
Literature Program Assessment Report AY17-18 
 
Summary 
 
To assess students’ performance on the Literature program outcomes, a faculty panel evaluated 
students’ essays from across several courses. Students were strongest at writing interpretations 
that used cultural and biographical contexts and that demonstrated the significance and relevance 
of their reading. Students were relatively less strong, or at least less consistent, in using key 
critical terms. Faculty reviewers noted, however, that while such terms are important to teach as 
one of many concepts, they were satisfied with critical vocabulary being the relatively weakest 
area of performance and were encouraged that students were making politically and culturally-
conscious arguments.  
 

I. Program Outcomes Assessed AY17-18 
 

• Write fresh interpretations of texts and/or issues in literary studies in which you 1) 
perform a reasonably close reading by analyzing relevant literary elements (techniques, 
themes, forms/genres, stylistic choices, or other literary devices), and 2) make 
appropriate references to relevant texts. 
 

• Draw upon course materials to develop further, meaningful questions about this course, 
other literature courses, or other areas of the arts and communications. 

 
• Demonstrate how common or culturally specific heritages, perspectives, histories, and/or 

belief systems influenced the writers in this course and the forms or genres in which they 
wrote. 

 
Universal Learning Outcomes Assessed  

• Communication 
• Critical and Analytical Thinking   
• Diversity and Global Fluency 

 
II. Assessment 

 
Method 
During Spring 2018, all faculty members teaching a Literature course were asked to submit 
student essays for an assignment that adhered most closely to the program’s learning outcomes, 
recognizing that no single assignment was likely to cover all of the outcomes. Instructors 
submitted student work from 26 sections.  
 
A panel of three faculty members assessed the student work, using a rubric with seven criteria 
(based on the program outcomes) and a scale of 1 to 5 (see Appendix A). A norming session and 
follow-up conversation were held. With the large number of essays submitted and a panel of 
three reviewers, courses were chosen that might give maximum coverage for factors like course-
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level and Honors courses. Ultimately, reviewers assessed work from 13 sections, totaling 119 
students.  
 
Results 

 
Figure 1. Literature Assessment Scores, N=  119 
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Figure 2. 1000-level N=49 (includes 10 Honors students), 2000-level N=50 (included 10 Honors 
students) , 3000-level N= 20 
 

 
Figure 3. Honors vs. Non-honors Students. Honors, N= 20, Non-Honors, N= 99 
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A comparison of students majoring in Cultural Studies:  Literary Studies concentration to non-
majors was not possible as only 1 of 8 possible majors was enrolled in the courses sampled.  
 
Panel Follow-up Conversation  
 
Strengths:  Assignment Prompts and Cultural and Historical Contextualizing 

• “What impressed me the most was just noticing the different assignments and what 
different writing they elicited.” 

o “Over the years, I’ve tried to make my assignments simpler and simpler; however, 
it was great when students had so much direction.”  

o “I was very struck by the power of the assignment to elicit different kinds of 
competencies.”  

•  “Most of them were able to make specific references to texts, and that was strong.”  
• “I felt like students were doing a really good job with probity; with setting up the 

significance.” 
 

Critical Vocabulary  
• “Another overall trend: ‘we’ as a collective faculty were less focused on teaching 

students a literary critical vocabulary, things like ‘character, plot, symbol’ and that 
didn’t’ bother me.”  

o “We seemed focused on students knowing the historical and political contexts.” 
o “The political pieces were very vibrant.”  

“I felt like we had a lack of ‘analyzing literary element,’ and I felt like that isn’t a problem. 
Students were still using the terms and clearly understanding the significance, making meaning 
for themselves, but just not as interested in the terms.”  

• “I was struck by how much it varies. There were whole sections in which I wanted to 
write N/A, N/A.”  
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Appendix A. Literature Essay Rubric 
 
Literature	SP18	Essay	Assessment		
	

Student:			 Poor	
(1)	

Developing	
(2)	

Satisfactory	
(3)	

Strong	
(4)	

Excellent	
(5)	

1.	Interpretation	is	fresh	and	thoughtful	
	

	 	 	 	 	

2.	Interpretation	analyzes	literary	elements	to	perform	
reasonable	close	readings		
	

	 	 	 	 	

3.	Close	readings	make	appropriate	references	to	
relevant	texts		
	

	 	 	 	 	

4.	Demonstrates	understanding	of	how	common	or	
culturally	specific	heritages,	perspectives,	histories,	
and/or	belief	systems	influenced	authors	of	focus	
	

	 	 	 	 	

5.	Demonstrates	understanding	of	how	common	or	
culturally	specific	heritages,	perspectives,	histories,	
and/or	belief	systems	influenced	forms	or	genres	of	
focus	
	

	 	 	 	 	

6.	Essay	draws	upon	course	materials	to	develop	
further,	meaningful	questions	about	the	course,	other	
literature	courses,	or	other	areas	of	the	arts	and	
communications	
	

	 	 	 	 	

7.	Writes	at	the	college	level.		
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Appendix B. Follow-up Conversation with Review Panel  
	
Literature Assessment Follow-up Meeting 5/16/18:  Sheila, Karen, Jeanne, 
Terence, Deborah, and Tyler  
 
Jeanne:  What impressed me the most was just noticing the different assignments and 
what different writing they elicited; one of the responses was that the assignments was 
so great. 

• The Literature and Visual Culture assignment was so great. Over the years, I’ve 
tried to make my assignments simpler and simpler; however, it was great when 
students had so much direction. 

•  I thought that the writing varied tremendously from course to course.  
• We didn’t have very much incompetent writing at all. I wasn’t giving many 1s and 

2s. There wasn’t a lot of poor writing.  
• I was struck by how much it varies. There were whole sections in which I wanted 

to write N/A, N/A, 
• I was also struck by how much different assignments called out different 

competencies, not as a bad thing; I was very struck by the power of the 
assignment to elicit different kinds of competencies. I’m not inclined to say let’s 
unify all of our assignments, but I was excited about the assignments.  

 
Karen:  Throughout, there was a sense that it was difficult to assess all of these criteria 
through a single assignment. Even within sections, some essays just didn’t include all of 
the criteria and sometimes that was fine, depending on the essay.  
 
Sheila:  I tended to look at the instructor’s prompt and how detailed they were in those 
prompts. I looked for if the student could follow detailed instructions and how well 
students could do  

• I think that some of the prompts I might incorporate, but I don’t know if I could do 
all of them. 

• I tended to look at the student being at college, meaning, if this is going to be 
final essay, did the student put their best foot forward?  

• It was difficult to measure if this is the student’s best work. For me, if they 
stepped out to look at outside sources, it means that they are an involved college 
student who takes their work serious.  

 
Deborah:  Have you often seen students who give bibliographies without in-text 
citations?  

• Karen:  I’ve seen students being careless or inaccurate with MLA citations.  
• Sheila: I have students do an annotated bib, so that they get in a habit.   

 
Karen:  Most of them were able to make specific references to texts, and that was 
strong.  

• Jeanne:  I agree that there was across the board an understanding of 
giving specific passages.  
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Jeanne:  Another overall trend: “we” as a collective faculty were less focused on 
teaching students a literary critical vocabulary, things like “character, plot, symbol” and 
that didn’t’ bother me. 

• We seemed focused on students knowing the contexts, historical and 
political contexts 

• Sheila:  I agree; the political pieces were very vibrant.  
 
Jeanne:  I felt like “analyzing literary element,” we had a lack of them, the N/A, and I felt 
like that isn’t a problem. Students were still using the terms and clearly understanding 
the significance, making meaning for themselves, but just not as interested in the terms.  

• I felt like students were doing a really good job with probity; with setting up the 
significance 

 
Terence:  there’s comments on how the writing looks and feels different than it used to. 
Our demographic is smaller than it used to be, our students have more money than they 
used to, and we stopped letting in students that the college knew couldn’t graduate.  I’m 
curious to the changes and what might account for them:  what causes the changes?  
 
Sheila:  The political aspect, I think Cultural Studies and the newer instructors have 
influenced the degree of input in content in the way that students approach, and society 
has changed. This group has a different form of activism than existed 20 years ago. I 
think their level of understanding and how they’re going to read literature and approach 
their fields has shifted in a big way. I applaud them for thinking about “how can I fix you, 
how can I spin you to what I want to say.” I’m intrigued by this group  
 
Jeanne:  I do think the influence of Cultural Studies (as a field, not just department) has 
teachers to teach with context as a primary focus  
 
Karen:  I do think some of the demographic changes, and part of it may be the cultural 
shift. We’ve also had years now of teaching these outcomes. 
 
Terence:  We have had more full-time faculty, a greater percentage teaching in the 
more recent years.   
 
Terence:  The question is brought up; do we still think students should know the terms? 
Or do we abandon that a bit to double-down on the other pieces? Do we do a better job 
of explaining why people have used the terms in the past, do we rethink how we present 
terminology?  

• Deborah:  I agree with the latter.  
 
Karen:  I’ve taught things like the use of second-person and its importance to a book 
like Citizen.   

• I used to be a real stickler for terminology in essays, and now I’m not as 
concerned with if they use more preferred terms or not but some awareness and 
discussion of text. I want students to address the work as a work of art.  

• I’m less wedded to a vocab since the vocab changes.  
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• I think sometimes terms can allow you to talk about the politics.   
 
Deborah:  I think awareness is very significant.  
 
Jeanne:  My initial response to the question is I’m not as concerned with the terms. I 
often think “what if mine is the last literature course they ever take?” In my heart of 
hearts, I want them to be a reader, if they can use literature to make sense of the world 
they’re living, that is critical.  

• But I agree that there are some conversations that you can’t have without 
knowing the structures.   

• I mostly want to make sure that they can pick up a piece of literature and find it 
relevant and use literature to enrich and understand life outside of literature.  

 
	
 


