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Introduction:
We have assigned all seminar students in the “new” sections of seminar a “reflective essay” in which
students are asked to (from the accepted proposal) “reflect upon and assess their own process of
learning. Students will write a self-reflection essay that assesses their progress in the main learning
outcomes of 1) Shared Inquiry, 2) Critical Thinking and 3) Written & Oral Communication. This selfassessment should involve some form of explicit dialogue between the student and the professor, either
in conferences or in writing. The final version of the essay will be placed in a student essays database
and be available to their future Seminar instructors.”
Explanation of the choice of thematic analysis:
We designed this essay to serve as a resource for evidence about student learning. By analyzing the
essay using qualitative thematic analysis, we can aggregate student experiences to the extent that we find
shared experiences among students taking seminar course. Themes are patterns that exist across a set of
data (such as a set of essays), and they speak to experience of particular phenomena. We can note
students’ shared experiences, while either keeping sight of individual student progress, or can examine
student learning across the institution. Themes are usually associated with specific research questions.
Explanation of the research questions or areas:
We are asking three kinds of questions, and these questions map on to three standard areas of
assessment. The first, is the assessment of the individual student and of students’ engagement with
shared inquiry across their years of attendance at Saint Mary’s: What do students think they are
learning, and how do they understand their own learning? At this stage of assessment, we do not have
data complete enough to say anything about individual or institutional learning because the four new
seminars have not finished rolling out into the curriculum.
The second set of questions addresses the range of student learning and will at least partially project
for us how we should understand the developmental aspect of seminar learning. How does student
learning develop over the four years of seminar? Particularly now that we have required that it be
developmental. Rather than just imposing a rubric from above, we wanted to track what aspects of
seminar most students seemed to understand, and through an analysis of this, we hope to construct a
rubric for developmental learning in seminar that reflects students experience as well as our aspirations.
This report will suggest some directions for the first two stages of the rubric.
The final set of questions addresses the programmatic level of assessment: Does the pedagogical
scaffolding that we have designed work? Are the learning outcomes clear and do the modules address
the learning outcomes? We think that by looking at how students use the outcomes in the reflective
essay we can assess how useful they are, and in so far as the students show facility with the skills in the
modules, we can indirectly assess how useful they are. There are several aspects of the outcomes that
suggest some changes be made both to the outcomes and to the ways we have students approach them.
Method Statement: How we collected our data
In August 15, 2013 and January 25 and 29 of 2014 we analyzed 80 seminar 1 essays (August and Jan
29) and 40 seminar 2 essays (Jan 25), using open/emergent coding. Each essay was read by two coders,
and the results were compared to produce a list of categories. These categories were compared and
combined to produce themes.

We found two types of categories or themes: those having to do with students’ reflection on their own
learning (metacognition) and descriptive categories having to do with aspects of the seminar courses
they took (description). The assessment team leader then wrote down the categories that were found,
and did some axial coding (the categories were sifted and grouped to better represent the findings with
as little repetition as possible). The coded essays remain available, though, should we decide to look at
other aspects of the essays, for example we have not done a quantitative analysis of how many students
used what learning outcomes, and this may be a worth while direction to pursue as we consider whether
or how to specify more directly topics that we want students to cover in the essays.
Analysis: List of categories we found
Seminar 1:
Descriptive Categories:
 Students’ preconceptions of seminar were changed (from feared to loved, or from uninterested to
very interested)
 Students look to instructor for cues or help for what to emphasize (instead of thinking on their
own or looking to their peers)—potential developmental rubric divider
 Diversity/diverse opinions make the conversation better potential developmental rubric
divider
 Students recognize that they understood the text better after a discussion than they did by just
reading the text. potential developmental rubric divider
 Challenges: Fear of judgment leads to lack of participation
 Students consistently misuse genre classifications: “Homer’s novel” potential developmental
rubric divider
 Engagement with design of the class: “I figured out that we read this book after the book
because….” potential developmental rubric divider
To create a rubric, we can take the metacognitive themes and express them in a developmental rubric
Seminar 1 Benchmarks
Seminar 1 Milestones
Seminar 1 Capstone
1
2
3
4
Student looks to
Students directly talk
Students seek input
Student takes ownership
instructor for cues to
with peers
from peers
for the health of the
participate
seminar
Students read a text for Students read a text and Students read a text and Students understand
understanding
seek confirmation from seek disagreement from that discussing a text
peers
peers
will teach them more
than just reading it
If there are aspects of the seminar that students are not seeing as important, then we need to find ways to
increase their awareness of those aspects. One way to do this is to create standards that indicate what
progress on the learning outcomes would involve. The modules are a step in this direction.
Seminar 1 Student Metacognition:
Use of the Learning outcomes: Students are able to use the learning outcomes in most cases, but the
depth with which they understand them comes out only through the evidence students provide. The
following categories express the range we saw.
 ULO: misunderstanding the outcomes: i.e. thinking CT#2 is about one’s own opinions,
when it is about the assumptions, etc. in a text.





ULO: use of outcomes with no evidence to demonstrate i.e., “my writing has improved
over time.” Not “After meeting with a peer who encouraged me to provide evidence for my
argument, my writing improved.”
ULO: challenges of seminar overcome by osmosis or just doing more seminar (passively or
through accumulation): i.e., “After a while, I got it.”
ULO: challenges of seminar overcome by engaging with discussion/writing/reflecting
(levels of dimensionality increase as learning deepens) potential developmental rubric
divider
1. One‐dimensional learning: This describes a cause and effect understanding of a
stand‐alone action that yielded a stand‐alone improvement: “after annotating my
texts I was better able to ask questions.”
2. Multi‐dimensional learning: This describes a connected chain of actions and
results that bleed into multiple areas of learning. “Once I began asking
questions, I noticed that my peers often ignored them. As I listened to what
questions they were interested in, I was able to pose better questions, and then I
got really good feedback in the answers from my peers. That gave me the
courage to use the discussion to hone theses for my papers, and at the same
time, I began to enjoy and seek out opportunities to give feedback to my peers’
writing.”

Notes about the learning goals as tools for reflection:
 Some of the learning outcomes, while excellent outcomes, do not serve as the basis for
reflective writing. Students sometimes choose to reflect on WO#1, “to recognize and
compose readable prose…,” but no essays in the first two batches of seminar two essays
seemed to indicate that it was a helpful exercise to reflect on this goal.
 Some of the learning outcomes have some repetition among certain of them: Each set of
learning outcomes were written by separate faculty groups, and when considering them
together here, we can see the overlaps (and those overlaps are evident in student
essays). We might think about revisions that simplify the learning outcomes.



o SI#2 and WO#4 are the most obvious examples of being about the same thing;
o CT#4 and SI#1 are also quite similar;
o CT#3 and WO#3 are also quite similar;
There are no reading‐centered outcomes, despite the fact that the seminar is centered
on reading of enduring works of western literature. It is suggested that we revise the
seminar specific learning outcomes, “which include reading backward and forward
across the timeline to understand thread of conversation” and bring them back before
the UEPC.

Conclusions about student metacognition:
From the two coding sessions of seminar 1 essays, the range of student metacognition varies from
misunderstanding a given learning outcome to reflecting on it in a way that indicates a transfer of
knowledge through several parts of the seminar experience, that is that shows a multi‐
dimensional process of learning (that is, an understanding of learning that allows a lesson from
one area of seminar transfer to other areas of seminar or to outside the seminar). A second kind
of rubric that would be possible to create could track the dimensionality of a students’ learning
with respect to a learning goal. For example, look at this statement, culled from a student essay:

As I listened to the conversations [in class], I determined how to read a text and
analyze it through how my classmates brought their analysis into the conversation.
I have never annotated texts, either, which I found to be a helpful tool when it came
to analysis, and to use in discussions. I would annotate the text with my opinions
and reactions in order to help me have points to add to the conversation. By
observing how others analyzed their texts, and by writing that down on my texts, I
learned how to analyze. This taught me to look deeper into the text because
conversations were generally about topics beyond what the text simply stated. (22)
Though listening and annotation, this student learned how to enter discussion, and how to enter
the text more deeply, which led the student to enter the conversation more deeply. This is an
example, probably intermediate, of multi‐dimensionality, in which activities focused on one area
of learning produce skills or abilities that move over into other areas of learning. It would be
possible to produce a rubric that would measure amounts of dimensionality like this one (which is
based on the state rubric for science teacher lessons):

Seminar 1 Benchmarks
1
The learning described
has either no evidence,
no relation to the
outcome or is onedimensional in nature,
e.g. “I’m a better reader
because of seminar 1.”

Seminar 1 Milestones
2
The learning described
is primarily a onedimensional explanation
of the outcome, e.g.
“annotating the text
made me a better
reader.”

3
The learning described
has a progression of
learning tasks, all of
which are related to the
outcome, e.g., the quote
above.

Seminar 1 Capstone
4
The learning described
is multi-dimensional
and demonstrates a deep
understanding of the
learning outcome
described and moves
beyond the outcome by
applying the learning to
new contexts.

Or, some learning tasks may be complex enough that they carry over between seminars: this will
become clearer when we have taught through the new seminar.
Seminar 1 Benchmarks
1
The learning described
has either no evidence,
no relation to the
outcome or is onedimensional in nature,
e.g. “I’m a better reader
because of seminar 1.”

Seminar 2 and 103 Milestones
2
103
The learning described
The learning described
is primarily a onehas a progression of
dimensional explanation learning tasks, all of
of the outcome, e.g.
which are related to the
“annotating the text
outcome, e.g., the quote
made me a better
above.
reader.”

Seminar 104 Capstone
The learning described
is multi-dimensional
and demonstrates a deep
understanding of the
learning outcome
described and moves
beyond the outcome by
applying the learning to
new contexts.

Coding from one session for Seminar 2: It is not possible to construct themes from the seminar
coding, because only fifty papers were analyzed the first time. Next fall, we will run a second

session of coding to round out the analysis. Nonetheless, here are some preliminary categories
from the first round of reading/analysis.
Preliminary Descriptive Categories:
 The reading was much harder in seminar 2 than seminar 1
 Seminar 1 prepared me for seminar 2, except (in some cases) for the difficulty of the
reading.
 Students are realizing the importance of listening beyond their own viewpoints.
 Students claim to become better readers.
 Students are challenged, in a good way, by classmates’ ideas.
Developmental Categories:
ULO: writing outcomes almost universally were presented with no evidence, or were
discussed at the level of goals, not outcomes, i.e. “my shared inquiry improved.”
ULO: shared inquiry outcomes were presented with indirect evidence
ULO: quiet students: i.e., a high number of essays showed that students understood that
“quiet students” negatively impacted the discussion and showed concern about wanting to help
them in.
ULO: Quotation of outcomes is replacing evidence.
Conclusions about seminar 2:
Writing: student reflection on writing is lacking evidence. Is this a function of student emphasis
on improving reading?
By the end of seminar 2 students show evidence of thinking deeply about seminar discussion and
the process of preparing for discussion; they do not show similar evidence about writing and the
writing process. This would suggest that we need to enhance our attention to writing and the
writing process.
Technical Suggestions from the Coders:
 The essay coders suggested making a different version of the goals that students would
use foster better essays.
 They also suggested that given students more direction in the assignment would foster
better essays:
1. Give students a choice of outcomes, but require they write about at least one which
that they feel weak in.
2. Direct students to one specific topic for the later seminars, but allow flexibility in the
others, i.e. in seminar 2, explain the differences for the student between seminar 1
and seminar 2, and also reflect on the difficulty of the readings.
Final Conclusion: We are half-way through the seminar roll-out, and 3/8 of the way through the
assessment for the first cycle of seminar courses. We have two potential directions to go for rubrics, and
several observations about clarifying the learning outcomes, including trying to add in some of the
seminar-specific language that has not been passed by the UEPC about reading outcomes.

