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State of the Art Learning Labs and Assessment

Assessment continues to be at the forefront of our discipline and the

academy in general (Boyer, 1990; Rogers & Mentkowski, 1996). The past

decade has seen continued pressure from employers, politicians, and citizens

who have doubts about the effectiveness of the academy in preparing

individuals for the complex world of work (Ewell, 1998). Faculty concerns with

assessment frequently center on making assessment a tool to improve student

learning while simultaneously finding ways to integrate various assessment

methods and feedback into an already burdened schedule (Hugenberg, 1995;

Mader, 1995).

This paper reflects one department's struggle to make assessment

meaningful and doable. While our department uses such "low tech"

assessment methods as portfolios, we find ourselves in the throes of learning

"high tech" options. This paper provides a case study on "high tech"

assessment by first describing the context and background of our assessment

efforts. The remaining sections of the paper are devoted to describing two high

tech resources we are using and the specific lessons we are learning about

these assessment methods.

Background and Context

The Speech Communication Department at the University of Arkansas at

Little Rock has been on the road toward formal assessment processes for the
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past ten years. Our university engaged in process of first identifying core

competencies expected of students who completed core courses (e.g, oral and

written communication, critical thinking, etc.). Departments with core courses

were then expected to develop assessment plans that translated these core

competencies into general and specific learning objectives and appropriate

plans for assessment of these objectives. By the year 1999-2000, all programs

(not just those with core courses), are expected to not only have plans in place,

but results of feedback from their assessment efforts available to the campus

community.

Before the university wide initiatives on assessment had begun, our

department was moving in the direction of improving our program through

assessing student performance. For example, we developed a capstone

course that included a standardized evaluation of a senior level

paper/presentation. Feedback from these performances has resulted in major

changes to our curriculum and greater communication concerning learning

objectives in all of our courses.

Our assessment efforts are integrated with our already learning lab that

relies on interns and computer based instruction (CBI) to assist students across

campus and in our core or basic course. Our goal in developing the lab was to

provide more time in the class for active learning strategies. The lab continues

to be central to our efforts in that with a staff of graduate and undergraduate

interns it is a source of both high touch and high tech efforts to promote oral



Learning Labs and Assessment p. 3

communication skills for students across all majors. It is in the context of this lab

that our primary assessment activities take place.

The Lab

The Jerry P. Butler Speech Communication Interactive Learning Lab

(better know as the SCIL Center) houses 25 Pentium PC's running off of an

Windows NT server, all utilizing "Authorware Professional" to create lessons.

Our use of these computers for assessment has involved three efforts. The first

two efforts focus on assessment of our core course while the last effort is in

place to enhance student performance on traditional tests as well as the post

assessment.

Assessment of Knowledge. We have used the computers to collect data

on a standard pre and post 50-item multiple choice assessment instrument.

This instrument is currently being revised through the use of software that will

allow us to: (a) provide the assessment on the internet so that we may assess

students at other points in time; (b) focus on one or more learning objectives by

selecting out key items for analysis; (c) create a larger bank of items that will

then insure students receive equivalent but different assessment questions;

and (d) allow us to interface with SPSS software for pre and post assessment

analysis.'

Assessment of Apprehension We also use the PRCA to gain pre and

post data on communication apprehension. These data are not only used to

' The software is produced by Logic eXtension Resources, 7168 Archibald Ave, Ste. 240, Alta Loma, CA
91701-6421. Voice: 909-980-0046; Fax: (909) 987-8706; Web: http://www.lxrtest.com. The name of
the software is "LXR-TEXT 5.1.9. The price as of 8/19/98 was $1597.00. If you questions about the
product, you may contact Al De Marchi: E-mail: ademarchi@lxrtest.com; (909) 980-0046, x110.
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determine changes in apprehension levels as a result of our course, but also

scores are provided to individuals students and their faculty in order to

determine specific challenges the student may need assistance with during the

semester.

Assessment by Chapter. We are developing chapter reviews using

"Authorware" software that will give the students immediate feedback

concerning the knowledge of chapter concepts. These assessments were

developed as a way to enhance student performance in that students may use

these modules before a class room test as well as for review of concepts missed

after a test is completed. In some cases, faculty require students to complete

chapter reviews if they performed poorly on an exam.

The Decision Support Center

Our second high tech resource arrived in our department about three

years ago when our department was charged with maintaining and providing

moderators/facilitators for an electronic meeting room. The Decision Support

Center is set up with recessed computer monitors, each having a keyboard

linked to a central screen that allows all parties to express their ideas

simultaneously and anonymously. A few benefits of this technology include the

way it:

*Cuts meeting time by 60%

*Displays statistical analysis for prioritizing and generating consensus

6
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*Provides written and electronic records of all processes2

While this room is host to on and off campus groups for purposes ranging from

brainstorming to strategic planning, the technology has also proven useful for

assessment in two ways.

Developing a Reliable Evaluation Instrument. For the last several years

our department has been devising a speech evaluation instrument that all

faculty would agree to use in their classes. Determining the form and content of

this instrument has been a slowly evolving process with the first stages

involving consensus on criteria (e.g, use of sources, clear points, etc.) and the

later stages involving agreement on categories for rating each criteria.

However, the final stage, that of determining the reliability of the instrument, has

been made easier by the use of the electronic meeting room. The process

involves (a) viewing a taped speech, (b) rating the speech on the each of the

seven criteria, and providing a grade, and (c) discussion of the results.

For example, in our first effort to use the software for reliability

development, within seconds after scoring, we had a screen to view the degree

of consensus on each of the items (See Table 1).

The software, "Group Systems," is produced by Ventana Corporation. 1430 E. Ft. Lowell, Tuscon, AZ
85719. 520-325-8228 (voice); 520-325-8319.

7
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Table 1:

Table of Ratings from Decision Support Center

CRITERIA TOTA EA.

Definite Stop 3 4 3 20 2.00 0.82 10

Eye Contact 1 7 2 19 1.90 0.57 10

Purpose Clear 1 5 4 17 1.70 0.67 10

Variety of Info 1 4 5 16 1.60 0.70 10

Org. Pattern 1 2 7 14 1.40 0.70 10

Repetition 0 3 7 13 1.30 0.48 10

Attention Getter 0 1 10 10 1.00 0.00 10

OVERALL GRADE 0 0 9 11 1.10 0.32 10

The above screen prompted a discussion of the reasons for the low

consensus on three of the criteria (items #1, 3, 4). We were able to clarify rating

categories/terms and determine needed changes in order to move toward

greater consistency in the way we use the form. We plan to hold at least one

more reliability check round and then move toward using the center as a place

to train new instructors in using the instrument.

Focus Groups The meeting room has also been useful in collecting

information from alumni of our program. The software can be used to create a

survey or to simply gain information about program strengths, weaknesses,

and recommendations. The value of the software is such data can then be

8 BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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electronically collapsed into categories and made readily accessible as a

document that would serve as a launching pad for a strategic planning session.

In short, the Decision Center provides a way to make the move from data

collection to planning seamless.

Lessons Learned

The following four lessons highlight just a few of the conclusions we

have drawn from our high tech approach to assessment. We clearly have more

to learn and have come to accept that we will be making adjustments in our

process on a continuous basis.

1. The high tech component of our assessment efforts provides a

way to enhance oral communication across the curriculum efforts.

Our department is committed to supporting faculty across campus in developing

the communication skills of their students. The assessment software in the

SCIL Center provides local and internet access that will enable us to assess

student knowledge of communication across campus after they have left the

basic course. Our long range plans include collecting data from a sample of

such students to determine their retention of information related to our core

learning objectives. In time, we hope to provide a link to needed tutorials/CBI

materials that would be linked to a student's education needs. These efforts

provide the greatest promise for creating a university that engages students and

faculty in discovering greater coherence in the curriculum (c.f., Tint, 1993) .

9
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2. Success with high tech efforts in electronic meeting rooms

assume the use of a skilled moderator and a faculty willing to

collaborate and compromise.

As indicated, the electronic meeting room provides immediate feedback.

At first glance, such a vehicle seems like a dream come true (i.e., instantaneous

graphs, tables, etc. of data). However, we have learned that the facilitator must

be sure to follow several guides. First, limit the time for each meeting. Not all of

the data should be sorted and discussed at one time. We rarely allow anyone

to use the room for more than 3 hours in a day. The fact that 5 to 6 hours of

work may be done in that time means that participants are generally overly

fatigued if they are kept longer.

Second, make the goals of the session clear. While the electronic

meeting room allows for more efficient meetings, it can be less productive if a

group is not clear on what can be done in the allotted time. Massive data at your

finger tips does not mean a group can arrive in that same amount of time on

what to do with the data. For example, we only discussed the three items on

which their was a lack of consensus.

Finally, if you are not part of a faculty that enjoys the process of sorting

data, collaborating, and making creative use of conflict, then such a center may

only create more problems. The fact that "votes" can be caste anonymously

does allow for fuller and richer participant. However, in the case of the

essential discussion of ideas and views related to the data, a department must

have a everyone on the same page in terms of a supportive climate. We have

10
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found that the anonymity soon breaks down as viewpoints are expressed and

reasons are given for various ratings.

3. High tech efforts must be guided by a "doable" assessment plan

(or how "High Tech" has taught us to redefine data overload). Data

from the earlier pilot version of our 50-item assessment instrument as well as

the PRCA quickly stacked up as one beleaguered faculty member hustled to

first relearn SPSS on the main frame and then SPSS for the PC. The data,

once crunched, was unmanageable in that it was not guided by a coherent and

systematically prioritized set of questions. We had data that would answer a

dozen potentially useful questions. However, even though I teach

organizational assessment, I fell prey to the "just get the data" pitfall. Because

we were not clear as to which questions needed to be answered, we made little

productive useful of the data. For example, I generated a table that showed

score differences across all sections of the basic course as well as section by

section. Impressive as this data was, our department never had the discussion

as to how we might use such information. Our current plan calls for us to focus

on one learning objective each year. Since we do not have a department or

one person with the time to collect and evaluate data, we needed a plan that

would allow us to limit our data collection to one or two focused questions each

year. Appendix A provides a graph of our plan to rotate learning objectives

over the coming years.

4. Without low tech data we would have very little to show from all

of our high tech efforts. The same year we gained data about section

11
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differences from our SCIL Center, we also used a portfolio method to examine

our learning objectives. This data allowed us to notice differences in what

students (and faculty) perceived to be our expectations for our small group

component of the course. Such information was crucial in guiding changes we

made in standardizing assignments and communicating expectations across

the department. The statistical data alone would not have provided such a clear

direction. At best, it would have helped us to notice differences in scores on

the component of the course, but explanation for those differences required a

different method.

Summary

High tech assessment, like all technological solutions, holds great power

and promise. Our efforts at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock have

reflected the potential of these efforts to create a feedback loop for program

improvement as well as a learning community with enhanced oral

communication across the curriculum efforts. While a number of other

possibilities exist due to the capacity to link our Lab and Decision Center to the

Net, we currently find ourselves committed to improving the quality of what we

do by limiting the focus of our data collection efforts, recognizing the

importance of our low tech efforts, and improving what we do with assessment

with each step we take.

12
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APPENDIX A

TIME TABLE FOR ASSESSING BASIC COURSE LEARNING OBJECTIVES
SPEECH COMMUNICATION DEPARTMENT,
UNIVERSITY OF ARKANSAS, LITTLE ROCK

TIME TABLE FOR ASSESSING SPEECH COMMUNICATION 1300

LEARNING OBJECTIVE YEAR

# identify principles of effective participation in 1997-98
a small group problem-solving discussion.
# identify the criteria for an effective speech and 1998-98
be able to effectively deliver a simulated in-class
report.
# identify the basic fallacies that appear in 1999-00
argumentative discourse.
# identify the methods for effectively managing 2000-01
a conflict situation.

# identify concepts and terms 2001-02
associated with oral communication (e.g., basic
components of the communication process, etc.).

14



1.

Would you like to put your paper in ERIC? Please send us a clean, dark copy!

TOF4,

4 rfl""OphAipf

,14 kts7i:z.1,,7761
(e,

-.1,(-4,11 t..eow
NW. , 411

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (0ERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

C
s 02/

Title:Paper presented at the 1998 NCA Convention (New York City)

du AT- 44: aw
Author(s):

Corporate Source: _5;2 e.ez.../, /23

0)114:VA1I+,

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

Publication Date:

November 20-24 , 1998

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

\e

5,60
TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival

media (e.g., der:tonic) and paper copy.

Sign
here,--)
please

cA

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2A

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2A

LI
Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination In microfiche and in electronic media

for ERIC archival collection subscribers only

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 26 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2B

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2B

Check here for Level 28 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires pennission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

Organization/Address:
0 Alat//le-G9-5- Ao--gad
/fee -7Z -were/

Printed Name/Position/Title:

Jb (cj( /iesSoc.- Pre:)Cs
Telephone: FAX

E-Mail Address:
Gi...ilri.5k71,10.4.G14(*étit4-Date 4:7 / 7-

2..g (over)



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):
If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:
If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Ser thic fV111 tc the foncwing ERiC Clearinghouse:

ERIC/REG
2805 E. Tenth Street
Smith Research Center,150
Indiana University
Bloomington, IN 47408

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

.

1100-We51 Streetre°4-leor-
LettrelrMarytand-2070-7-3f98-

Tetuphanu:-3ot-4tratoso--
Titt-Fivv-13004994742.
--FAX:304.953-0265-

-e-mai14er4Gfac@Ineted.gov
-WWW:-httrifericfacpicearthese:com

EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97)
PREVIOUS VERSIONS OF THIS FORM ARE OBSOLETE.


