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Writing Center Program Assessment Principles

APPROACH
Decide that systematic assessment is worth doing.

Rationale: 

· Being pro-active about assessment gives us the freedom to assess ourselves in ways that are meaningful to us.  Assessing ourselves reduces the likelihood that administrators will dictate how we should assess our own effectiveness.

· Systematic assessment gives us real-world data upon which to revise.  Since intuitions can fail us and since what worked yesterday may not work tomorrow, we need data to inform our revisions.

Strategies:  Use variety!

· Vary the data sources: writers who use centers, students who don’t use centers, tutors, teaching assistants, faculty, administrators

· Vary the data types: conference transcripts, behavior checklists, interviews, informal chatter transcripts, tutors’ quarterly assessments, surveys, questionnaires

· Vary the research questions:

      How do writers judge writing conference effectiveness?  How do tutors?

      What are writers’ affective responses to our facility—equipment, layout, décor?

Assess with a goal in mind.

Rationale:  

· Knowing your goal and articulating it motivates both you and your subjects to participate.

· Deciding how you plan to use the assessment results helps you design the assessment project.

Strategies:  Ask the following questions when considering your goal.

· What level of operation are you most concerned with—pedagogical, programmatic, institutional?

· How will you use your results?
ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES--DESIGN

Use recurring patterns to suggest research questions.

Rationale:

· Recurring patterns—of concern or of success—suggest multiple causes within the workings of a system.  Resist intuitively attributing such patterns to a single circumstance; instead, investigate the whole!

Strategies: After identifying a research question, speculate the answer.

· Brainstorm a list of factors that might contribute to the pattern.  

· Identify the factor you suspect as the strongest contributor.

· Analyze the possible relationship between factors.

Design the data collection tool with your research question in mind.

Rationale:

· Because there’s no one-size-fits-all assessment tool, assessment must be tailored to fit individual research questions.

· The research question will suggest appropriate data sources and data types.

· The best ethnographic tools allow for the greatest freedom in response.

Strategies:  Ask the following questions when designing an assessment tool.

· What one or two things do I most want to know?

· What kind of data will answer my question?

· What collection method will best yield that kind of data?

· What collection method allows the greatest freedom of response?

Pilot the tool; revise the tool and the research question based on results.

Rationale:  

· We can’t always predict how respondents will interpret what they’ve been asked.  Piloting tests your tool to see whether it yields relevant data.

· We don’t always ask the right questions.  If the pilot yields unexpected data, we can revise the question to reflect the concerns raised by the respondent.

Strategies: Try the tool on four or five people.  

· Interview subjects afterwards to identify difficulties with the tool.

· Analyze the range of data—wide discrepancies often reveal ambiguities in the tool.

ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES--RESULTS

Analyze the data with every assessment level in mind.

Rationale:

· Although you have a specific goal in mind, most assessment projects speak on more than one level.

· Attending to surprises in the data will often suggest another level of application.

Strategies: Ask the following questions to generalize your results.

· For pedagogy, ask how your results speak to writers and tutors.

· For program, ask how your results speak to you about program design.

· For institution, ask how your results speak to campus-wide curricular design.

Inform the campus community of assessment results.

Rationale:

· Including assessment results in various reports will educate the campus community about the value of writing center pedagogy in general and about your writing center in particular.

Strategies: Consider all possible forums for publishing your results.

· For administrators, select annual reports and program newsletters.

· For faculty, select program newsletters and faculty development forums.

· For students, select student publications and staff meetings.
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