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Introduction
   The purpose of this report is to describe findings that emerged from the assessment of the Master’s in Applied Communication Theory and Methodology and to discuss implications for curricular growth and change that can be implemented next year. The report draws on an assessment procedure developed two years ago that employs multiple methods to evaluate program goals. Assessment, at its best, generates critical insights that can be used to improve the quality of an academic program, and we offer a variety of research-based conclusions in the final section of this report.

           Description of Program.  The Master’s of Applied Communication Theory and Methodology provides advanced instruction in the fundamental knowledge of the discipline and in the major research skills used by communication scholars and practitioners in public and private contexts. The program is designed to provide knowledge and skills for students pursuing different paths, helping them apply communication research strategies to conceptual domains and real-world problems. One of the oldest social science–based Masters at Cleveland State, the Communication program introduces students to the heuristic powers of theory, the essential role methodology plays in research, and the excitement of applying research to real-world communication problems. 


         A Master’s degree student must complete 32 or 38 credit hours, depending on the

choice of exit options. All students are required to take Communication 501, Seminar in Communication, and Communication 512, Communication Research Methods (both core courses), as well as eight credits of communication theory, an additional four credits of research methods, four credits in a cognate course, and electives.  Upon satisfactory completion of coursework, the student is allowed to select an exit option appropriate to his or her career goals. The options are: (1) writing a thesis; (2) completing an applied project that brings research to bear on a communication problem; (3) taking additional coursework and successfully passing a comprehensive examination; or (4) successfully completing a collaborative research project, in which students turn in a final individual paper based on research conducted by the group.


One of the hallmarks of the Master’s program is its emphasis on introducing graduate students to the intellectual traditions of the field. Over the years, our students have presented  papers at regional and national academic conferences, stimulated by faculty role models. They attend conferences like the International Communication Association and the Midwest Association for Public Opinion Research. They meet scholars from all over the country. The intellectual ferment engages them cognitively and stimulates them to think about ways to integrate research into their own lives. Our convention-attending students have, as a consequence, obtained their Ph.D.s or adopted a research approach in their jobs in Northeast Ohio companies. 


Another focus is the Communication Graduate Student Organization. The organization was developed to promote graduate student research and professional development. The group has participated in academic conventions and organized faculty colloquia. 







Goals



The overarching goals of the Master’s program are:

      1.  To impart to students the ability to identify communication problems and apply

           appropriate conceptual frameworks for investigation and problem solving.

2. To impart to students the theories and conceptual frameworks of communication

based on the academic literature produced by the discipline.

3. To impart to students the basic procedures for conducting basic and applied 

communication research.

4. To develop students’ abilities to conduct and report professional-quality

communication research.


Faculty members are involved in the realization of these goals through teaching courses, advising students, and serving on the Graduate Committee. The committee consists of faculty representatives from the major areas of the program and the Graduate Director. This committee makes recommendations to the general faculty for changes and modifications in the program. The director of the school is also consulted on policy matters and reviews committee actions.


Goals were adopted in 2002 after the Graduate Committee, under the leadership of the Graduate Director, proposed a series of goals that flowed from assessment guidelines. Faculty discussed goals thoroughly and approved them. The four goals were reaffirmed at the 2004  retreat, indicating that faculty members maintained the same philosophical approach to the graduate program in the school as they when the program was part of the department. 







Outcomes

Students who successfully compete the program are expected to be able to demonstrate competence in: (1) clearly formulating communication problems; (2) explicating communication theories; (3) understanding methodological procedures; (4) conducting basic/applied research; and (5) professionally reporting research findings.  Outcomes were developed through the same deliberative process as were goals: development of a draft by the Graduate Committee, faculty discussion, and approval by the entire faculty in 2002. The outcomes were also reaffirmed at the 2004 faculty retreat. Outcomes have been measured by different methods, as described below (see also Attachment A).
Research Methods


Evaluation of the program in accordance with School-wide goals and outcomes is performed by a School Assessment Committee, chaired by the Graduate Director. There are several parts to assessment. 


The Graduate Director convenes regular evaluative reviews during the academic year. The director meets with teaching and research assistants at several times during the semester to explore curricular and teaching issues. Since this is not a summative assessment, it is not discussed formally in this report.

The first formal assessment method is a survey of graduate students, conducted to probe perceptions of the program. A questionnaire consisting of 20 closed-ended questions was sent to graduate students (see next section). Although this survey does not document outcomes in the same direct fashion as project evaluations, it provides helpful, bottom-up perceptions of program effectiveness.

Second and in a related fashion, a focus group is conducted among graduate students. Coordinated by an experienced focus group leader, the focus group probes the extent to which outcomes have been met and solicits criticisms and feedback (see questions in Attachment B). Students are assured that responses will be kept confidential. The focus group is taped and transcribed. In 2005, the focus group lasted two hours and consisted of 38 pages of transcribed text.


Third, final projects, theses, exams, or collaborative research of graduating students are evaluated on a 3-point scale (exemplary-satisfactory-unsatisfactory), using specific criteria developed and approved by the faculty as a whole in 2002 (see Attachment A). For example, in case of the criteria of identifying communication problems and applying conceptual frameworks, student work is evaluated as:
Exemplary: Demonstrates in thesis/project/collaborative project that communication processes are relevant to either (a) theoretical development, or (b) solving problem of a client in an interpersonal, organizational, or mass communication context.
Satisfactory: Identifies communication processes as relevant to theoretical development or


client’s problem, but inappropriately frames research questions for project.

Unacceptable/marginal: Fails to state relevant communication processes or selects inappropriate processes relevant to the stated theoretical development or client’s problem

solving.


Fourth, exit interviews are conducted with students who have received their Master’s degree to explore additional outcome-based perceptions. 


Fifth, graduate student participation in research or intellectual activities is informally assessed.

The results of assessment are shared with the Graduate Committee and School faculty. 

Findings
Survey Results


All part-time and full-time graduate students in the Master’s program were sent an assessment survey. Of some 35 students, 19 replied, with proportionately more surveys returned (as is typical) from TAs and RAs.


The survey, pegged to program outcomes, consisted of 10 questions probing beliefs about the effectiveness of the graduate program in different areas. These included: understanding communication theories, learning how to conduct research, assisting students in clearly formulating communication problems, learning to write professional research papers, and gaining practical knowledge of communication careers.  Ten other questions asked students to indicate their satisfaction with communication classes, conversations with professors, advising, job preparation, and classroom facilities. All items were measured on 5-point scales where 5 represented the highest, most favorable response. Open-ended comments about the program were also requested. Responses were coded by trained research assistants working at the Communication Research Center.


Means for effectiveness and satisfaction items appear in Table 1 and in Figures 1 and 2.  Students gave the program above-average marks for helping them formulate communication problems (Outcome #1). They rated the program very effective in teaching them about communication theories and principles (Outcome #2, with means of 4.26 and 4.17).  The third and fourth outcomes were measured by asking students to rate the program’s effectiveness in assisting them in improving research skills and learning how to conduct research. As Figure 1 shows, both outcomes were evaluated positively. The final outcome regarding program effectiveness in teaching students to professionally report research findings also received a strong evaluation (M=4.22). Related items (though not directly connected to outcomes) regarding program effectiveness in teaching students to critically evaluate research and appreciating the value of social science research also netted solid means. Students were more critical of the graduate program’s effectiveness in providing practical knowledge of communication careers (M=2.61), although there was somewhat more variability in scores for this item.


Turning to Figure 2, we learn that graduate students were very satisfied with conversations with professors (M=4.32), their experiences as a teaching or research assistant, and interactions with fellow graduate students (Ms= 4.33 and 4.26). Their evaluation of their overall graduation education was positive (M=4.05). Asked to indicate satisfaction with career counseling and job preparation, they showed less satisfaction. Although these are not formal goals of the program, they suggest areas where improvements can be made (see also Table 2 with open-ended suggestions).
Focus Group Analyses


The survey shows that students are satisfied with the program and believe the program is meeting its objectives. A more in-depth portrait of student responses emerges when one examines results of the focus group.


This year’s focus group was held in May, with seven graduate student participants. Students included those who had just finished their first year, one who had completed the second year, and another who was beginning work on the thesis. 

Outcome 1: Formulating Communication Problems


Students were bullish on the program’s effectiveness in helping them to clearly formulate communication problems. As one student put it, in response to the focus group leader’s question:

Since I’m done with all my coursework, just reflecting back on the courses taken while being in the program, I can definitely say that I am able to identify communication problems and I think one expectation that was really placed on all the courses was that we had a conceptual framework to work with so that we could go through and solve these problems.

Outcome 2: Explicating Communication Theories


Asked to rate classes in terms of introducing them to conceptual frameworks on a 1 to 10 scale, students, as a group, gave the program a “9.”  One student said she had “learned every theory known to man.”  Students also felt that their education had given them the ability to understand theories in depth. However, one student noted that she had not been introduced to theory, but suggested it was because she had just taken one theory course at this point. As a group, students spoke highly of  faculty members’ knowledge of communication concepts and seemed to feel very positively about their knowledge of theory.

Outcome 3: Understanding Methodological Procedures


There were mixed evaluations of the program’s ability to impart clear understanding of social science methods. Students believed that methods courses like Communication 512 and 531 (Multivariate Statistical Methods) contained extremely useful information, noting that COM 531 solidified what they had learned in COM 512. One student raved about the training received in a qualitative methods course. However, criticisms were also voiced.


Several students felt there should be more attention paid to teaching statistics, as opposed to research methods, so that, as one put it, we “really understand what all these stats are and why we do them, and how we do them, and what they all mean.” A couple of students lamented that statistical information was crammed into a two-week period toward the end of the class, with insufficient time paid to learning how to use the canned SPSS program. One student felt that COM 512 replicated too closely the undergraduate research methods course. Another said it would be good to come out of COM 512 “knowing exactly what a results section should look like.”

Outcome 4: Conducting Basic/Applied Research


Students seemed to feel favorably toward the program’s tutelage in this area. As one student said:


I do think that we are given a very broad base on how to do the research because every semester we are doing a research project in almost every single class…And you start to become more and more proud of your project. I do feel like now I know how to really do a research paper.”

Outcome 5: Professionally Reporting Research Findings

Although students felt that it was easier to report the results of research now then when they entered the program, they voiced several criticisms. One student felt there should be more class attention paid to learning how to write up the results section of a paper. As one participant said, “I had gotten to the point of being able to enter data into the computer and having that data set and after that, like, okay it’s in there! Now what do I do with it?”  

When discussion turned to the applied orientation of the graduate program, students as a group lamented that they did not get enough training in writing up research for a practical, business-oriented consulting paper. They seemed to feel they received good theoretical grounding, but asked for more focus on the practical issue of writing up empirical results in professional reports.
Final Perspectives

Focus group participants were unabashedly positive about the essence of the graduate program.  Professors, they said using contemporary parlance, are “awesome” and “genuinely interesting.” They much appreciated the social support faculty provided. At the same time, some were dissatisfied with the lack of applied focus of the program, despite its name. “If we are going to call it ‘applied,’ can we make it applied?” one student asked.  Another articulated the problem rather well:

I haven’t seen how this stuff is then taken, how the actual applied communication workers out there actually take these theories from all this research that’s been done and applied it for the actual benefit of the people.

They wanted the coursework to teach them how to write up theoretically-based research.

Recognizing that jobs would require application of research to real-world communication problems, they seek more training in how to write consulting reports. In a related fashion, they believe the program is geared toward preparing students for gaining a Ph.D. rather than for research-based jobs in the business world. Participants also had more specific concerns including: (a) the large size of the Communication 501 graduate introductory course, along with the difficulty of juggling the different styles of two respected professors; (b) a need for more introduction to new teaching/research technologies; (c) desire for more discussion of the different exit options; and (d) interest in more electives that build on communication research emphases (e.g., health communication and mediation).
Exit Project Evaluations

Faculty assessors reviewed the theses of two graduate students who completed their degrees in 2004-2005.  James Denny did a rigorous experiment exploring differences in emotional impact experienced by viewing film in color versus black and white. His thesis was guided by the concept of presence and expectation violation theory. He found interesting interactions between presence and expectancy violations concepts. Faculty assessors rated his thesis exemplary in problem formulation, theory explication, methodological understanding and statistical analysis, conducting of research, and professional reporting of research results. His thesis earned high evaluations (18 of 18 points), particularly his rigorous experimental methodology.

Karen Utt, employing media hegemony theory as her guide, examined public opinion toward the Iraq war. After thoroughly reviewing mass media concepts, she hypothesized that there would be relationships between personal hegemonic beliefs, attitudes, and support for the war, as well as between exposure to news coverage and perceived media credibility. Her survey evidence yielded some support for the notion that personal hegemonic beliefs predict approval of the Iraq war.  Faculty assessors gave Karen Utt exemplary ratings in all categories (18 of 18 points), finding her teasing out of research hypotheses particularly impressive.
Exit Interview


Two students completed the Master’s degree last year. Only one was available for an exit interview, James Denny, who completed a thesis in Fall, 2004. James was asked to provide open-ended responses to 10 questions, such as whether the program prepared him to identify communication problems, how he rated his education in terms of introducing him to theories, extent to which he is prepared to conduct communication research, and his assessment of his ability to report research results. He displayed overwhelmingly positive attitudes toward the graduate program, noting that:

The program definitely enabled me to identify communication problems and to address them to some extent through research… I enjoyed learning the various communication theories and would say these theories were introduced and covered extremely well.  I am extremely confident in my abilities to report research findings through writing or powerpoint presentations…The best part of the program was the camaraderie felt between myself and my fellow graduate students, the faculty, and the staff. The respect that was offered to us was wonderful and will be a memory that I will always cherish.

Graduate Student Activities


The graduate student organization, formed in 2004, organized a colloquium on new directions in theory development in communication. Professors Jeffres, Jian, and Perloff participated in the panel. Faculty informally credited students with pursuing a theoretical direction in their activities.






Review


Graduate program assessment is broad-based, with participation from faculty, the graduate committee, and graduate students.

The 2003-2004 graduate assessment report was shared with every member of the faculty. Suggestions in the report led to the formation of a 2004 retreat committee that focused on revitalizing the graduate program. The committee’s suggestions were discussed among the faculty, and several actions emerged (see next section).


2004-2005 focus group findings were shared promptly with the Graduate Committee. The 38-page focus group report was shared with the Graduate Committee, School director, and division directors, who are elected and represent different areas of the faculty. The Graduate Director, in concert with the School Director, reviewed the final report and formulated action proposals for consideration by the Graduate Committee and faculty as a whole.






 Actions

Actions Taken in 2004-2005
Based on Assessment


Based on review and discussion of last year’s assessment recommendations and the graduate program by the faculty at its annual retreat, the School faculty took these actions: (1) initiated the policy of offering COM 531 (Multivariate Statistics) twice a year; (2) offered COM 501 and COM 512 in the same semester to provide maximum flexibility; and (3) made assistantships available earlier in the semester. Another action involved exploration of a possible communication track in the Urban Studies Ph.D., and a possible Health Communication/Psychology Ph.D. These issues await the recommendations of faculty working on these doctoral options.

Actions Taken Based on 2005 Assessment

Assessment summary.  The assessment of the exit option demonstrated that the two graduating Master’s students have acquired core conceptual and methodological skills.  Focus group and survey results offered solid self-report-based evidence that students have positive pedagogical experiences in the graduate program. They reported that the program is good at teaching theory, facilitates an understanding of the research process, and enhances the ability to conceptualize communication problems. The exit interview indicated that one of the students completing the thesis held favorable attitudes toward the graduate program. At the same time, the evaluation identified areas for improving an already-well-received program. The following recommendations, based on this year’s report, have been put forth by the Graduate Director and School Director. They will be forwarded to the Graduate Committee and faculty.

1. Review COM 512 to explore focus group suggestions for enhanced  

      teaching of statistics and more explanation of how to write up results.
2. Discuss how the (perennial) problem of the program’s lack of applied orientation can be remedied (e.g., building application into courses, development of new courses perhaps on research applications in business and pro-social contexts, increased focus in existing courses on writing up research for real-world clients).

3.  Examine why only two students received Master’s degree over the course of a year.

4.  Consider adding new electives and expanding definition of what constitutes a      

                  cognate requirement.
5. Examine how the program can offer more career-related guidance to students, as              
          suggested by survey results.
 Conclusions


In sum, the Master’s in Applied Communication Theory and Methodology, now in its second quarter-century, continues to stimulate research-oriented graduate students. The faculty is particularly proud that students took the initiative and held a special colloquium on the role of theory in communication research. The program gets high marks from students. At the same time, the assessment suggested several areas for improvement, and the graduate director and committee will work on these next year. 
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