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In the fall of 2007, the Assessment Committee aligned the HED competencies with NMSU-
Carlsbad’s graduate outcomes.  The committee developed a timeline for implementing rotating 
assessment procedures to address each of the HED competencies that pertain to our institution.  
 
Area 1 Assessment Procedures 
 
To prepare for the university-wide assessment pilot project, the Assessment Committee organized 
and conducted a faculty-wide workshop prior to the fall 2007 semester.  Committee members 
informed faculty of HED requirements and introduced them to the pilot project.  During the fall 
and spring semesters, all faculty members were required to assess at least one competency in Area 1 
(Communications competencies).  All G course instructors were asked to assess at least one writing 
assignment per student in one of their classes; all other instructors were given the choice of assessing 
writing, reading, or speaking.   
 
Each faculty member received an assessment packet, which included copies of the competencies and 
a form to report students’ total credit hours, number of earned credit hours in English, whether each 
competency had been taught directly or reinforced through instruction, and a rubric to rate student 
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performance in each competency1.  Throughout the semester, online support was available to faculty 
through the Broadening Access Faculty Support site in Web CT.  
 
Moreover, faculty were given several model assignments, samples of student papers, and plagiarism 
prevention guidelines2. Members of the assessment committee and the English department offered 
to consult with faculty members who needed help, and a Writing Center with paid staff and 
volunteer faculty tutors was established to support student writing.  The Writing Center tutoring 
schedule was sent out to all faculty and students and was also posted at various locations around the 
campus.  
 
Results for the writing component of Area 1 were collected at the end of the fall 2007 semester.   
Full-time faculty and adjunct instructors collected writing samples and assessed the following 
competencies (correlation with NM Area 1 competencies is detailed on graphs that follow):  
 

♦ ability to use appropriate detail, illustration, and example to develop points 
♦ ability to develop a main idea order supporting points logically 
♦ ability to use language and diction appropriate to an identified audience 
♦ ability to edit to basic standards of English syntax, grammar, punctuation, spelling, and usage 
♦ ability to use instructor feedback to revise effectively 
♦ ability to identify an appropriate research question 
♦ ability to locate academically appropriate sources to address that question 
♦ ability to synthesize sources 
♦ ability to use appropriate citation systems correctly  

 
Instructors rated student performance as “needs improvement,” “acceptable,” or “mastery.”   
 
To check the reliability of instructor ratings, two English faculty members scored 20% of the 
artifacts using the same assessment rubric to identify discrepancies between their perspectives as 
discipline experts and general faculty evaluations.   
 
Results for the reading and speaking components of the Area 1 assessment were collected in the 
spring of 2008; some instructors assessed these areas in the fall of 2007 and their data was also 
included in the analysis.   
 
 

                                                            
1 See Appendices A and B 
2 See Appendix C 



3  New Mexico Common Core Assessment Report 
New Mexico State University at Carlsbad 
September 2, 2008 
 

Area 1 Assessment Results          
 
Quantitative Results: Writing 
 
In the writing portion of the assessment, the committee received 275 artifacts representing 235 
individual students in 26 different classes.  23 different majors were represented in the sample. The 
institutional research office tabulated the data and subdivided students by earned credits: 0-30, 31-
60, and 61 or greater3.  The artifacts were well-distributed; 83 represented students who had earned 
30 credits or fewer; 107 were received from students who had attained 31-60 credits, and 85 were 
collected from students who had achieved 61 or more credits.  The figures below detail the 
percentages of students in each of these three tiers receiving each rating.  The sample sizes vary 
because different instructors evaluated different competencies.  The committee elected not to do 
statistical analysis because of the unreliability of the data (to be discussed later in the report). 
 
Figure 1 
In writing, students will be able to use appropriate detail, illustration, and example to 
develop points. 
(Correlates with State Competency #3) 
 

 
Figure 1 shows that the percentage of students needing improvement recedes as the number of 
hours increases, as it should. The data show that 79% of our students with 60 or more hours 
perform acceptably or better with respect to this competency.   
 
 
 

                                                            
3 See Appendix D.  

n = 235
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Figure 2 
In writing, students will be able to develop a main idea.  
(Correlates with State Competency # 2) 
 

 
 
Figure 2 shows that as the number of hours increase, the more acceptable student performance is 
with respect to this outcome.  84% of the students with 60 or more hours demonstrated acceptable 
or masterful performance.   
 
Figure 3 
In writing, students will be able to order supporting points logically.   
(Correlates with State Competency # 2) 

 
Figure 3 again shows that the number of students performing at the acceptable or masterful level 
increases with the number of hours; 86% of the students with 60 or more hours were rated at these 
levels.   

n = 260

n = 246
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Figure 4 
In writing, students will be able to use language and diction appropriate to an identified 
audience. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 3) 

 
Figure 4 shows that 84% of the students with 60 or more hours performed acceptably or masterfully 
with respect to this outcome.   
 
Figure 5 
In writing, students will be able to edit to basic standards of English syntax, punctuation, 
spelling, and usage. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 4) 

 
Figure 5 shows that 30% of NMSU-C’s students with 60 or more hours need to improve with 
respect to this competency; of all assessed competencies, the general faculty evaluations show this to 
be the weakest. This finding, however, is not strongly supported by the conclusions of the two 
qualitative reviewers from the English department, who reviewed 1/5 of the writing samples (see 
page 8).   

n = 256

n = 271
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Figure 6 
In writing, students will be able to use instructor feedback to revise effectively. 
(Correlates with State Competency #4) 
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The sample size for this competency is significantly smaller, suggesting that students are not given 
opportunities to revise or that instructors do not provide qualitative feedback on writing.  However, 
figure 6 shows that, of the students who were asked to use instructor feedback, 86% of those with 
60 or more hours were able to perform acceptably or better.  
 
Insufficient data were collected to prepare graphs on the remaining competencies.   
 
In a research paper, students will be able to identify an appropriate research question. 
(NMSU-Carlsbad competency not directly associated with state rubric) 
 
Though writing assignments from 26 different classes were submitted to the Assessment 
Committee, only one instructor completed this portion of the rubric.  It is unclear to the committee 
whether other instructors overlooked this section of the rubric (it was on the backside of the 
photocopy) or simply did not assess students on this competency.  It is possible that instructors 
assigned topics to students and consequently found this competency inapplicable.  
 
In a research paper, students will be able to locate academically appropriate sources to 
address that question. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 5) 
 
Only 27 artifacts in which the instructor had addressed this competency were received.  These 
numbers are too small to further filter; however, 8 students were rated as “needs improvement,” 13 
were rated as “acceptable” and 6 were rated as “mastery.” 
 

n = 132
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In a research paper, students will be able to synthesize sources. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 5) 
 
The assessment committee only received 27 artifacts in which the instructor had addressed this 
competency. These numbers are too small to further filter; however, 8 students were rated as “needs 
improvement,” 12 were rated as “acceptable,” and 7 were rated as “mastery.” 
 
In a research paper, students will be able to use appropriate citations systems correctly. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 5) 
 
The assessment committee only received 11 artifacts in which the instructor had addressed this 
competency.  Of this 11, 2 were rated as “needs improvement,” 4 were “acceptable,” and 5 were 
rated as “mastery.” 
 
Summary of Data on Writing Competencies  
 

Review of this data suggests that, of the writing competencies assessed, faculty members are least 
satisfied with student performance with respect to editing.  However, this was not the primary 
concern of the English faculty reviewers, who were more concerned with plagiarism, a lack of 
substantive content, and a lack of instructor clarity in setting expectations for students and 
communicating assignment contexts for reviewers (see page 8). 
 
More problematic is the apparent superior mastery of students with 0-30 hours with respect to most 
competencies. There are a number of possible contributing factors. Many of NMSU-Carlsbad’s 
freshman level students (approximately 28% of the fall 2007 student headcount) are concurrently 
enrolled at regional high schools; these students must meet very high admission standards.  
Moreover, many of our students who aspire to earn baccalaureate degrees transfer to four year 
institutions before completing sixty credit hours.   
 
After weighing these possible explanations, the committee concluded that the most probable 
explanation is a lack of unified standards.  Possibly, instructors were holding students in 200 
hundred level courses to higher standards than students in developmental or 100 hundred level 
courses.  The conclusions of qualitative reviewers point toward the latter explanation.  That being 
said, the assessment committee concluded that the data were not reliable enough to warrant 
curricular changes.  
 
Although the data collected could not be used with confidence in determining actual student 
competency, the samples of assignments, student writing, and instructor evaluations were quite 
valuable in providing an overview of the status of writing on the campus.  This knowledge informed 
decisions on how best to use the results.   
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Area 1 Assessment Results: Qualitative Reviews 

Two full-time members of the English department reviewed 1/5 of the student writing samples and 
faculty evaluations to check for accuracy in instructor evaluation. 

Both instructors noted at points that, under the circumstances, accurate evaluation was difficult, in 
part because some files were incomplete, and in part because the writing situation, context, and 
instructor expectations were impossible to discern in some cases. 

Even so, the review rendered some useful impressions, as follows: 

♦ Many good assignments and good student performances were noted. 
 
♦ Both reviewers found definite plagiarism which was unnoticed by the instructor who had 

assigned and evaluated the writing. 
 

♦ Both reviewers discovered files where there appeared to be little if any genuine investment 
from the submitting instructor (all students rated the same, important information left out of 
the file, and so on). 

 
♦ Both reviewers found cases where instructors could benefit from help in assigning or 

evaluating student writing. 
 

Since reviewers did not feel confident actually rating student performance given the lack of clarity 
with respect to instructor expectations and investment, it seems most prudent to address issues 
related to instructor expectation and the assessment process itself rather than to draw conclusions 
about student ability. 

However, it is noteworthy that neither reviewer noticed much accurate citation. 

The following reviewer comments are indicative of what was found in the files: 

♦ “Every word of this paper is plagiarized.” 
♦ “This paper is semi-literate, but the teacher is not looking at editing.” 
♦ “Student does not do the assignment.”  
♦ “I think this assignment could be made very valuable with just a bit of ‘teacher 

training’ about synthesis.” 
♦ “One paper plagiarized, and the instructor never looked for the article online, though 

it was easy to find.” 
♦ “Plagiarism is so far the biggest problem I’m seeing in these files, that and low 

expectations or not clearly articulated expectations.” 
♦ “Instructor expectations are somewhat lower than mine.” 
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♦ “Again, expectations seemed lower than mine, in that the instructor ranked some 
performance as ‘mastery’ when I didn’t see that at all.” 

♦ “The instructor has asked for MLA citations, yet gives a 79% to a paper that is not 
structured as specified, or cited as instructed. Instead, the instructor focuses on 
surface issues.” 

♦ “The instructor noted editing error, but again seemed less concerned with matters of 
structure and development.”  

 
The reviewers’ comments to some degree back up the trends revealed in the quantitative data: a lack 
of successful citation, a prioritization of surface issues, and a lack of unified standards. 
 
 
Use of Results: Writing Competencies 
 
The campus has decided to focus on improving our Area 1 assessment instruments and process 
before actually using quantitative data on student performance to change courses or programs.  The 
assessment committee focused on finding an instrument that would unify standards, since the pilot 
assessment data were determined to be unreliable because of the process used and the lack of a 
standardized instrument.   
 
When the fall 2007 pilot assessment was planned, committee members were preoccupied with full 
campus participation; once the results were reviewed, the committee realized that standards would 
have to be unified in order to produce more reliable data.    
 
 
Rejected Options for a Better Instrument: Capstone Experience 
 
The campus has carefully considered several options for producing more reliable data in future 
rounds of Area 1 assessment.  The committee discussed the possibility of a capstone course or 
experience, which might be the ideal way to assess this and other important student learning 
competencies.  While the campus intends to pursue this in the future, it is not feasible at present for 
a few reasons.  First, the campus cannot add any requirements to degrees at this point.  The campus 
could offer a capstone course as an elective, but students would not have to take it.  Second, 
NMSU-Carlsbad’s students do not move through general education curricula in predictable ways; 
currently, the campus is unable to prevent students from putting off their English requirements 
indefinitely.  Third, NMSU-C doesn’t have enough instructors right now to teach additional courses, 
and even if the campus could control all of these things, it would still be difficult to accurately 
identify a critical mass of imminent graduates to corral into a capstone course (many don’t declare an 
intent to graduate until graduation is just a couple of weeks away).   
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These are all realities that are difficult to control.  Until the campus finds ways to address them, a 
meaningful capstone opportunity for graduates cannot be created.   
 

Rejected Options for a Better Instrument: A Portfolio 

A portfolio might also be an excellent instrument for assessing student performance with respect to 
Area 1 writing-related competencies.  Unfortunately, many of the problems associated with creating 
a capstone experience also apply to the creation of a portfolio assessment.  If students don’t know 
when they’re going to graduate, it is not feasible to collect the required components from them 
before they go.  Without tying the requirement to a particular exit course or program, there seems to 
be no way to assemble and gather student portfolios for assessment purposes.  Since many students 
complete their course requirements helter skelter, there is no true “exit” course where a portfolio 
might be required.  

 

Rejected Options for a Better Instrument: Assessing Area 1 in ENGL 111G (Freshman 
Composition) 

While the campus recognizes the importance of evaluating the quality of this and all other courses, 
assessment of student competency with respect to general education competencies is best done 
toward the end of a student’s course of study, not at the beginning.  Competency in writing requires 
“communicational maturation,” a process that happens over years of study, not a single semester.  
Further, assessing student writing proficiency primarily in composition courses gives the entire 
campus the impression that student writing is solely the responsibility of the English department, 
which is not the case. 

 

Rejected Options for a Better Instrument: A Test 

A test could be purchased or created, but that option is problematic as well.  It would be very 
difficult to find a test that would accurately address most of the Area 1 competencies as written; it 
would also be difficult to get students to invest in taking it unless a successful performance were a 
requirement for graduation.  It’s difficult to find a test that has no apparent bias. There’s no proof 
that an objective test would be the best way to assess many of the Area 1 competencies. 

 



11  New Mexico Common Core Assessment Report 
New Mexico State University at Carlsbad 
September 2, 2008 
 

Selection of a Better Instrument 
 

Consequently, the campus has decided to include an embedded assignment in several sophomore 
social science and humanities courses.  All enrolled students would be required to complete the 
assignment, and the assignment would be evaluated by the course instructor.  After that, 
assignments would be collected and evaluated by trained faculty for assessment purposes.  An 
embedded assignment will solve a number of the concerns apparent in the pilot assessment.   
 

The embedded assignment will be created and adopted as follows: 
 

♦ A faculty committee, led by assessment committee members, will design an assignment that 
will address Area 1 competencies in reading, writing, rhetoric, research, and visual literacy.  

 

♦ The committee will design a rubric for assessing the assignment. 
 

♦ English department faculty will provide samples for benchmarking and setting standards for 
student performance. 

 

♦ English department and assessment committee members will train faculty to assign, support, 
and evaluate the Area 1 assignment. 

 

♦ Writing Center and support staff will be trained to offer support to students completing the 
embedded Area 1 assignment.  

 

♦ Once assignments are collected, samples of students with sixty or more hours will be 
compared with those of students with fewer hours.  Students with significant online 
coursework or transfer coursework from other campuses will be compared with those of 
students with mostly NMSU-C coursework. 

 

♦ Data will be analyzed to determine whether differences in gender, ethnicity, age, or other 
demographic factors may be influencing performance. 

 

The creation of an embedded Area 1 assignment will address issues of unified standards and 
instructor expectation.  The campus hopes to gather more reliable data for analysis in the next round 
of Area 1 assessment.  
 
 

A Second Measure 
To determine whether or not their campus experiences have impacted student habits and attitudes, 
instructors will conduct writing attitude surveys in entry level writing courses and will post-test in 
sophomore level humanities courses.  The campus will either use the VAWS survey (Views About 
Writing Survey) or create one to determine whether or not important student habits and attitudes 
towards writing have changed.  While this survey will not measure student performance with respect 
to Area 1 writing competencies, it should render useful information on whether or not the 
curriculum is influencing habits and attitudes that directly impact student performance in writing.   
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Assessment Results: Speaking 
 
In the listening and speaking portion of the assessment, 121 unique students were assessed by 8 
different instructors in 8 different classes that were specifically targeted for their focus on listening 
and speaking competencies: 
 

♦ Two introductory-level foreign language classes  
♦ A nursing class  
♦ A medical terminology class 
♦ An interpersonal communications class  
♦ A public speaking class 
♦ A business and professional communications class 
♦ A developmental reading class  
  

 Of those 121 students, 32 had earned 0-30 credits at the time of assessment, 43 had earned 31-60, 
and 46 had earned 61 or more.   
 
Figure 7 
In speaking, students will be able to use effective speaking to persuade or inform an 
identified audience. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 3) 

 
 
Figure 7 shows that 87% of the students with 60 or more hours of coursework perform at the 
acceptable or masterful level with respect to this outcome.  Demonstrated ability seems to rise with 
the number of hours, which is encouraging.   
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Figure 8 
In speaking, students will be able to use peer/instructor feedback to revise effectively. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 4) 

 
 
Figure 8 shows that over 90% of the students were rated at least acceptable for this competency.  
This suggests that instructors may be better at building constructive suggestions for improvement 
into speaking assignments and evaluations than in writing.  
 
Figure 9 
In speaking, students will be able to show command of material by expressing ideas fluently 
and in their own words. 
(Correlates with State Competencies #4 and #5) 

 
 
Figure 9 indicates that almost all students are meeting this outcome, even in the lower level courses. 



14  New Mexico Common Core Assessment Report 
New Mexico State University at Carlsbad 
September 2, 2008 
 

Figure 10 
In speaking, students will be able to use visual aids effectively. 
(Correlates with State Competency # 3) 

 
 
Figure 10 shows that almost all students are performing satisfactorily with respect to this 
competency. 
 
Figure 11 
In speaking, students will be able to use body language that engages their audience. 
(NMSU-Carlsbad competency not directly associated with State rubric) 

 
 
Figure 11 again shows relatively successful student performance with respect to this competency, 
with over 90% of the students with 60 or more hours performing at least acceptably.   
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Use of Results: Area 1 Speaking Competencies 

Attempts to collect a sufficient sample of evaluations of student speaking in the spring semester of 
2008 were unsuccessful, in spite of one-on-one contact with faculty and reminders sent throughout 
the semester.  The small sampling and the scattered nature of assignment contexts made drawing 
reliable conclusions unfeasible. 

The campus is pleased that 85% of the students with 60 or more hours performed acceptably or 
better with respect to every competency measured.  Moreover, for most competencies, the data 
indicate that a greater percentage of students with 60 or more hours show mastery than those with 
fewer than 30 hours.  Overall, these preliminary results suggest that students are performing 
successfully when it comes to speaking.  Even so, the sampling was relatively small, and the standard 
for evaluating was not unified, causing the data to be somewhat unreliable.   

In order to address the problem of a unified standard, the campus discussed the possibility of adding 
a standard exit speaking assignment to be evaluated by a trained committee, but found that option 
unworkable for many of the same reasons previously outlined: students don’t complete their degrees 
in a predictable sequence, they don’t announce intentions to graduate the semester before, and it 
wouldn’t be possible to force or entice them into a speaking assessment activity not required for 
course or program completion. 

Consequently, the campus decided to use two new instruments in the next round of assessment of 
Area 1 speaking competencies, as follows: 

♦ A standard rubric to be used to assess a late semester performance in all 
speech/communications courses 

 
♦ A pre-and post course student attitude survey on speaking 

 

The committee will be able to determine which students assessed and surveyed have completed the 
most hours at NMSU-Carlsbad, and should be able to analyze date comparatively with respect to 
demographic factors, as well as the number of courses taken at NMSU-Carlsbad and elsewhere. 

 


