may be beyond our abilities at present.
Other activities not captured in the above discussion:

Individual faculty have changed aspects of their courses to improve student performance in SLOs.  As an example, in response to multiple years’ worth of assessment data confirming poor student writing skills, Dr. Laity now offers credit to her Geography 490 students for attending the Social Science Writing Project workshops.  In response to the same data, Dr. Davidson served as the department writing advocate last year and has incorporated a broader range of writing assignments into his upper-division classes.  
At the same time, faculty have observed that the group of students who typically perform the worst in writing – international students, some of whom might be classified as below average for high school students – have become less numerous in the department.  Hence the writing problem with this group appears to have been removed at the administrative level.  
 
Geography 102 (Physical Geography Lab) is now in its second full year of using the Virtual Software Lab to teach pre-introductory GIS to students in the online weeks of the hybrid design course.  The series of 5 or 6 new online labs was initiated after a review of the teaching material revealed that this course failed to meet any but the lowest-order learning objectives demanded by the Geography Department’s list of goals and student learning outcomes.  Lower order vocabulary quizzes, and simplistic calculations were replaced by exercises that help students meet a wider array of SLO’s, including those related to learning to use disciplinary software (GIS, spreadsheets), while also (as noted above) engaging in modest hypothesis testing using the software’s analytical tools.  Students also are now given a more robust introduction to using maps and graphics as effective tools for communication (SLO 4.x).  Formative and summative assessment of student performance meeting these objective is ongoing, but preliminary (short-term) assessment suggests that the new assignment series are working well and students are meeting the minimal level of mastery of the assignment objectives at over 80% level.
Planned Assessment for next year:

The Committee plans to do the following assessment next year:
1. We will continue with the assessment of SLOs 1.1 and 1.2 in Geography 150, 300, and 490, with questions drawn from Geography 101 (physical), 107 (human) and 107 (World).  
2. We will also continue to assess rough drafts of capstone papers.  This was our first year to do so.  In the past, we assessed final drafts.  However, we came to recognize that the final drafts reflected a great deal of feedback from and editing by instructors and, in some cases, writing mentors as well.  One drawback of this method is that the draft proposals we are using for assessment are fairly short and underdeveloped, which compromises their utility for assessing writing ability.  The committee will discuss what to do about this during the current year.  However, the drafts should be sufficient to assess research design, data collection, and other methods-related skills.
3. We plan to assess research design in Geography 300.  

4. The faculty also plans to have a meeting specifically to discuss graduate program assessment.  Our tentative plan is to develop a rubric by which graduate students’ progress can be judged as “satisfactory” or “Unsatisfactory”.  
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