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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background
     WSCUC Standard of Accreditation 4.1 requires that “the institution employs a deliberate set of quality-assurance processes in both academic and non-academic areas, including … assessment of student learning.”  At the undergraduate level, WSCUC Criteria for Review 2.2a requires that “programs ensure the development of core competencies including, but not limited to, written and oral communication, quantitative reasoning, information literacy, and critical thinking.”  At the graduate level, the WSCUC 2013 Handbook of Accreditation provides that “graduate programs and graduate-only institutions are expected to define and assess the generic intellectual competencies that are foundational in their field.  WSCUC Criteria for Review 2.2b provides that programs must “establish clearly stated objectives differentiated from and more advanced than undergraduate programs in terms ... student learning outcomes.” 
     At a graduate faculty meeting in Fall of 2016, University Director of Assessment, Dr. Melissa Jordine, discussed this issue thoroughly with the faculty who attended. A majority of those faculty agreed to provide feedback on potential graduate core competencies to be assessed University-wide. A Qualtrics survey based upon this discussion was created and sent to all faculty members, including those who had not attended the graduate meeting. The responses indicated a clear consensus of opinion.  Nearly all respondents, with two exceptions, recommended adopting three core competencies--written communication, advanced disciplinary knowledge or skill, and research/discipline-specific methodology.  
      At a March 4, 2020 Graduate Coordinators’ meeting, a plan for graduate core competency assessment was established. The plan included a rotation through three graduate core competencies 1) Advanced Disciplinary Knowledge/Skill, 2) Research Method (Discipline-Specific Methodology), and 3) Written Communication. In 2019, a pilot assessment of written communication was conducted and feedback was attained to ensure the graduate core competencies captured a wide spread of disciplines and their culminating exercises across the university. In 2020, Advanced Knowledge/Skill graduate core competency was implemented and findings were shared in an executive summary dated August 9, 2021. In 2021-2022, Discipline-Specific Methodology graduate core competency was implemented and findings were shared in this executive summary dated July 1, 2022. In 2022-2023, Written Communication graduate core competency was implemented and findings are shared in this executive summary. 
In 2023-2024, the core competency Advanced Knowledge/Skill will be implemented and the rotation will continue.  Each of the three graduate core competencies will be assessed on a rotating basis:
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Specifically, in each rotational cycle: 
· Graduate students’ culminating experiences will be evaluated for the corresponding core competency being assessed.
· If a graduate program had less than ten students graduate in a given year (summer, fall, and spring), then all culminating experiences will be assessed.  If a program has ten or more students graduate, then ten culminating experiences will be randomly selected for assessment.
· A common rubric will be utilized for each core competency and used to assess students’ performance. Each graduate core competency rubric was developed based on graduate coordinators’ feedback and finalized by the  university assessment coordinator subcommittee. 
· A reporting form will be provided to each graduate coordinator.  After faculty score the students’ work and provide comments, the form will be returned to the Core Competency Assessment Chair and University Director of Assessment.  

Graduate Programs Written Communication Evaluation Process
     For AY 2022-23, Written Communication was assessed.  The assessment  was overseen by the Director of Assessment, Dr. Douglas Fraleigh, and chaired by the Graduate Core Competency Chair, Dr. Jessica Hannigan.  Students’ culminating experiences were assessed using a rubric developed collectively by the graduate coordinators (see Appendix A).
     Students were assessed on three criteria, demonstration of discipline-specific methodology: 
· Criteria 1.  Content
· Criteria 2.  Genre and Disciplinary Conventions
· Criteria 3.  Control of Syntax and Mechanics
     Students received a score of 3 (advanced proficiency), 2 (proficiency), or 1 (partial proficiency) on each criterion.  The benchmark was that 90% of students would receive a score of 2 (proficiency) or higher on all three criteria. 
     Graduate coordinators were provided a variety of professional learning opportunities throughout the 2022-2023 academic year to ensure they understood the process for implementing the graduate core competency evaluation. Dr Fraleigh and Dr. Hannigan presented the information at three separate university level graduate coordinator meetings (provided during the beginning, middle and end) of the academic school year.  During these sessions, the why, what and how of the graduate core competency evaluation implementation was covered. In addition, reminder emails with specific instructions and opportunities for additional support were provided each semester to all graduate coordinators. In addition, additional one on one graduate core competency support work sessions were provided in April and May 2023 to provide an additional opportunity to learn how to implement the graduate core competency evaluation. The one on one coaching opportunities were also provided to graduate coordinators who requested one one one support throughout the academic school year. 
Results of the Graduate Programs Written Communication Evaluation 
      Table 1 shows the graduate core competency Written Communication Evaluation submissions and results at Fresno State. The benchmark was that 90% of students would receive a score of 2 (proficiency) or higher on all three criteria.  The sample size of N=307 submissions was representative of rubric submissions from 38 graduate programs across the university.  Programs from each of the university’s eight colleges participated in the assessments.  The results were as follows:   
· Criteria 1 Proficiency (2 or above): 302, 98% of the submissions, earned a rating of 2 or higher.
· Criteria 2 Proficiency (2 or above): 305, 99% of the submissions, earned a rating of 2 or higher.
· Criteria 3 Proficiency (2 or above): 297, 97% of the submissions, earned a rating of 2 or higher.
· Overall Proficiency of (2 or above) for Criteria 1 - Criteria 3: 291, 95% of the submissions earned of a rating of 2 or better on all three criteria.

     Based on the 90% benchmark, expectations were met for student proficiency in the Written Communication Core Competency. 


Table 1. Proficiency Scores Main Sample (N=307) (sample size is representative of  submissions from 38 graduate programs)
	Sample
	
	Criteria 1 Proficiency 
(2 or above) 
	Criteria 2 Proficiency (2 or above) 
	Criteria 3 Proficiency 
(2 or above) 
	Overall Proficiency Criteria 1-3 
(2 or above on all three criteria)


	All Submissions 
Projects (139)
Thesis (56)
Comprehensive Exams (92)
E-Portfolio (10) 
Other Culminating Experience (10)  
	N = 307
	302
	305
	297
	291

	
Proficiency Benchmark is 90% or higher 
	
	
98%
	
99%
	
97%
	
95%




     Table 2 shows overall written communication graduate core competency themes and 
faculty comments. It is important to note that 291 of the 307 submissions met the benchmark of 
proficiency in each of the three criteria.  However, there were some submissions that missed the 
benchmark.  Five culminating experiences did not meet criteria 1, two did not meet criteria 2, 
and 10 did not meet criteria 3. Sixteen submissions did not meet the benchmark of satisfying 
all three criteria.  It is also important to note, that submissions not meeting criteria 3 (16 
submissions) was  higher than submissions not meeting criteria 1 and criteria 2, demonstrating a
need to help students with the control of syntax and mechanics on the 
application of the written communication. 
      Overall, based on faculty comments that accompanied graduate program submissions, input derived from the student rubric submissions, students demonstrated more strengths than areas of needs. Table 2 provides common themes and representative corresponding comments. 
Table 2. 
Table of Overall Written Communication Graduate Core Competency Themes and Faculty Comments
	22-23 Written Communication: Proficient

	Themes
	Representative Faculty Comments

	Strong content knowledge 
	All have compelling content and all of them have good mastery of the subject.

	Practical application 
	Strong connections to existing research literature in the field. 

They address relevant, contemporary problems in their respective fields.

Clearly written, accessible for 10th grade teachers

	Strong arguments and explanation 
	Good use and application of concepts, structuring their arguments correctly, and reaching reasonable conclusions.

Supported arguments with empirical evidence

Best projects reflected in-depth thinking

	Use of disciplinary conventions 
	Use of disciplinary conventions also proved to be a strength

Chronicling of the creative process excellent

Scores for genre-specific content perfect

	Research methodology
	Clearly described hypothesis, strong and compelling data

Research project original, asking questions no other historian has considered

	Writing style
	Presentation of results eloquent

Clear and concise academic writing

Generally used APA well





	22-23 Written Communication: Not Proficient

	Themes
	Representative Faculty Comments

	Evidence and explanation
	Some students seemed to struggle to delve deep into the details, resulting in superficial or unsupported ideas

Limited application of field related content

Needed more in-depth explanation



	APA, professional writing style
	APA style continues to be challenging. There were a number of issues with the required APA formatting regarding citation of sources, etc.


	Research methodology
	Methods sections were often a struggle, especially with general procedures and data analysis, limited research reviews.

	Syntax and writing skills
	Syntax, sentence structure problems

Poor writing skills, bullet point format

Writing mechanics in content area needed improvement

	Comprehension
	Some exams needed to demonstrate deeper comprehension



Conclusions and Recommendations 
     Using the benchmark established for proficiency, expectations were met for graduate student proficiency in the Written Communication Core Competency.  95% of the graduate students were proficient in all three areas of evaluation.  Based on faculty comments strengths emerged in several areas:
· Strong content knowledge 
· Practical application
· Strong arguments and explanation
· Use of disciplinary conventions 
· Writing style
      It is also commendable that several graduate program reports indicated that the program had made changes based on previous assessment activities and that these changes improved student learning.  For example, the Doctor of Nursing Practice program report indicated that the Graduate Writing Center had helped their students’ writing tremendously.  The Linguistics MA report indicated that additional faculty mentoring had helped students improve their theses.  And the Education MA in Curriculum and Instruction report that additional focus on IRB Protocols improved the care several students took in survey design.
     Some areas for improvement included:
· Evidence and explanation
· APA or other professional writing style 
· Research and methodology 
· Syntax
         Based on this analysis, we have met the benchmark but there is always room for improvement.  Some recommendations from this assessment include:
· Additional support for application of professional writing style: Graduate level academic writing support (grammar, structure, APA or other professional writing modality support).  Programs that expanded their use of the Graduate Writing Center and increased faculty mentoring found that these efforts led to increased student success.
· Work on syntax, evidence, and explanation 
· Opportunities to explain the reasoning for the selection and application of the methodology 
· Application of research 


Appendix A.
Written Communication Rubric
	  
	Advanced Proficiency-3
	Proficiency-2
	Partial Proficiency-1

	
Content
	Discusses applicable, significant, and compelling content to illustrate mastery of the subject, conveying the writer’s understanding, and mastery in shaping the whole work.
	Discusses appropriate, relevant, and compelling content to explore ideas within the context of the discipline and shape the whole work.
	Discusses some appropriate and/or relevant content but this content is not developed or explored throughout the work.

	Genre and Disciplinary Conventions
	Demonstrates detailed attention to and mastery in execution of a wide range of conventions particular to a specific discipline and/or writing task(s) including a high level of content presentation and stylistic choices.
	Demonstrates consistent use of important conventions particular to a specific discipline and/or writing task(s), including content presentation and stylistic choices.
	Follows some of the expectations appropriate to a specific discipline and/or writing task(s) for basic content and presentation.

	Control of Syntax and Mechanics
	Uses language, consistent with the discipline that demonstrates mastery by communicating meaning to readers with clarity and fluency, and is virtually error-free.
	For the most part, uses straightforward language that conveys meaning to readers. There are few errors and they are relatively minor and do not interfere with the clarity of the ideas.
	Typically uses language that does not really convey key ideas clearly. Writing includes numerous errors that result in it being confusing to follow.
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Frequency: One core competency per year, on a 3-year rotational basis, e.g.,
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