
Program Assessment Report 

Academic Year(s) Assessed:  2023-2024
College: Agriculture
Department: Land Resources and Environmental Sciences
Department Head: Bob Peterson
Submitted by: Catherine Zabinski


Program(s) Assessed	
List all majors (including each option), minors, and certificates that are included in this assessment – add or subtract rows as needed – please use official titles:
	Majors
	Minors, Options, etc.

	Environmental Science
	Environmental Sciences, Environmental Biology, Geospatial & Environmental Analysis, Land Rehabilitation, Soil and Water Sciences




1. Past Assessment Summary. 
This represents an abbreviated report, as CZ is on sabbatical. We will submit a full report next year, but have provided at least a sketch of what we have been working on regarding program assessment.
We have been focusing our program assessments on quantitative literacy, and specifically building skills from freshman courses through senior courses that will prepare our graduates with the capacity to manage environmental science data. That has always been a focus of our major, but over the years, access to large data sets has become within reach for many agencies and consultants. What we need to teach our students is changing as a result.

2. Action Research Question. 
How do we, as a multi-disciplinary department, teach data skills cumulatively, from freshman through senior year, that will train our students to manage large data sets, to analyze those same data sets, and to interpret the results of the analysis? 

3. Assessment Plan, Schedule, and Data Sources.
This section is intentionally left blank, in an effort to provide a scaled-down report, and because our work this past year did not include analyzing data gathered from courses. More explanation follows.

4. What Was Done. 
a) Self-reporting Metric (required answer):  Was the completed assessment consistent with the program’s assessment plan? If not, please explain the adjustments that were made.

  			  Yes				 No
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We had previously planned to assess writing in our capstone course for the assessment, but while teaching the capstone course during Fall 2023, I realized that we need a better plan for assessing writing, including a better rubric, but also a more in-depth description of what kind of writing we want our students to be proficient at. We also need to account for the effect of AI language tools on the work that our students will be doing after they graduate. Therefore, I developed a component in my sabbatical proposal to better define our writing objectives within our program so that we could more effective assess students’ writing. As a result, we shifted our assessment for the 23-24 academic year to qualitative skills. 

5. What Was Learned.
a) Based on the analysis of the data, and compared to the threshold values established, what was learned from the assessment?

Our work this year was as a group of faculty, following up on the results of our previous year’s assessment. The challenge with being multi-disciplinary is that the data and the statistical needs vary from one discipline to another. As students move through our courses, they start with a broad introductory course, then take separate courses in soils, plant sciences, hydrology, data management, and so on. Ideally, we would build a quantitative skills framework, and instructors of individual courses can help students see how each course fits into that framework. But as faculty in different disciplines, we are  not necessarily familiar with quantitative methods in other disciplines. For example, as a plant ecologist, I have never taken a hydrology course, and have no idea about the primary models used to assess water flow. So the process of coordinating across disciplines is not trivial or fast. 
Secondly, analysis of data has shifted over the years from packaged software often requiring annual licensing fees, which may not be affordable for many environmental resource professionals, to open source programming language (R), which is free but requires fluency with programming language. We also learned that within the faculty in the department, our approaches to teaching students how to use R, how to wrangle the data, and which subprograms within R are best taught also varies by faculty discipline. 
We convened the faculty who teach courses that are 1) required of all of our students, 2) have a quantitative component, and 3) span the range from freshmen to senior year, and began the discussion of whether it’s possible and how to approach linking quantitative skills across our curriculum.

b) What areas of strength in the program were identified from this assessment process?
In fact, we train our students with a broad set of quantitative skills, beginning with an introduction to spread sheets and simple data analyses in freshman year, and offering multiple courses with field experiences, where students ask a question, collect the data, then analyze and interpret the data. These are very labor-intensive classroom exercises, particularly as the enrollment in our department continues to steadily grow. 

c) What areas were identified that either need improvement or could be improved in a different way from this assessment process?
Clearly, we need to continue discussions amongst faculty to better educate each other on what quantitative skills and methods we are teaching in our classes, so that we can better stack the learning. Despite the encouragement from Montana Hall that we can continually increase our student body without impacting quality of education, the reality is that faculty struggle with how to provide the high quality learning experiences that we want for our students with classes that fill to the cap and overflow those caps because students need courses. 


6. How We Responded.
The faculty committee described above is continuing to meet to better understand how to coordinate and stack teaching concepts in a way that will help students realize a level of proficiency in analyzing and interpreting environmental science data.  
7. Closing the Loop(s). Reflect on the program learning outcomes, how they were assessed in the previous cycle (refer to #1 of the report), and what was learned in this cycle.  What action will be taken to improve student learning objectives going forward?

a) Self-Reporting Metric (required answer):  Based on the findings and/or faculty input, will there any curricular or assessment changes (such as plans for measurable improvements, or realignment of learning outcomes)? 
No changes yet as we have more work to do to decide what those change would be. 
No
Yes
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Have you seen a change in student learning based on other program adjustments made in the past? Please describe the adjustments made and subsequent changes in student learning. 

We will report on this when we are further along. 

Submit report to programassessment@montana.edu 
Update Department program assessment report website.
Update PLO language in CIM if needed (Map PLOs to Course LOs)
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