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representative sample.  These steps are outlined in a report on the methods used in the local study 

(Appendix A.)  

 

Comparing IUP performance to other institutions. Two of these measures (NSSE and CLA) are 

administered in ways that provided information on how IUP students performed compared with 

other institutions that administered these exams.   For ease in assessing comparisons across 

institutions, findings from the NSSE and the CLA are presented as mean, or average, scores.   

 

 Among other procedures, the NSSE creates three comparison groups for the individual 

items. These groups are: 1) other regional institutions like IUP in the same geographic 

area, referred to in the report as “selected peers,” 2) institutions in the same Carnegie 

classification from across the nation, referred to here as “Carnegie peers,” and 3) all 

institutions that took part in the NSSE that same year.
1
  The differences in scores are 

assessed in two ways – on whether they are statistically significant (a difference that is 

larger than what would be expected by chance alone) and also on the effect size (the 

practical significance of the difference in the mean.)  The statistical significance of the 

mean is reported in the table located in appendix A.  The effect is fairly small in all 

instances, with the exception of a few, noted on the table in the appendices.   

 

 CLA provides comparison through weighting the data to adjust for differences in SAT 

scores, then comparing all results against the average of scores for all institutions.  An 

institution’s reports are reported as being below, at, or above that average.   

 

Customized local assessment. The standardized measures looked at a common set of learning 

outcomes that are assumed to be goals for all institutions.   However the local assessment differs 
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IUP seniors’ reports of their experience of the general education program and its contribution to 

their knowledge, skills and personal development (Item 11a) 

 was equivalent to that reported in all other comparison groups 

 

This would suggest that seniors report particularly positive experiences in the major, while rating 

their general education as favorably as students at other institutions.  

 

In some critical areas, however, IUP student reports are less favorable those at other institutions.  

Regarding the experience for freshman:  

 

 On the question of whether they had participated in a learning community or some other 

formal program where groups of students take two or more classes together 
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Question 41-b. Length of time involved doing problem sets: 

 

 Number of problem sets 

that take you more than 

an hour to complete 
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participating in the NSSE (53%).  IUP’s experience was significantly stronger than the 

Carnegie peers, where 51% of the students participate in such programs, on average.  However 

IUP students’ experience with using theory linked to that practice is less evident.  One question 

asked students to speak to the extent to which their experience at IUP contributed to their 

knowledge, skills and personal development in the area of solving complex real-world problems 

(Item 11m).  IUP freshman reported experience that was consistent with all three comparison 

groups.  However IUP seniors mean score (2.60) was significantly lower than the average s 

from the Carnegie peers (2.73) and all NSSE institutions (2.74).  

 

Another question provides information about the last bullet in Outcome 1.  It asked students to 

identify to what extent they were asked to put together ideas or concepts from different courses 

when completing assignments or during class discussions (Item 1i, with responses ranging from 

0=never to 4=very often).  Freshman scores were consistent with those of all the comparison 

groups. The average of the answers reported by IUP seniors was 2.96, which was significantly 

higher than selected peer institutions (2.84), and consistent with the m
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 Arts are defined here as the capacity to appreciate the aesthetic experience of the arts, 

interpret art forms, and recognize their role within the context of a culture.  Approximately 

64% of the students sampled demonstrated either proficiency or advanced capacities in this 

area.  Another 25% of the students sampled performed at a level of accurately reporting 

others’ interpretations or assessments of selected art forms  

 

 Application and Synthesis of content areas.  Rankings of the indicator “Application & 

Synthesis” suggest that approximately half of those sampled performed at either 

“Proficient” or “Advanced” level as defined by the assessment team.  Criteria is based on 

the degree to which the student draws on multiple disciplinary perspectives, content, or 

modes of inquiry; explains links or relationships between contexts, and utilizes theory to 

understand practice, and/or demonstrates the implications of practice for refining theory.  

Another 38% of those sampled were able to reference more than one disciplinary 

perspective, content or mode of inquiry, or the existence of a larger context or the relevant 

theory but without full integration. 
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Three sources of information offer information on how IUP students are doing regarding 

outcome 2.  These sources are: the NSSE (an indirect measure – student report of the 

experience); the local assessment (direct measure of student learning), and the Collegiate 

Learning Assessment (a standardized, direct measure of student learning).   

 
RESULTS FROM THE NSSE  

Several items from the NSSE provide insight into students’ experience relevant to this particular 

expected student learning outcome.  These items are organized below in terms of how they 

inform a particular bullet in this expected outcome.  

 

Two questions relate to the first bullet, which addresses oral and written communications.  The 

first question asked students “To what extent has your experience at this institution contributed 

to your knowledge & skills . . .  in writing clearly and effectively?” (Item 11c, with responses 

ranging from 1=very little to 4=very much).  The average score for IUP seniors was 3.08, which 

was statistically equivalent to the mean scores of each of the peer comparison groups (Selected 

peer, 3.04; Carnegie peers, 3.09; and all institutions that administered the survey that year, 3.06).  

The second question was similar, but referred to oral communication: “To what extent has your 

experience at this institution contributed to your knowledge & skills . . .  in speaking clearly and 

effectively?” (Item 11d, with responses ranging from 1=very little to 4=very much).  Here as 

well, the average score (2.94) for IUP senior self-report was statistically consistent with peer 

institutions (2.91), Carnegie peers (2.96) and all institutions (2.95).   

 

One question referred to the fourth bullet in outcome 2, information literacy skills, asking to 

what degree coursework emphasized making judgments about the value of information, 

arguments or methods (Item 2d, with responses ranging from 1=very little to 4=very much).  In 

response to this question, the average score for IUP seniors was 3.02, consistent with the mean 

for each comparison group (2.94, 2.99 and 2.96 respectively).   

 

One question from the NSSE provided insight into the fifth bullet, which is on the topic of the 

transforming knowledge into action.  Specifically, students were asked to describe their 

experience with coursework emphasizing the application of theory or concepts to practical 

problems or new situations (Item 2e, with responses ranging from 1=very little to 4=very much).  

On this item, the average of IUP seniors’ responses was (3.22) consistent with the mean for each 

comparison group (3.14, 3.19 and 3.18 respectively).   

 

The NSSE had just one question that addressed the sixth bullet which speaks to working with 

diverse groups.  This question asked: “To what extent has your experience at this institution 

contributed to your knowledge & skills . . .  in working effectively with others?” (Item 11h, with 

responses ranging from 1=very little to 4=very much).  On this question, IUP’s average score 

(3.09) was statistically equivalent to selected peer institutions (3.12), Carnegie peers (3.15) and 

all institutions (3.12). 

 

Three items on the NSSE relate to the seventh bullet for this student learning outcome, the topic 

of critical thinking skills. The first question asked students to describe the extent to which their 

coursework emphasized analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience or theory (Item 2b, 
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with responses 
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 Percentile 

rank 

Performance level by        

CLA calculations 

Total CLA Score 56% At expected performance level 

Performance Task 58% At expected performance level 

Analytic Writing Task: 53% At expected performance level 

    - Make-an-Argument 45% At expected performance level 

    - Critique-an-Argument 55% At expected performance level 

 
 

RESULTS FROM THE LOCAL ASSESSMENT 
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STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOME 3 
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equivalent with selected peers (.31), but quite significantly lower than Carnegie peers (.38) and 

all NSSE schools (.38).  This improved by the senior year, though, as 62% of IUP seniors 

participate in this time of service, which was consistent with students from the Carnegie 

peers(58%) and all institutions (59%), and quite significantly higher than the selected peer 

schools (53%). A similar question as students to what extent their experience at the institution 

contributed to their knowledge, skills and personal development in the area of contributing to the 

welfare of your community (Item 11o).  The mean score for IUP seniors was significantly lower 

than those of the Carnegie peers and all NSSE institutions. 

 
RESULTS FROM THE LOCAL ASSESSMENT 

Complementing the findings from the NSSE, IUP also conducted a direct assessment of student 
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sampled demonstrated this capacity at the proficient or advanced level, with another third 

presenting this ability at a more limited level.   

 

SUMMARY 

The findings of the local assessment in particular suggest that while opportunities to exist for 

students to engage in and think about issues of community involvement and social justice within 

diverse society, students are relatively weak in this area overall.  Areas of weakness include: 

attribution of sources in writing, application of understandings about diversity in coursework, 

service learning, and ethical development.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

 

Methods Used in the Local Assessment  

May-June 2008 

 

Early in Spring 2008, the University Chairs requested an assessment of the Student Learning 

Outcomes of the current liberal studies program for the purpose of informing the Liberal Studies 

Revision; the plan for this assessment was designed with that objective in mind.  Thus the plan 

focuses on the level of achievement of the Expected Student Learning Outcomes (page 9) 

attained by students at the point of the culminating Liberal Studies experience, the Synthesis 

Course, LBST 499.   

 

Provost’s associate Susan Boser designed the assessment plan which called for a team of faculty 

to review a sample of course assignments produced by graduating seniors.  These documents 

would be rated according to a set of rubrics based on the Expected Student Learning Outcomes 

in order to determine the degree to which these documents reflected evidence of such outcomes.   

 

Members of the assessment team were selected in collaboration with Mary Sadler, Director of 

Liberal Studies, based on criteria of having experience with assessment and being located in the 

colleges that have been predominantly charged with providing liberal studies instruction.  The 

assessment team included: Dan Burkett (Math), David Pistole (Biology), Mary MacLeod 
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Limitations of this assessment   
Users of these findings should bear the following limitations in mind:  

 

Source documents.  Two potential limitations are present regarding the source documents.  First, 

while in theory the liberal studies synthesis courses could be expected to reflect achievement of 

student learning outcomes, a quick perusal of the few documents from capstone classes revealed 

that a much higher level of quality was demonstrated in those documents compared with the 

liberal studies synthesis documents.  The team expressed the oft-heard student perspective that 

students tend to take their major courses, particularly capstones, more seriously than the LBST 

synthesis, seeing the latter as a requirement to “get out of the way” before graduation.  Thus it is 

possible that these documents may under represent the actual achievement levels of IUP seniors. 
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APPENDIX B 

2007 Mean Scores for Selected NSSE Elements:  
n = 378 

 
 

IUP 
SELECTED 

PEERS 

CARNEGIE 

PEERS 

ALL NSSE 

INSTITUTIONS 

In your experience at your institution during the current school year, about how often have you done each of 

the following? 1=never, 2=sometimes, 3=often, 4=very often 
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IUP Selected Peers Carnegie 

Peers 

All NSSE 

Institutions 

 e.  Coursework emphasizes: Applying 

theories or concepts to practical problems or 

in new situations 

FY 

SR 

3.06 

3.22 

3.02 

3.14 

3.01 

3.1

 

3.013.1
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IUP Selected 

Peers 

Carnegie 

Peers 

All NSSE 

Institutions 

  b.  Community service or volunteer work
8 

FY 

SR 

.28 

.62 

.31 

.53 ** 

.38*** 

.58 

.38*** 

.59 

 c.    Participate in a learning community or 

some other formal program where groups of 

students take two or more classes together 

FY 

SR 

.13 

.29 

.19** 

.25 

.19* 

.28 

.17 

.25 

  e. Foreign language coursework FY 

SR 

.15 

.43 

.23** 

.40 

.22** 

.39 

.22** 

.41 

To what extent has your experience at this institution contributed to your knowledge, skills and personal 

development in the following areas?  
1=very little, 2=some, 3=quite a bit, 4=very much 

11a.  Acquiring a broad general education 
FY 

SR 

3.17 

3.23 

3.11 

3.21 

3.12 

3.22 

3.13 

3.24 

b.  Acquiring job or work-related knowledge 

and skills
9 

FY 

SR 

2.80 

3.11 

2.66* 

2.91 *** 

2.72 

3.05 

2.73 

3.02 

 c.  Writing clearly and effectively 
FY 

SR 

3.05 

3.08 

2.94* 

3.04 

3.00 

3.09 

2.95 

3.06 

 d.  Speaking clearly and analytically  
FY 

SR 

2.85 

2.94 

2.71* 

2.91 

2.82 

2.96 

2.76 

2.95 

e. Thinking and analyzing critically 
FY 

SR 

3.21 

3.28 

3.13 

3.26 

3.17 

3.33 

3.17 

3.33 

h. Wor <</MCID 65>> BDC q11.ly
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APPENDIX C 
 

Local Assessment of Current Liberal Studies Program  

According to Rubrics for the IUP Expected Student Learning Outcomes 

Conducted in Summer 2008 

 

Frequency distributions of ratings by indicator and level of achievement 

  

Indicator 

 

 

 “Proficient” 

or 

“Advanced” 

 

 

 “Developing” 

 

 

 “Undeveloped” 

% documents in 

which evidence of 

indicator was 

present 
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APPENDIX D 
 


