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Office of Academic Research and Planning

Annual Report 2002-03


The 2002-03 academic year saw changes, improvements, and new initiatives in a number of areas of responsibility for the Office of Academic Research and Planning (ARP).  Below is a description of our major activities and accomplishments in each area of responsibility.

Inquiry in Support of Student Learning:  Reaccreditation and Beyond

A major dimension of the work of ARP during the 2002-03 academic year was the renewal of the College’s commitment to assessment, or “inquiry in support of student learning.”  The immediate occasion (though not the sole impetus) for this work was the ten-year reaccreditation of the College by the Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association (NCA), culminating in the visit of the external review team in late April 2003.  The Director of ARP was charged with the responsibility of preparing the assessment chapter of the College’s Special Emphases Self-Study, submitted to the NCA in anticipation of the review team’s visit.  The purpose of this chapter was to describe and analyze the implementation of the assessment plan submitted to NCA in 1995; to suggest both the obstacles to, and opportunities for, successful assessment at St. Olaf in the future; and to propose a revised approach to assessment that is more likely to yield information that will sustain and strengthen the College’s academic program.


The Director of ARP convened an “Assessment Think Tank” to assist with this effort, consisting of one faculty member in each of the five Faculties (one of whom was also an Associate Dean), the Assistant to the Director of ARP, and two students.  In addition, the Director met with several major faculty committees (CEPC, GEC, RPC, and FDC), and with the department chairs and program directors in each of the five Faculties over the course of preparing the chapter.  The final chapter was informed by all of these sources, as well as by what we had learned from other institutions, from assessment conferences, and from a sampling of the assessment literature in higher education.  In addition to a retrospective on the College’s assessment efforts since 1995, the chapter establishes clear parameters for its future efforts, including:

· A locally-developed definition of assessment as “inquiry in support of student learning”

· A statement of purpose for inquiry in support of student learning

· A short-term agenda for inquiry, focusing on student engagement, critical thinking, intercultural learning, and learning at the department and program level

· A governance structure for inquiry in support of student learning, with primary responsibility located in the Curriculum and Educational Policies Committee

· A description of inquiry activities consistent with the short-term agenda that were already underway at the College

· A series of suggestions for future inquiry efforts for consideration by CEPC

A complete copy of the final version of the chapter is available on College’s website at:  http://www.stolaf.edu/offices/dean-of-college/nca/InquiryFinal3-11-03.pdf

The visiting team’s draft report has not yet been forwarded to the College, but their verbal feedback on site before their departure was very positive with respect to this component of the self-study.  The team indicated that the College is on the right track in its conceptualization of the nature, purposes, and uses of inquiry in support of student learning, and asked that we submit a follow-up report on our progress in institutionalizing and using inquiry in support of student learning by January 2007.  As of this writing, there is already progress to report.  At its May meeting, the College faculty voted to add the Director of ARP to CEPC as a non-voting, ex officio member.   In early June, the Director of ARP and the Director of the Center for Experiential Learning met with the Director of the Centered Life/Centered Work program at Luther Seminary to discuss prospects for a joint grant application to develop and pilot an instrument to assess institutional support for discernment of vocation in liberal arts institutions.  Also in early June, the Director of ARP conducted a mini-workshop on inquiry in support of student learning for the Foreign Languages Across the Curriculum (FLAC) faculty – not because such inquiry was required by any external entity, but because the program faculty were interested in learning whether and how such inquiry could help them sustain and improve their program.  All of these indicators bode well for the future of mission-driven, meaningful, and manageable assessment at St. Olaf College.

Tenure and Promotion Reviews


The 2002-03 review process marked the first full cycle of tenure and promotion reviews using revised forms for student evaluations and peer observations and following a revised schedule that enables ARP to mail evaluation forms to alumni during the summer prior to the academic year of the review.  The revised schedule allowed earlier completion of the student evaluation component of the review process, which benefited both the student committees and the department faculty participating in the review process.  We asked for feedback from the Tenure and Promotion Committee concerning the new forms, and the only suggested improvement was a change in the response options for the overall rating scales on the peer review forms, to bring them into line with the internally-developed summary forms used by the committee and with the student evaluation forms.  We will seek feedback from the Tenure and Promotion Committee again next spring after they have completed a second round of reviews using the new forms.  We also plan to alert department chairs much earlier in the spring (e.g., right after spring break) to the need to assemble a student committee, prepare supplementary questions for the student evaluation forms, and develop a sampling procedure.  Waiting until after the candidates’ names have been submitted to the Office of the Provost and Dean makes the spring student committee work too compressed.  Other than these minor adjustments, we believe we have made solid improvements in the student evaluation and peer review components of the tenure and promotion review process.

Course Evaluations


ARP facilitated a major change in the College’s course evaluation program during 2002-03.  In partnership with the Office of Information and Instructional Technologies, the paper-and-pencil, end-of-semester Gold Form questionnaire was replaced with an any-time, on-line Student Feedback system that enables instructors to administer questionnaires to their students at any time.  The paper forms in use at the time were all put on-line, so faculty can continue to use familiar forms if they wish.  In addition, a new General Feedback Form, developed last spring in collaboration with the Gold Form Advisory Committee, was made available.  Implementation began in mid-January and many instructors used the new system in conjunction with Spring 2003 courses.  Some instructors and some students had difficulty logging on to the system, and we learned that the system cannot accommodate very long questionnaires, but for the most part implementation went very well, thanks to the hard work of Rachel Santurri and Dan Beach.  The site for the new on-line system (which can be accessed directly or via the ARP website) is:

http://fusion.stolaf.edu/formcreator/
Ethics Review of Research with Human Subjects:  

The St. Olaf College Institutional Review Board


The ARP Director was assigned a new responsibility during the 2002-03 academic year:  to chair a fledgling Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the College, to assist with the recruitment of IRB members, and to convene an “IRB design team” consisting of IRB members and other interested faculty members to design forms, policies, and procedures governing ethics review of research with human subjects conducted on the St. Olaf campus and/or by College employees or students.  The immediate occasion for the assignment of this responsibility to the Director of ARP was the departure on sabbatical leave of the faculty member who had previously served as the principal reviewer of research with human subjects.  But the College needed more than a replacement ethics review chair; it needed a bona fide IRB, registered with the Office for Human Research Protections in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, with established, college-wide policies and review principles compliant with federal regulations.   The College made several strides in this direction during Interim and Spring 2003. Under the leadership of the Director of ARP and with considerable assistance from Karen Gervais, Associate Professor of Philosophy (a member of the IRB for the State of Minnesota and appointed to the St. Olaf IRB), a complete IRB was recruited and registered with the Office for Human Research Protections.  The membership of the College IRB includes:

Jo Beld, chair, ARP

Susan Canon, IRP

Ray DeVries, Sociology

Karen Gervais, Philosophy

Chuck Huff, Psychology (on leave, 2002-03)

Roger Jenni, Northfield Public Schools

Abbey Showalter-Loch, GFR

Anne Walter, Biology

In addition, Anna Kiel served as a student observer and Rachel Santurri (ARP) provided administrative support.


The IRB was extremely active in the first few months of its existence, reviewing and approving a number of faculty, student, and faculty-staff-student research projects.  The challenges of reviewing student projects in particular, given the complexity of ethics review and the extremely short time-lines for student projects, made the need for public, institution-wide forms and procedures painfully apparent.  In collaboration with five instructors who had supervised student projects reviewed by the IRB during Interim and Spring 2003, the IRB began to lay the groundwork for preparing and disseminating the necessary documents, but a great deal of work remains to be done.  ARP has hired a student assistant specifically to support the IRB design process and anticipates devoting a large portion of Summer 2003 to drafting forms and policies for use in Fall 2003.  However, the issues are complex and difficult, particularly with respect to review of student research.  St. Olaf is by no means alone in the challenges it has encountered in the review of research with human subjects, but it will take a great deal of time and collaboration to develop an efficient and effective review process that is fully compliant with federal regulations.

Grant Project Evaluation

ARP’s principal contribution in this area has been advice on the development of evaluation plans in grant-funded projects with a significant academic component.  The Director of ARP assisted with the preparation of the evaluation plan for the Bush grant funding CILA and other faculty development activities, the Lilly grant funding a variety of activities supporting the discernment of vocation by members of the College community, and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund supporting the Technology Across Languages and Cultures (TALC) program.  In addition, the Director has provided evaluation advice to other faculty members preparing grant applications.  As these grants mature, ARP will need to be involved in actually implementing the plans anticipated in the original applications.  This will be a significant challenge given the other demands on staff time as described above, particularly with respect to IRB responsibilities.  The Director expects to receive a course release funded by the Lilly grant to devote to evaluation of Lilly-funded activities, but this is only a short-term solution to a longer-term institutional problem.  The Director of ARP will need to work with the Office of Government and Foundation Relations and with the Assistant Provost to devise strategies for meeting the growing evaluation needs of the College effectively.

Program Review


Unfortunately, this area of ARP responsibility remains underdeveloped.  The principal reason is, quite simply, lack of time.  The College needs much clearer parameters for program review, including a clear understanding of which programs are reviewed by whom and when, what information should be included in program reviews, and what uses will be made by whom of that information.  An ARP student assistant has compiled a topical summary of the contents of the program reviews submitted to date, so we can build upon what the College has already been doing to date, but the Director of ARP has not had time to prepare any draft documents for review by the Associate Deans, the Assistant Provost, and the Provost and Dean of the College.  This work has been continually postponed and may have to be postponed again in light of the more pressing need for IRB design work prior to the onset of the Fall 2003 semester.  

Conclusion


ARP has helped to implement a number of important initiatives during 2002-03 that hold promise for strengthening the academic program of the College.  There is a great deal more work to do in all the areas described above, and our principal challenge is to manage our limited resources so we meet the most important academic research needs of the College.  We welcome the opportunity to collaborate more closely with CEPC in setting our work priorities and look forward to continued growth in our knowledge and capacity for service to the College in 2003-04 and beyond.

