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German Language and Literature
2003-2004

Assessment question: Are our fourth-year students developing the skills and strategies
for advanced writing proficiency in German? (FLL objective CS2)

Rationale: The PSU German program places strong emphasis on providing students
with the foundations for continued learning in and about German language and culture
(FLL objective IC1). Acquiring writing proficiency in German is a particularly important
skill for majors who want to apply their language skills for employment or educational
purposes.

Students were assessed in German 414, “Advanced Grammar.” The specific learning
objectives of this course that pertain to the skill being assessed include:

e A focus on mastery of advanced grammar
e Targeted practice with written language forms and structures

Assessment method: Students completed a writing task that was not directly related to
assigned course work. They were asked to imagine that they had just begun an e-mail
correspondence with a student in Germany who is interested in coming to the US to study
and respond to the following cues:

o Tell the student how it is that you came to be a student at PSU and what
alternatives you considered before coming here.

* Discuss whether your decision to come to PSU would be the same today and/or
what factors would make you reconsider your decision to attend PSU.

* This German student is also curious to know whether private or public university
education in the US is better; state your opinion and defend it.

This exercise was completed for assessment purposes only and did not affect the
students’ grades.



Scoring Rubric

Rich Errors Extended Highly accurate Clearly
language virtually discourse past tense often distinguishes past
production never (multiple associated with and present
with native interfere with | paragraphs). Rich | subordinate subjunctive of
flavor and communicatio | use of connectors | conjunctions. ordinary verbs.
few errors. n or distract with few errors. Subjunctive in
the writer combination with
from the modals contains
message. many errors.
All parts of Can be Coherent Uses past tense as | Distortion of past
task understood paragraphs. Some | appropriate. tense to express
accomplished | without inaccuracy. Morphological hypothesis.
with difficulty by and syntactic Likely confuses
distinctly readers errors do not past and present
non-native unaccustomed exceed correct subjunctive.
flavor. to dealing language
with non- forms.**
native writers.
Basic task Can be Clusters of Uses past tense Same as below
fulfilled with | understood simple sentences | frequently with plus use of
mostly with some and/or some morphological modals and
somewhat difficulty by compound and syntactic contrastive
sparse strings | readers used sentences. errors. ** phrases (e.g.,
of sentences. | to dealing “but,” negation)
Other tasks with non- 0 express
very sparse native writers. hypothesis.
or missing.
Basic task Can be Simple sentences. | Uses little or no Uses
comprehensi | understood Few connectors. past tense. conjunctions
ble through with much rather than verb
vocabulary difficulty by morphology to
rather than readers express
sentence accustomed to hypothesis. Few
structure. dealing with or no adverbials
Other tasks non-native (e.g., “possibly™)
sparse, writers. to express
faulty, or hypothesis.
missing.

Results: 33% of the students sampled in the spring of 2004 either met or exceeded
German Program expectations for writing proficiency for a graduating senior with a
major in German. 50% nearly met expectations.



German, 4th-Yr Writing
Sample

exceeds meets nearly clearly
meets does not
meet

Discussion: Because the sample was relatively small (6 students), it is difficult to judge
how much can be generalized, but certain trends can be identified. Five of the six
students rated close to meeting or above the “advanced” standard. This correlates with
the five students who are majors. The single student rated “clearly does not meet” was a
not a German major.

Attaining intermediate high skills in written German is a commendable

achievement (and is a level accepted by other programs as meeting expectations).

* All but one of the students was able to complete the task with some degree of
sophistication, writing in coherent paragraphs and with appropriate language.

* All of the enrolled majors went on to do further course work in the target
language, and, one can assume, improved their abilities.

* To the best of our knowledge, none of the students has spent extensive time

studying in German-speaking countries, nor are they heritage speakers. All

received most of their instruction at PSU. A review of their transcripts reavealed

that their grades in upper division courses correlate closely with the results of

assessment.

Conclusions: The German section is at or close to its goals of having all graduating
majors meet its writing standard by graduation. Because of the constraints of PSU’s
German course offerings, the writing task was given as a supplemental task in_a course
that had little emphasis on writing proficiency. Ideally, we would like to assbsSstiidents
as a part of an in-class assignment in which they had some stake and related directly to
the content of the seminar. This would give us a better impression of where we stand.



The student who did not meet the writing standard was weak in terms of narrative
framework, morphology and syntax. These weaknesses provide us with indications of
areas in which we can improve instruction.
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