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Environmental Studies and Planning
            Interim Program Review


Sonoma State University

INTERIM PROGRAM REVIEW

Department or Program:  Environmental Studies and Planning

School or Academic Division: Social Sciences

Date:  January 15, 2003

A.  Basic Information

Number of majors: 170

Number of permanent faculty: 6 (remaining with Jim Stewart’s retirement at end of Fall ‘02)

Number of temporary instructors: varies by semester, usually between 3 and 5 (approx. .3 pos.)

Number of courses: 57 (includes Community Involvement, Senior Projects, Internships)

Number of GE courses: 1 in area D-5 (Contemporary International Perspectives)

Number of degrees: 2, BA and BS

Number of concentrations: 5, plus a double major with Economics

Department Chair: Dr. Steven C. Orlick

B. Learning Objectives

Objectives Specific to Environmental Studies and Planning

The ENSP Department’s mission statement and educational goals are regularly reconsidered and revised as necessary by department faculty during each University catalog revision cycle.  As stated in the 2002-2004 catalog (p. 192), the department is “dedicated to producing environmental problem solvers,” and does so employing a “distinctive program of interdisciplinary study.”  The department’s primary goal is: “to prepare students for careers in the environmental professions, for graduate studies, and for positive action in their own lives, in order to help maintain and enhance the quality of the human and natural environments.” Additional specific objectives for each of the five ENSP Study Plans have been established, and are listed in the matrices included later herein (see section C).  Immediately below are seven that apply to the department as a whole.

All students in ENSP are required to demonstrate:

1.  A fundamental understanding of ecology and the environment based on knowledge of the biological, physical, and social sciences, and the humanities.

2.  A broad, and in many cases, global perspective on environmental concerns by synthesizing knowledge from a variety of scientific and academic disciplines, and the law.

3.  The acquisition of specific professional knowledge, theory, and skills from a focused course of study. 

4.  The ability to apply acquired knowledge, perspective, and skills to contemporary environmental issues and problems.

General Skills

5.  Written and oral communication skills.

6.  Critical thinking abilities.

7.  Familiarity and competence with standard computer applications. 

C. Aligning Courses with Learning Objectives in ENSP 

Alignment of the above departmental learning objectives and the specific objectives for each ENSP study plan with the curriculum of each of the five programs is demonstrated by means of a series of matrices beginning on the next page.  The matrices identify the required core courses in each study plan (indicated by shaded course numbers), and their direct contribution to the achievement of the listed learning objectives.  Additionally, the matrices show the assessment methods used by instructors in the courses to determine student learning.  A list of these assessment methods and their letter codes is provided below.


Letter Code For Student Learning Assessment Methods in Core Courses

A – 
Advising for class

C – 
In-class activities/exercises

D – 
In-class discussions

E – 
Examinations: midterms and final

F – 
Observation of field activities: restoration work, field experience, 

data collection, etc.

G – 
Group projects

I – 
Oral interviews conducted by panels of professionals

L – 
Participation in larger research projects

M – 
Staff memos

N – 
Numerical exercises

O – 
Oral presentations

P – 
Public presentations

Q - 
Quizzes

R – 
Research or special projects

S – 
Internship supervisor assessment

V – 
Visual communications: maps, tables, graphics, Powerpoint 

presentations, etc.

W – 
Written reports or formal papers

D.
Program Assessment Approaches

A number of assessment approaches have been employed in the ENSP department to determine the achievement of desired learning outcomes.  The approaches used have varied by study plan.  None presently is used for all of the department’s programs. The approaches that have been used in each of the department’s five study plans are described below, followed by a description of changes in the approaches that the department intends to implement in the future.

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION STUDY PLAN
This study plan is our Multiple Subject Preparation Program for future elementary school teachers.  The content of this program is governed by the Standards of Program Quality and Effectiveness for the Subject Matter Requirement for the Multiple Subject Teaching Credential, California Commission on Teacher Credentialing.  To assess student learning and preparation, the department utilizes a multidimensional portfolio process.  This portfolio process includes both quantitative and qualitative data.  All students are required to take our Portfolio Development course (ENSP 375) in the Fall semester of their junior year, and a Portfolio Assessment course (ENSP 475) in the Spring semester of their senior year.  Students must complete and pass these courses in order to complete the Multiple Subject Preparation Program and thereby waive the Multiple Subjects Assessment for Teachers test (MSAT).  Through an interactive process, faculty and student work together early in the process to identify strengths and weaknesses, and develop a plan for addressing weaknesses.  Through academic advising sessions and portfolio coursework, both students and faculty work together to monitor and document student progress as well as insure the timely attainment of the required learning outcomes.

ENVIRONMENTAL TECHNOLOGY: HAZARDOUS MATERIALS MANAGEMENT AND WATER QUALITY STUDY PLAN
Over the years, this has been our smallest study plan in terms of enrollment.  Assessment of student learning has been handled in a variety of qualitative and informal ways.  For example, it has been generally assumed that if graduates of this study plan have continued to be successful in finding employment, and report that they are doing well professionally, that the study plan is achieving its desired outcome of adequate professional preparation.  At present, evidence supporting this assumption continues to be mostly anecdotal.

An approach that is often used for assessing the educational preparation that students have received in the program is feedback from internship supervisors.  The faculty advisor for this study plan routinely telephones supervisors of our interns before assigning grades for their experiences.  The supervisor’s assessment of student performance continues to provide meaningful guidance about the adequacy of the education that the program is providing.

The faculty advisor for this study plan has kept in contact with many of our graduates, and at present, he is constructing a database to better keep track of them.  When sufficiently complete at some point in the near future, this database will enable the department to conduct a survey of this study plan’s graduates.

ENVIRONMENTAL TECHNOLOGY: ENERGY MANAGEMENT AND DESIGN STUDY PLAN
The Energy Management and Design Study Plan (EMD) has produced employable graduates for over twenty years.  It more recently has achieved a higher profile, and additional influx of students, with the completion of our Environmental Technology Center (ETC).  Two approaches have been used to assess the learning outcomes of this program in recent years, one informal, and the other more formal.

Informal feedback about the EMD program and the preparation it has provided for its graduates has come from a variety of sources.  Those full- and part-time faculty members teaching in the program have established long-term relationships with professionals working in the energy field and with a considerable number of energy-related businesses in the Bay Area.  Many of these (some that are run by our own graduates) have hired our graduates and/or interns.  The faculty advisor receives valuable feedback on student performance and preparation during telephone conversations with supervisors prior to her assigning grades for student internship experiences.  

A more formal approach to assessing the student learning in the EMD program was initiated in the summer of 2002. This first attempt at surveying alumni of the program took the form of a questionnaire mailed to graduates whose addresses could be readily obtained.  The emphasis of the questionnaire was to determine the extent to which specific courses and topics were perceived as useful in hindsight.  Additionally, graduates were asked to comment on the advising and mentoring that they received, and topics they wish had been emphasized more.  Although some of the completed and returned questionnaires contained some useful comments, the response rate was low.  Improvements are being made in the survey instrument, and additional addresses of a larger cross section of our graduates are being gathered.  It is expected that this formal assessment approach will be used again in the not too distant future.  

CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION STUDY PLAN
The Conservation and Restoration Study Plan has undergone considerable revision and strengthening during the past five years.  This popular study plan has a new integrative capstone course, Conservation Design (ENSP 427).  All students in the study plan take the course during their senior year.  The course brings together students from the two tracks of the study plan: those whose expertise is in the biological sciences (Track 1), and those whose expertise is in resource planning and geographic information systems (Track 2).  In small design teams, which include members from both tracks, students integrate and synthesize their different areas of knowledge--as they will in the "real world"--to develop comprehensive plans for conserving biodiversity in a local landscape.  The tangible products of the course are three conservation designs or plans developed by each group and presented to the class.  To successfully complete these plans, the students must draw on knowledge acquired in other courses in the study plan, including both ENSP courses (e.g., ENSP 310, 318, 321, 322, 323, and others) as well as courses from other departments (e.g., Geography, Biology, and others).  The final project in this course involves an integration of all the previous work done in the class.  The presentation of this last project takes place during the course exam period, and includes a critique from members of the local or regional conservation community involved in the issues addressed in the class.  This capstone course has been designed to enable faculty to observe student performance in depth over a wide variety of learning dimensions.

All students in the Conservation and Restoration Study Plan complete one or more internships outside the University environment.  The faculty advisor receives considerable feedback on student performance primarily from evaluations of students provided by supervisors during end of the semester phone conversations.  Discussing how students have performed during their internships, and the adequacy of their academic preparation, provide department faculty with a real-world assessment of a student's abilities and are considered to be a useful indicator of the success of the program in preparing students for careers.

A new two-stage assessment approach for this study plan will commence in Spring 2003.  A  questionnaire instrument will be given to seniors asking for their perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of the Conservation and Restoration study plan.  This survey will be tabulated, and the results shared with department faculty.  A postal and/or email survey of former students two years and more after graduation will follow this initial survey.  The results of both of these surveys will be compared, again with the results to be shared with department faculty.  Both survey instruments are presently being developed.  

In the near future, assisting faculty in the assessment of the learning outcomes of this study plan will be a professional advisory group.  This group will function in a manner similar the advisory board that has existed for twenty years for the department’s Planning Study Plan (see the discussion later in this section).  This new advisory group will be composed of a diverse range of practitioners in the field.  It will include representatives of the private sector (e.g. restoration consultants), government agencies at different levels (e.g. US Fish and Wildlife, Cal. Dept. of Fish and Game), and non-profits (e.g., The Nature Conservancy, Sonoma Land Trust) who are involved in conservation and restoration, particularly of biological resources, in the area. The board will to provide input on curriculum and related matters, and will provide feedback on the performance and academic preparation of interns.  Meetings of this group will be held twice per year.

PLANNING CONCENTRATION (STUDY PLAN)  

During the past decade or so, Planning program faculty experimented with several types of assessment approaches.  Some success was achieved with two quantitative methods, a questionnaire/postal survey of program graduates who are employed in the planning field and confidential telephone interviews with employers of some of these former students.  The postal survey of employed graduates proved to be time consuming and costly due to the difficulty of locating the graduates with the passage of time.  The telephone interviews with employers also was time consuming and costly.  (Part of the expense of both of these surveys was that associated with the necessity of hiring of a student assistant.)  The difficulties encountered in these earlier assessment efforts should be lessened now that a database has been established for Planning program graduates.  

Other qualitative approaches for determining learning outcomes have had more on-going success.  One of the most valuable of these has been verbal feedback received from the program’s Professional Advisory Council during twice a year meetings.  This twenty five-person group consists of both senior professional planners representing public sector agencies and private firms, as well as several alumni representatives.  Most of these people have had experience supervising our interns, and in this forum, have continued to provide faculty with useful feedback on student performance.  Also, prior to assigning grades for a student’s internship experience, a faculty member discusses a student’s performance at length during a phone conversation with the internship supervisor.  

Additionally, the year long, senior level, Planning Workshop course (ENSP 411A/B) provides a unique and in depth opportunity for faculty to observe how well students are able to apply knowledge and skills acquired in previous coursework to real world problems in an actual community.  It also provides an opportunity to observe how well students are able to function as part of a group, and to improve oral and written communication skills.  Students in the Planning Workshop are required to present their individual and group work twice during the year, in February and May.  These presentations take place within the community being studied.  Attending the presentations are invited members of the city council, planning commission, and other interested members of the public.  During these presentations, students must answer questions from the audience, providing faculty with another valuable way of measuring student learning.  

A final highly successful approach used by Planning faculty to help determine learning outcomes is the Senior Seminar (ENSP 498) capstone course. This course is taken during a student’s last Spring semester before graduation.  In this course, students share their internship experiences and discuss ethical and other professional issues.  The final exam for the course is an oral interview for a hypothetical entry-level planning job.  The interviews are conducted by panels of professional planners using questions obtained and combined from actual interviews in nearby communities.  Students are required to dress appropriately for such an interview.  The three- person professional panels score students on the knowledge and reasoning evidenced by their answers, and on other dimensions.  Students must achieve a score of 70 or higher to pass the exam, pass the course and therefore graduate.  The students receive written comments from each of the panelists, which are also shared and discussed with faculty.

E.  Feedback Process

The ENSP Department holds weekly one-hour faculty meetings.  These meetings provide ample time for discussion of information about program performance gathered in both informal and formal ways.  Sometimes the information is presented in written reports and tables.  Some topics are continued from one week to the next until a consensus is reached and matters are resolved.  On those infrequent occasions when the gathered information suggests the desirability of significant curriculum changes, or revision of learning goals, the ENSP faculty holds daylong retreats away from campus.  These retreats allow time for more extensive and undistracted discussions than are possible during normal faculty meetings.
F.  Establishment of the Assessment Process

The ENSP faculty feels that at the present time, many of the informal and formal assessment approaches described above are providing useful feedback on student learning, and on the general performance of our five study plans.  Most of these approaches have evolved over time in response to recognized campus and external pressures, changing student interests and needs, and the desire of faculty to keep their teaching professionally relevant.  The ENSP faculty recognizes the need to adapt courses and curricula to changes occurring in their professional fields.  However, as a consequence of engaging in the process of preparing this self study, the ENSP faculty has identified three approaches to assessing student learning that it proposes to implement department-wide in the future.  These are 1) an alumni survey; 2) an exit survey; and 3) capstone courses. 


ALUMNI SURVEY:  

As noted above in section “D,” we have conducted surveys of our graduates in two of our five study plans, Planning some time ago, and Energy Management and Design more recently, both with modest success.  The ENSP faculty is proposing to continue our current efforts to develop alumni databases for each of our five study plans.  We will develop a survey instrument (questionnaire) to be used to assess if the knowledge and skills learned by ENSP majors in the different study plans have enabled them to enter and progress in their chosen careers or in their graduate studies.  Such surveys will be conducted for each study plan every five years, following a sequence of one plan per year. 

Justification:  This general approach is widely used by other departments, and we feel offers considerable promise of providing useful feedback from our department’s graduates.  The difficulty of tracking graduates hopefully will be overcome by establishing and maintaining databases for each of our study plans (similar to the extensive one that now exists for our Planning program).


EXIT SURVEY:
Beginning in Spring 2003, the ENSP Department will develop and administer a written exit survey. The questionnaire is expected to be similar to the one used by Professor Rohwedder when he was Department Chair and not currently used (see attached example).  This survey is expected to provide a baseline for comparing and contrasting the results with those generated by the Alumni Survey described above. 

Justification:  The new questionnaire will seek feedback about how well the students feel the study plan prepared them to enter the job market or graduate school.  It also will provide useful information about student satisfaction with such departmental activities as advising, communication about internship, job, and conference attendance opportunities, and mentoring by faculty.


CAPSTONE COURSES:

The third program assessment approach to be implemented department-wide is the capstone course.  The ENSP faculty has set a goal of creating a capstone course in the two study plans that presently lack them (Energy Management and Design, and Hazardous Materials Management and Water Quality).  These one- or two-unit courses will be modeled on the one presently in the Planning curriculum and described earlier in section “C.” 

Justification:  ENSP 498 has been highly successful in providing faculty with feedback on program performance and student learning both from senior students who have taken it, and from the planning professionals who have served in the oral exam panels.  This Senior Seminar course is a model for the two remaining study plans without a capstone course.  The one obvious limitation on initiating new courses in the past has been a lack of staffing.  The one unit Senior Seminar course in the Planning curriculum was handled for years by faculty as an overload.  In the past two years, the department’s improved level of part-time resources (due to leaves and assigned time) have enabled the course to be taught by an accomplished professional in the field.  The capstone course concept has proven successful, and it is our intention to establish capstone courses in our two remaining study plans as resources permit.

G.  Interim Program Review Conclusions

The ENSP faculty has found the exercise of preparing this Interim Program Review to have been informative and challenging.  We have come to an important conclusion; the approaches we have been using to assess student learning in our department’s five study plans, though in many cases informal and unsystematic, have evolved incrementally over time and been serving us well.  We also have come to the conclusion that there is value in putting down some of our often-discussed aspirations on paper.  We have spent time at department faculty meetings and at a retreat two years ago discussing matters including and related to the three proposed department-wide assessment tools noted above.  It is hoped that this program review will inspire concrete actions that will enable us to better determine how well our study plans are preparing students and the degree to which our established learning objectives are being achieved.  

DEPARTMENT CHAIR

________________________________

Steven C. Orlick, Ph.D.


