ACE/FIPSE Project on Assessing International Learning At Portland State University

In the fall of 2003, the American Council on Education (ACE) received a preparatory grant from the U.S. Department of Education’s Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) to develop a three-year project to assess international learning. ACE selected six institutional partners from the Internationalization Collaborative
 to form a working group for this project.  These original participants articulated a set of international learning goals involving the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes, and two assessment tools, including a demographic survey instrument  and student-generated portfolios, to measure student progress toward those goals in a series of coordinated trials across the six campuses. Portland State was invited to participate halfway through the project when one of the original participants withdrew, and welcomed the opportunity to do so, in large part because the project dovetailed neatly with assessment and curriculum development efforts already underway in various parts of the university.

Due in part to the overlap between the integrated learning goals articulated by the University Studies program (knowledge, abilities and attitudes) and the use of portfolios in measuring progress toward those goals, the PSU ACE/FIPSE project team (Associate Vice Provost Gil Latz, Associate Dean Duncan Carter, and Associate Professor Patricia M. Thornton) focused its assessment efforts on the general education curriculum.  Four courses were selected for testing: one Freshman Inquiry (FRINQ) course, one Sophomore Inquiry (SINQ) course, and two Upper-Division Cluster (300/400-level) courses. The first round of assessment, completed in March 2007, involved a thirty-five students enrolled in one section of the FRINQ course, “On Democracy,” and twenty-six students in the “Introduction to Asian Studies” SINQ course.  The second round, completed in June 2007, added another forty students enrolled in two Upper-Division Cluster courses in Asian Studies, “Special Topics in Contemporary Asia” and “Geography of Japan.”  One hundred and one student-designed portfolios of four to seven items each were collected, and evaluated by teams of trained raters on a four-point scale (inadequate, minimal, moderate and extensive) with respect to the forty specific learning outcomes developed by the ACE working group. Eighty-eight of these students completed the demographic survey instrument. 
Analysis of the data we have collected suggested some general trends that have proven significant in assessing international learning outcomes at Portland State, and we are continuing to discuss how to implement these lessons most fruitfully across the curriculum. First, the data demonstrated a general upward trend in the attainment of learning goals as students move through the general education program, with the portfolios of students in the upper-division courses scoring higher on nearly every outcome than those produced by students enrolled at the first-year level.  This difference was most noticeable with respect to knowledge outcomes (demonstrates knowledge of other cultures; understands his/her culture in a global or comparative context) and attitudinal goals (demonstrates a willingness to seek out international or intercultural activities; appreciates different cultures; accepts cultural differences and tolerates cultural ambiguity). Interestingly, this trend was least consistent with respect to the skills outcomes (uses knowledge, diverse cultural frames of reference, and alternate perspectives to think critically and solve problems; uses foreign language skills and/or knowledge of other cultures to extend his/her access to information, experiences, and understanding), with some of the SINQ student portfolios demonstrating higher skills ratings than those produced by upper-division students. One possible explanation for this may be that heritage language learners and international students, two groups with high levels of foreign language proficiency who generated more than half of the foreign language artifacts in the student portfolios that were evaluated, are evenly dispersed throughout the general education program. This finding was reported to the International Studies Program faculty at Portland State, and discussed; the faculty is currently revamping its own assessment efforts, and is in the process of generating some new learning goals and outcomes for future assessment efforts, and is seeking to refine the items which we tested for the FIPSE project in order to narrow in on these key areas where we think we need to concentrate our future efforts.

Second, it also appears that the greatest gains in international learning outcomes occurred after the sophomore year, with the scoring of FRINQ and SINQ portfolios virtually indistinguishable from each other, but both rather different from the upper-division cluster portfolios, which were notably higher on virtually all outcomes.  

Third, the rating for some learning outcomes were notably lower across all three levels of students: student knowledge of global issues, processes, trends and systems; appreciation of philosophical and religious perspectives, and differences in material culture; and high levels of awareness of biases, prejudices and stereotypes were not reflected in student portfolios across the board. By contrast, student knowledge of other cultures, understanding of the history of one’s own culture, and awareness of the similarities and differences between cultures received high average ratings across the full range of portfolios we assessed, suggesting possible strengths and weaknesses in our curricular efforts at PSU. The International Studies Program faculty have also been made aware of these strengths and weaknesses, and has been considering new curricular revisions in order to improve those learning outcomes in which PSU students in the program scored notably lower.

Fourth, our analysis revealed some suggestive patterns regarding the relationship between travel and study abroad experience and learning outcomes:

1. One anticipated finding, born out by the data, is the positive impact study abroad has on all three types of learning outcomes.

2. However, a closer look at the skills ratings of all of the portfolios we collected revealed one unexpected finding: our heritage/bilingual students generally outperformed our monolingual native English speakers on the knowledge section and on the skills outcomes pertaining to foreign language ability.  But our monolingual native English speakers outperformed the heritage/bilingual group on all of the Skills 1 outcomes (“Uses knowledge, diverse cultural frames of reference, and alternate perspectives to think critically and solve problems,”), and on several attitudinal outcomes, including the ability to recognize one’s own bias, and the specific ways in which a student has been changed by cross-cultural experiences. Moreover, this pattern in skills (“Uses knowledge, diverse cultural frames of reference, and alternate perspectives to think critically and solve problems,”) especially on “recognizing the importance and validity of others’ perspectives,” and “recognizing the cultural underpinnings of evidence, opinion and arguments,” is repeated in the portfolios of our twelve international students, who also (as a group) underperformed our native English speakers on Skills 1, while outperforming them on the Skills 2 and 3 parts of the rubric (which measure foreign language proficiency).

3. International Studies majors generally outperformed non-majors in knowledge- and skills-based learning outcomes. However, surprisingly, non-majors scored higher on several attitudinal outcomes, including: “Demonstrates a willingness to seek out international and intercultural opportunities”, and those measuring awareness and acceptance of cultural differences and tolerance for cultural ambiguity. 

4. As expected, the length of time spent abroad has a positive impact on learning outcomes.  Students who reported having spent a year or more abroad outperformed those who never left the US on nearly every learning outcome. However, the type of experience appears to have significant effect: monolingual English students who reported numerous trips abroad of short duration (unconnected with study) actually scored lower than the norm on the attitudinal section. Of the lowest quartile of portfolios in attitudes scores, roughly half were monolingual English speakers who had traveled abroad to two or more countries on brief trips totaling less than a month; the other half is comprised of bilingual/heritage language students whose parents immigrated to the US (but who are themselves US citizens). Virtually all of these students are also first generation college attenders, come from  relatively low income families, and have spent significant periods of time (often several years) living abroad in the countries of their parents’ origin. Yet, despite this range of international, multicultural and multilingual experiences, these students’ portfolios collectively demonstrated high levels of intolerance for culturally diverse perspectives and practices, and low levels of interest in cross-cultural topics and experiences.

From these lessons we drew the following preliminary conclusions:

1. First, because frequent tourist trips abroad appear to have a positive impact in terms of basic knowledge outcomes (slight correlation), but a negative impact on attitudes, frequent tourist travel unconnected to structured educational goals may serve to reinforce preexisting stereotypes of cultural difference, notions of exoticism, and, perhaps, ethnocentric beliefs and values. This finding underscores the importance providing a solid educational structure for short-term study abroad, including the importance of predeparture orientation and postreturn sessions to assist students in processing their experiences. 

2. Second, because students with ethnically, culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds may not be predisposed toward greater tolerance for cultural differences and cultural ambiguity, diversity and internationalization should be recognized as two separate educational goals across the curriculum.

3. Third, the general trend across all learning outcomes as students move through the general education program indicates that progress is already being made on campus. However, because this trend does not hold for the skills outcomes associated with foreign language proficiency, more attention should be paid to integrating foreign language skills across the curriculum as part of an on-going internationalization effort. 

4. Finally, because short-term study, work and service learning abroad experiences serve our older, place-bound student body more effectively than the traditional junior year abroad program model, we hope to encourage more of our faculty-- by providing support (time off, financial resources, opportunities) to faculty in order to develop short-term programs for our students abroad that will have the desired impact on knowledge, skills and attitudes.

In order to address some of these key findings, our project team members have met with the Professor Patricia Wetzel, the chief organizer of our Heritage Language Program, and offered summaries of this report to the faculty in the University Studies and International Studies Programs. With respect to the Heritage Language Program, Professor Wetzel agreed to discuss the matter with Heritage Language faculty in order to get a better sense of what some of the issues might be from their perspective. However, in meeting with a member of our project team, Professor Wetzel raised the question of whether the Heritage Language classes needed to address these perceived weaknesses directly, arguing in part that such classes provide a forum for students with heritage language backgrounds to pursue language acquisition skills in a manner more conducive to their individual needs, and in an environment in which they feel more comfortable within a particular peer group. Prof. Wetzel commented that Heritage Language students often struggle against the expectation that, as racial or ethnic minorities, they “should” be able to read and speak the mother tongue of their parents fluently. Heritage Language classes at PSU help these students to recognize that oral fluency does not and should not guarantee literacy, and that literacy constitutes a separate but viable goal for certain types of advanced learning. She further remarked that the students who enroll in such classes frequently benefit as much from the social contact with their peers as they do from the academic material presented in class, and that placing an additional educational burden on such classes (in terms of working toward better attitudinal outcomes scores) might not prove as beneficial to the students as one might suppose. She agreed to discuss the issue with Heritage Language faculty at the fall orientation session, and to report back.

In the fall, we hope to meet with members of the Office of International Affairs team who on predeparture and postreturn orientation sessions, particularly for short-term study abroad, and consider with them ways of making our short-term study abroad students more aware of and sensitive to deeper cultural differences.

In terms of continuing our assessment efforts, faculty in International Studies and administrators in the Office of International Affairs have both expressed interest in developing and refining the ACE/FIPSE rubrics in order to better tailor them to PSU’s curricular goals. We expect that this series of conversations will continue over the course of the next academic year, dovetailing with the arrival of our new President, Wim Weigel, and ongoing plans to revamp our University Studies Program and its goals.

� The original six institutions included Dickinson College (PA), James Madison University (VA), Kalamazoo College (MI), Kapi’olani Community College (HI), Michigan State University (MI), and Palo Alto College (TX).





