ASSESSING STUDENT OUTCOMES IN THE DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL WORK
This request for an individual planning grant is intended to serve as the impetus for continuing work in our department related to assessment.  My intent is to develop a preliminary assessment process with this grant, and then to apply for a departmental implementation grant for the following year.

1.  The Department of Social Work is within the College of Health and Human Services, and has approximately 600 students (including both undergraduate and graduate students).  We have a complex program, because we have a variety of full-time and part-time models, to enable working students as well as “traditional” students to receive professional training in social work.  Every eight years, all programs of social work are re-examined, for accreditation purposes, by the Council on Social Work Education, which is our national professional educational organization. During that time, a team from the Council comes to our campus, examines our program closely, including looking at written documentation and talking with faculty, students, alumni, and field instructors.  Our department is scheduled for this visit in the spring of 2001.  Towards that end, I have been one of the faculty taking the lead in our departmental efforts to closely examine our program, and to determine our strengths and weaknesses in the areas of delivery of services to students.  This semester, I have begun a series of focus groups (15 are scheduled in total) with undergraduate students, graduate students (full and part-time), field instructors and alumni, as well as meeting with students and field instructors at each of our four distance education sites (Chico, Humboldt, Ventura, and Bakersfield).  During the focus groups, I have been asking a series of questions designed to get at specific areas of the curriculum that are strong and weak, in terms of preparing students for practice in ways that the Council on Social Work Education mandates that we do.  Our preliminary “self-study” is due to the Council at the end of this summer (2000).  If I receive this planning grant, it will enable me to work through June to finish the focus groups, collate the data, and, most importantly, to refine the assessment process so that it becomes part of a continuing effort in our department.

2.  I have been a full-time faculty member in this department since 1987, beginning as an Assistant Professor, and being promoted to Associate and then Full Professor (in 1992).  My “specialty” areas are in social work practice with groups and in non-violent conflict resolution. This combination of interests and talents puts me in a unique position to gather data in a constructive way.  To run focus groups effectively, it is important to quickly create rapport and credibility with the participants so that they feel comfortable sharing both positive and negative feedback without concern for repercussions.  It is also important to shape questions that facilitate participants’ ability to offer constructive feedback (rather than empty compliments or whining and complaining).  My experience in running groups, and in teaching methods of non-violent conflict resolution, both on campus and in the community, helps me to be comfortable with the process, and able to create the kind of environment that is useful for this purpose.

3.  If I receive this grant, I would spend the time examining assessment materials that exist to refine the materials that I designed, working from the standards on accreditation that are given to us.  I would then work with other faculty members to apply for a departmental implementation grant for next year, that would allow us to take our assessment process further, to be most useful for students.

4.  The expected results are that we would be able to implement a process that will give us, on an on-going basis, valuable information to keep improving our program.  This will also greatly assist us in our efforts to be re-accredited in the next academic year.  As I have begun to collect data, a number of interesting processes that we might explore have emerged.  For example, asking specific questions about textbooks (which ones help students learn to the maximum degree) might help the faculty to adhere to a more uniform standard about which texts are used in different courses (which would avoid repetition).  A second example relates to the fact that we have multiple sections of some courses that are offered, with variability about the quality of the experience for students.  Developing very specific objectives for the courses, and methods to assess whether students in fact meet those objectives, would help our faculty to teach more uniformly (without violating the ethic of academic privilege).

5.  The budget would be allocated as follows:

a.  Faculty support for collating data and planning activities related to developing a larger grant proposal: $1200.00

b.  Purchase of Assessment materials for examination and possible use: $300.00

Total Budget: $1500.00

