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Executive Summary 

This document reports on California Polytechnic State University’s (Cal Poly’s) 2016-2017 oral 

communication assessment project. The yearlong project had two phases: the first was focused 

on assessing lower-level GE courses with the second dedicated to upper-division courses found 

in multiple colleges, including the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences 

(CAFES), College of Architecture and Environmental Design (CAED), College of Liberal Arts 

(CLA), and College of Science and Mathematics (COSaM). Using a 21-item rubric measuring 

seven oral communication skill areas (verbal delivery, non-verbal delivery, organization, content, 

language use, and visual aids), 196 artifacts were coded and analyzed, 100 from lower-level GE 

courses and 96 from upper-level courses. Each rubric item had four possible ratings: Limited 

Proficiency, Emerging Proficiency, Proficiency, and High Proficiency. Key findings include the 

following: (1) Student artifacts taken from combined lower-level GE courses were rated between 

“Emerging Proficiency” and “Proficiency.” This finding is consistent with the 2010 oral 

communication assessment effort. (2) GE artifacts gathered from the Quarter Plus summer 

program were similar to those gathered from the regular lower-level GE courses in all areas 

except nonverbal communication, where Quarter Plus students performed better. (3) Student 

artifacts taken from upper-level courses were rated between “Proficiency” and “High 

Proficiency.” Upper-level student speeches were significantly different from GE speeches in all 

areas except content, where ratings were similar. This result points to modest improvement in 

student performance across the four colleges included in this study.   
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I. The Importance of Oral Communication Skills 
 

For centuries, oral communication has played a central role in the educational 

foundations necessary for participation in a democratic culture. In ancient Greece, public 

speaking was often the key to political power. The Romans likewise canonized public speaking 

in their school handbooks. As expected, even in today’s highly-mediated culture oral 

communication remains an important part of what it means to be an engaged member of society.   

Colleges and universities across the nation offer courses in oral communication. More 

often than not, these courses are introductory public speaking classes or basic communication 

classes containing significant public speaking components. One recent survey found 60.5% of 

colleges and universities include the basic communication course as part of their general 

education curricula (Morreale, Worley, & Hugenberg, 2010, p. 413). The reasons for this 

inclusion are also well known: 

Given the centrality of communication in a democratic society, and the increased 
polarization of politics in the United States, the basic course is crucial to preparing 
graduates for competent participation in civic life. Most academic institutions identify 
civic participation, or some similar concept, as a goal for their graduates. Clearly, the 
communication skills taught and learned in the basic course facilitate achieving that goal. 
If our graduates are able to use their communication skills to speak out publicly on behalf 
of important issues in society, they will contribute significantly to the greater social good 
(Morreale, Worley, & Hugenberg, 2010, p. 428). 
 

Recent employer surveys also list communication skills as more important for career success 

than the selection of one’s major, with many executives and managers ranking ability to 

communicate as the “most essential” skill needed for today’s workplace (Lucas, 2015, p. 5). 

Given the way teaching students about oral communication contributes to “the greater social 

good,” it is not surprising so many educational institutions include it in their curricula. 



 5 

Similar to its peer institutions, California Polytechnic State University (Cal Poly) 

includes communication as one of its University Learning Objectives (ULOs). By the time 

students reach commencement, they should be able to: 

• Think critically and creatively 
• Communicate effectively 
• Demonstrate expertise in a scholarly discipline and understand that discipline in 

relation to the larger world of the arts, sciences, and technology 
• Work productively as individuals and in groups 
• Use their knowledge and skills to make a positive contribution to society 
• Make reasoned decisions based on an understanding of ethics, a respect for 

diversity, and an awareness of issues related to sustainability 
• Engage in lifelong learning 

Because communication is a broad area, Cal Poly has divided it into three general education 

areas (A1, A2, and A3). This report concerns only oral communication, GE area A2.  

 Cal Poly offers nearly 180 sections a year of “Public Speaking” (COMS 101) or the basic 

communication course “Principles of Oral Communication” (COMS 102). The overwhelming 

majority of these courses are offered during the regular academic year with a handful offered 

during the summer term or through special summer programs like Quarter Plus. While these 

courses help the University meet one of its learning objectives, the scholarly literature in this 

area reveals that one course alone will not produce eloquent speakers:  

Unfortunately, the public speaking course or basic communication course is often the 
first and only exposure undergraduate students (nonmajors) have to formal 
communication instruction; and while those of us who teach the basic course would like 
to believe differently, research shows that one course in isolation does little to influence 
students’ overall academic success (Schreiber, Paul, & Shibley, 2012, p. 206). 
 

Thus, Cal Poly programs also often incorporate public speaking elements into upper-level 

elective and major courses. However, simply offering a range of courses that attempt to address 

the ULO and GE requirements is not the same as establishing whether or not students reach the 

desired level of competency. For that, assessment efforts are necessary.   
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II. Assessment Efforts at California Polytechnic State University 
 

The ubiquitous offerings of oral communication courses across the country could allow 

one to conclude that university-level assessments are common practice. However, this is far from 

the case. While it is tempting to substitute other forms of data for assessment, such as grades or 

student evaluation information, Cal Poly’s practices are more in line with the suggestions of 

scholars such as Hay (1992), who believe “course evaluations, while an indicator of faculty 

effectiveness, need to be clearly divorced from assessment” (p. 255). Cal Poly’s assessment 

efforts also appear to be in line with recent national trends that take assessment at the university-

level more seriously. For example, one study from only 10 years ago suggests a mere three 

percent of colleges and universities used a university-wide assessment process for oral 

communication requirements (Morreale, Hugenberg, & Worley, 2006, p. 432). However, since 

then assessment has changed significantly: “The need for assessment is heard loudly and clearly 

across campuses as universities require more and more accountability for productivity, 

substance, and success in the classroom” (Eicholtz & Baglia, 2013, p. 29). Assessment is now 

viewed “as a powerful tool for improving the quality of higher education” (Hay, 1992, p. 248). In 

other words, for oral communication requirements, “assessment is here to stay” (McCroskey, 

2007, p. 513). 

At Cal Poly, ULO assessment efforts began in earnest in 2008. Under the purview of 

Academic Programs, the ULO Project measured outcomes for Cal Poly objectives with the 

appointment of five ULO consultants and five corresponding committees. One of those 

committees was to assess oral communication outcomes at the GE level and within various 

majors across the university. According to the 2010 oral communication ULO report, “the goal 

of this multi-phase project is to both design and implement a plan for the direct assessment of the 
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oral communication skills of a sample of Cal Poly students” (Jackson, 2010. P. 3). Students in 

lower-level GE courses achieved average scores between 3.02 and 3.42 out of 5 in all categories 

of the rubric (Jackson, 2010, p. 20). It is also worth noting that students scored slightly above 

average in the categories of “supporting materials,” “language use,” and “central message” and 

slightly below average on “verbal delivery,” “nonverbal delivery,” and “organization.” While 

GE-level assessment was completed, along with a first attempt to establish performance 

benchmarks, artifacts from upper-level courses were not included in the analysis.  

III. Assessment Project Overview 
 

The current oral communication assessment project began at the start of the 2016-2017 

academic year. The yearlong project had two phases, the first dedicated to lower-level GE 

courses and the second dedicated to upper-division courses found in multiple colleges. The 

project was guided by several questions, some similar to the previous ULO assessment effort and 

some that are new: What is the current state of oral communication skills for Cal Poly students 

taking GE courses? Is there a difference between outcomes in regular year GE courses and the 

summer Quarter Plus program GE courses? Finally, how do the skills developed in GE courses 

compare to oral communication skills demonstrated in upper-level courses? Before providing 

answers to these questions, a few logistical and methodological comments are in order. 

IV. Methods 
 
Personnel  
 
 The core oral communication assessment committee consisted of the following members:  
 

• Mary Pedersen, Senior Vice Provost for Academic Programs and Planning 
• Jack Phelan, Director of Academic Assessment 
• Richard Besel, Professor in the Communication Studies Department 
• Bethany Conway, Assistant Professor in the Communication Studies Department 
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Under the direction of Mary Pedersen and Jack Phelan, core committee members were 

responsible for all portions of the assessment project. In addition, Cassandra Carlson, Assistant 

Professor in the Communication Studies Department, participated in the early planning meetings, 

development of the assessment rubric, and some coder training sessions, but later withdrew from 

participation. Mishuk Datta, a graduate student, also assisted with administrative tasks and 

management of speech recordings. 

 In addition to the core team members, several oral communication coders were recruited 

to assist in the first phase of assessment focused on GE courses: 

• Dominique Bredeson 
• Vincent Meserko 
• Christopher Skiles 
• Jeremy Teitelbaum 
• Andrea Terry 
• Ritch Woffinden 

 
Coders were selected with interest, experience, and expertise in mind. All coders have taught or 

currently teach GE courses in the Communication Studies Department. Although only six coders 

assisted, several more qualified individuals expressed interest. In the event of a tie, coders were 

then selected based on who first responded to the call.  

 For the second phase of assessment, coders were selected by participating departments. 

With the exception of those from Communication Studies, these coders had disciplinary 

expertise, but did not necessarily have explicit training in oral communication instruction: 

• Architecture: Mark Cabrinha and Tom Fowler 
• Communication Studies: Jeremy Teitelbaum and Christopher Skiles 
• Natural Resources Management and Environmental Sciences: Chip Appel and Priya 

Verma 
• Statistics: Beth Chance and Andrew Schaffner 
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Some phase one coders were then assigned as consultants to work with the new coders with the 

following designations: 

• Architecture Consultant: Ritch Woffinden, 
• Communication Studies Consultant: Cassandra Carlson  
• Natural Resources Management and Environmental Sciences Consultant: Andrea Terry 
• Statistics Consultant: Vincent Meserko 

 
Artifacts 
 
 Although oral communication artifacts come in a variety of forms, this project focuses on 

instances of formal public address. In other words, speeches and public presentations. The 

committee also made an explicit decision to not assess group presentations. Examining single 

speakers had the advantages of (1) specifying what counted as an acceptable artifact and (2) 

allowing for some comparisons to the previous ULO report. While all colleges were represented 

in the GE-level artifacts, some colleges were unable to provide artifacts for the upper-level 

courses. Thus, artifacts from only four colleges were included for the second phase, including the 

College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences (CAFES), College of Architecture 

and Environmental Design (CAED), College of Liberal Arts (CLA), and College of Science and 

Mathematics (COSaM).     

 A total of 100 GE-level and 96 upper-level speeches were gathered for analysis. Similar 

to assessment efforts at other institutions, the committee located artifacts in “…existing 

embedded assignments…” (Avanzino, 2010, p. 96). In other words, instructors were asked to 

record speeches delivered as part of already existing assignments and activities. A set of 

instructions for recording was developed and circulated to participating instructors. Although 

recording speeches did require some setup time, previous studies suggest recording speeches 

does not influence significantly student performance (Anderson & Butler, 1989; Carlson & 

Smith-Howell, 1995). Once the pool of convenience artifacts was gathered, 64 were randomly 
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selected for inclusion. An additional 36 (all available) from the Quarter Plus program were 

added, bringing the GE artifact total to 100. For upper-level courses, all 96 artifacts from four 

colleges were included.    

Rubric and Instrumentation 
 
 Although a rubric was developed for the 2010 oral communication assessment project, a 

more detailed rubric was created for the 2017 effort. The 2010 rubric primarily used single-item 

measurements, whereas the new rubric was designed with multiple measurements for a single 

construct. Communication education expert Ruth Anne Clark has noted one of the difficulties in 

assessing an oral communication skill: “One reason for the difficulty is that what we may label 

as a ‘skill,’ such as in public speaking, is, in reality, a cluster of many skills” (Clark, 2002, p. 

399). Thus, each area, such as “verbal delivery,” was rated using multiple items that were then 

combined into a single quantitative expression. 

 Although several oral communication rubrics are widely available, the assessment team 

wanted to design a rubric flexible enough to capture also what was happening in upper-level 

courses. The assessment literature also indicates it is possible to arrive at reliable and valid 

results in a variety of ways: “Results indicate student speeches can be evaluated reliably and 

validly using any of a number of different evaluation forms that address the fundamental speech 

constructs of content and delivery” (Carlson & Smith-Howell, 1995, p. 87). Based on the 2010 

rubric, examination of rubrics used in the GE course, and experiences of the core assessment 

team, a new rubric was developed to measure “verbal delivery,” “nonverbal delivery,” 

“organization,” “content,” “language use,” and “visual aids” using a four point item (1 – Limited 

Proficiency, 2 – Emerging Proficiency, 3 – Proficiency, and 4 – High Proficiency). Each of these 

concepts was rated using two to five different items for a total of 21 ratings.  
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 Once the rubric was completed, it was then input into the Qualtrics software program. 

Unlike the 2010 assessment project, which relied on coders using paper-based versions of their 

instrument, this project uploaded videos into the Qualtrics platform and had coders complete 

their evaluations online.    

Coder Training and Discrepancies 
 
 Before convening a coder training session, Richard Besel, Bethany Conway, and 

Cassandra Carlson checked for reliability between the three rubric designers. Selecting training 

videos from the submitted artifacts, each person independently assigned ratings to the speakers. 

The three then discussed any issues when comparing their ranks and made minor adjustments to 

the instrument.  

 Coder training was completed in two phases. In the first phase, six coders were invited to 

view and rate sample speeches using the Qualtrics platform. Everyone then met to discuss areas 

of disagreement, if necessary. In the meeting coders were then asked to rate another speech after 

their discussion. This was repeated until all coders were within one rank of all other raters. This 

“norming” session eventually produced consistent ratings. In phase two, coders from the 

participating departments for upper-level courses received similar training as to what was 

available in round one. However, round one coders were also invited to participate as 

consultants. Although the two primary coders in phase two were not oral communication experts, 

“Previous research has shown that evaluators need not be limited to communication faculty and 

that with proper instructions and limited training, non-communication faculty can evaluate 

speeches competently” (Avanzino, 2010, p. 98). As with phase one norming, rating of speeches 

was repeated until all coders were within one rank of all other raters. 
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 The core team was aware that “Evidence suggests value in using paired evaluators to 

achieve highly reliable ratings using a rubric and training” (Avanzino, 2010, p. 99). However, in 

instances where discrepancies may occur, a plan was created to resolve the coding issues. In 

phase one a third coder who was a member of the core team would then code the speech as well. 

The rating that reflected two of the three raters was then used. If all three raters produced a 

different rating, the average was then used. The same procedures were used for phase two, but 

the third coder was one of the consultants rather than a member of the core team.   

V. Results 
 

Before performing statistical analyses, we first carried out reliability tests to ensure the 

indicators for our five speech categories (verbal delivery, nonverbal delivery, organization, 

content, and language use) could be averaged into five, scale-level variables (distribution 

percentages for all rubric items are also available in appendices A and B). Analyses using 

Cronbach’s alpha indicated that our measures for verbal delivery (𝛼 = .81), nonverbal delivery 

(𝛼 = .82), organization (𝛼 = .80), and content (𝛼 = .73) were reliable and could therefore be 

averaged to create scale variables. The indicators for language use (“word choice” and 

“grammar”) did not achieve adequate reliability (𝛼 = .68) and were analyzed separately as 

single-item measures in all analyses. 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for entire sample (n = 196)  

 Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 
deviation 

Verbal Delivery 1.20 3.80 2.66 .43 
Nonverbal Delivery 1.33 3.83 2.43 .49 
Organization 1.40 3.60 2.67 .40 
Content 1.67 4.00 2.84 .42 
Word Choice 1.50 4.00 2.77 .42 
Grammar 1.50 4.00 2.86 .43 
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Descriptive statistics for our final variables can be found in Table 1. These descriptive 

statistics indicate students performed best on grammar and content; however, the lowest mean, 

which occurred for nonverbal delivery, was still relatively high on a four-point scale. 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for COMS 101 and 102 courses (n = 100) 

 Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 
deviation 

Verbal Delivery 1.70 3.80 2.57 .39 
Nonverbal Delivery 1.33 3.17 2.23 .44 
Organization 1.60 3.50 2.76 .33 
Content 1.83 3.50 2.80 .36 
Word Choice 2.00 4.00 2.72 .41 
Grammar 1.50 3.50 2.71 .38 

Descriptive statistics for 101 and 102 public speaking classes (n = 100) are found in 

Table 2. The information indicates those in 101 and 102 classes were consistently below overall 

averages on all variables, except organization. On the other hand, descriptive statistics for upper-

division courses (see Table 3) indicate they consistently scored above the overall averages on all 

variables, except on organization.  

Table 3: Descriptive statistics for upper-division courses (n = 96) 

Category Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 
deviation 

Verbal Delivery 1.20 3.70 2.75 .44 
Nonverbal Delivery 1.50 3.83 2.65 .45 
Organization 1.40 3.60 2.57 .44 
Content 1.67 4.00 2.89 .47 
Word Choice 1.50 3.50 2.82 .42 
Grammar 2.00 4.00 3.01 .43 

Before exploring the differences across upper-division and lower-division courses, we 

first examined whether students from Quarter Plus public speaking courses (n = 36) and students 

from the regular quarter public speaking courses (n =64) performed similarly. Results of t-tests, 



 14 

which are used to discover whether the difference in means between two groups is significant, 

indicated a significant difference on nonverbal delivery, t (98) = 2.72, p < .01. Means indicate 

Quarter Plus students (m = 2.38) outperformed students from regular quarter public speaking 

classes (m = 2.14) on nonverbal delivery. Considering the limited number of differences, in our 

overall comparisons between lower- and upper-division courses we treated all students from 101 

and 102 classes similarly. 

Figure 1: Results of lower-division vs. upper-division speeches 

  

Next, we performed t-tests comparing upper-division speeches (n = 96) to lower-division 

speeches (n = 100). Results are found in Table 4, are displayed in Figure 1, and revealed 

significant differences across all variables except content, with word choice reaching marginal 

significance. Upper-division students outperformed COMS 101 and 102 students on verbal 

delivery, nonverbal delivery, content, word choice, and grammar. Lower-division speeches 

outperformed upper-division speeches on organization. 
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Table 4: Results of t-tests comparing upper- vs. lower-division speeches 

Category T-test statistic p value Lower-division 
mean 

Higher-division mean 

Verbal Delivery -3.10 .002 2.57 2.75 
Nonverbal 
Delivery 

-6.61 .000 2.23 2.65 

Organization 3.35 .001 2.76 2.57 
Content -1.46 .145 2.80 2.89 
Word Choice -1.83 .069 2.72 2.82 
Grammar -5.30 .000 2.71 3.01 

Finally, one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) tests were performed to investigate the 

nuances across upper-division courses, as well as possible differences between Quarter Plus and 

regular session public speaking courses. ANOVAs are used to compare means across more than 

two groups, while controlling for the possibility of type 1 errors or false significance in statistical 

testing. Results of ANOVAs are listed in Table 5 and displayed graphically in Figure 2. Omnibus 

F statistics were significant for all categories except verbal delivery and word choice.  

Figure 2: Results across colleges 
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Table 5: Results of ANOVAs comparing upper- vs. lower-division speeches 

Category F statistic  P value 
Verbal Delivery 2.110 .066 
Nonverbal Delivery 10.490 .000 
Organization 4.382 .001 
Content 15.151 .000 
Word Choice 1.826 .110 
Grammar 13.876 .000 

 
Follow-up Bonferroni comparisons for nonverbal delivery indicated regular session 

public speaking courses (m = 2.14) were significantly lower than the College of Architecture and 

Environmental Design (m = 2.68), the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences 

(m = 2.56), upper-division College of Liberal Arts (m = 2.64), and the College of Science and 

Mathematics (m = 2.68). There was no difference between regular session public speaking 

courses and Quarter Plus (m = 2.38) on nonverbal delivery. On organization, regular session 

public speaking courses (m = 2.80) were significantly higher than the College of Architecture 

and Environmental Design (m = 2.50) and upper-division College of Liberal Arts courses (m = 

2.49), but not different from the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences (m = 

2.79), the College of Science and Mathematics (m = 2.57), and Quarter Plus (m = 2.68) courses. 

On content, regular session public speaking courses (m = 2.84), the College of Architecture and 

Environmental Design (m = 2.63), the College of Liberal Arts (m = 2.85), the College of Science 

and Mathematics (m = 2.78), and Quarter Plus (m = 2.73) were all significantly lower than the 

College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences (m = 3.51). On grammar, regular 

session public speaking courses (m = 2.74), the College of Architecture and Environmental 

Design (m = 2.9), upper-division College of Liberal Arts (2.76), and Quarter Plus (m = 2.64) 

were significantly lower than the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences (m 
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= 3.39). There was no difference between the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental 

Sciences and the College of Science and Mathematics (m = 3.13). 

VI. Discussion and Limitations 
 

The implications of proper oral communication training are far reaching, from workplace 

performance and advancement to engagement and influence in a democratic society. Thus, 

assessing the ability of our educational institutions to provide such training is paramount. This 

assessment is meant to determine specifically whether and to what extent Cal Poly is producing 

students who can communicate effectively, a goal identified in its ULOs. Along with this, such 

skills allow students to make to a positive contribution to society. Based on the results of this 

assessment, Cal Poly is meeting its goal and the overall takeaways are encouraging.  

Beginning with lower-division courses, the results suggest the Quarter Plus program is on 

par with regular-year course offerings. Regardless of the intense nature of this relatively new, 

four-week program, student outcomes are comparable to those of the regular quarter. Quarter 

Plus students also outperformed regular session 101 and 102 classes on nonverbal 

communication. This is likely due to the nature Quarter Plus: Over the course of four weeks, the 

students develop a sense of community with their Quarter Plus peers, spending six to eight hours 

a day in the classroom, attending study sessions, eating together, and attending weekend events. 

It is probable such an atmosphere makes students more comfortable in front of the classroom. 

Regardless, a mean of 2.14 on nonverbal delivery for regular session 101 and 102 courses 

demonstrates emerging proficiency.  

Overall, lower-division courses demonstrated emerging proficiency or proficiency across 

all indicators. This is generally positive and is fairly consistent with the results from the 2010 

assessment report. Students in lower-division COMS courses even outperformed upper-division 
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courses on one item: organization. This is likely due to the emphasis placed on organization in 

101 and 102, including clear guidelines across such courses on speech structure and the need for 

clear transitions or sign posts between main points. Based on this data, it may be possible to 

suggest a GE benchmark similar to the approaches used in other assessment efforts: 80% of Cal 

Poly students should perform at the emerging proficiency level or better.  

Upper-division courses also outperformed lower-division courses on most indicators, 

suggesting proficiency and high proficiency among students at the junior and senior levels. Such 

a finding positively reflects on curriculum outside of A2, especially considering that other 

studies have found limited or no differences between upper-division GE courses and their lower-

division equivalents (Avanzino, 2010, p. 102). Though no difference was found on content 

ratings, and word choice reached only marginal significance, this could be an issue of statistical 

power, not a reflection of actual student performance. Regarding the more nuanced findings on 

individual college courses, they generally support greater performance at the junior and senior 

level. Some data indicates the College of Agriculture, Food, and Environmental Sciences is 

outperforming its upper-division counterparts; however, it is possible this is an effect of the 

particular coders used or the nature of the sample. Still, most colleges’ students performed well 

and generally showed modest improvement. As for upper-level course benchmarking, the 

relatively small sample size and varied nature of the course assignments prevent us from making 

a recommendation.  

A final contribution of this assessment round is the development of a new rubric, which 

allowed us to analyze the data with additional statistical procedures not included in the 2010 

report. The instrument allowed us to sum individual items to be better capture student 



 19 

performance for the constructs we wished to measure. However, this report is not without its 

limitations.  

As mentioned previously, some non-significant findings may simply be due to a lack of 

statistical power. Our sample size of 200 speeches was determined by resources, timing, and 

availability. A larger sample size would greatly increase our confidence in the findings. More 

important is the lack of variety in our upper-division sample. With a convenience sample of four 

classes from four of seven colleges, we cannot generalize to the Cal Poly population. Future 

assessment efforts should try to increase the size and breadth of the sample. 

We were also limited in the types of oral communication we could assess. Many of the 

instructors who responded to our call for upper-division oral communication assignments offered 

group presentations that could not be properly evaluated using the rubric. Future assessment 

efforts should consider looking at small group interactions, which would allow for inclusion of 

the College of Engineering and the Orfalea College of Business. 

Finally, this assessment effort was not longitudinal. Perhaps future efforts should track 

the students as they move from GE to upper-level courses. We agree that, “Ultimately, doing 

assessment well involves a learning curve; the degree between the ideal and the real can be 

steep” (Avanzino, 2010, p. 93). Future assessment efforts should learn from and build upon these 

findings, as there are real possibilities for improvement.  

VII. Conclusion 
 

The 2016-2017 assessment project was largely a success. For the first time we were able 

to examine oral communication artifacts from upper-level courses in addition to assessing lower-

level GE courses. The general conclusion from the data is that Cal Poly students make modest 

improvements as they move from GE courses into major-specific courses. However, there are 



 20 

still limitations to the study, as with most assessment efforts. Now that this new report is 

complete, we must be sure to “close the loop” as this information makes its way back to 

departments. In a 2010 study, when asked about whether or not programs followed up on 

assessment efforts in a systematic fashion, 92.5% of respondents said, “no” (Morreale, Worley, 

& Hugenberg, 2010, p. 417). As part of avoiding this outcome on Cal Poly’s campus, we plan to 

give a presentation to the COMS department and will include some of the GE findings in the 

Communication Studies Department’s self-study report. We must also now work to ensure that 

we follow-up with other programs as they not only read this information, but use it to adjust or 

improve the oral communication competencies of their students.   
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Appendix A – Percent Distribution: Lower-division Speeches 

Indicator Limited 
Proficiency 

Emerging 
Proficiency 

Proficiency High 
Proficiency 

Articulation 0 51 48 1 
Vocal Variety  6 59 34 1 
Projection/Volume 1 41 57 1 
Rate/Pace/Flow 15 58 26 1 
Vocal Disfluencies  14 61 24 1 
Eye Contact 16 64 20 0 
Body Language 10 73 17 0 
Gestures 27 61 12 0 
Introduction 2 40 58 0 
Central message 0 34 66 0 
Transitions 3 53 44 0 
Main points  1 44 55 0 
Conclusion  2 52 45 1 
Evidence-based 
reasoning 

2 42 45 1 

Audience 
adaptation 

3 44 53 0 

Topic  1 32 67 0 
Word Choice 0 51 48 1 
Grammar 1 49 50 0 
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Appendix B – Percent Distribution: Upper-division Speeches 

Indicator Limited 
Proficiency 

Emerging 
Proficiency 

Proficiency High 
Proficiency 

Articulation 1 34.4 60.4 4.2 
Vocal Variety  5.2 52.1 39.6 3.1 
Projection/Volume 3.1 34.4 56.3 6.3 
Rate/Pace/Flow 3.1 50 45.8 1 
Vocal Disfluencies  5.2 51 43.8 0 
Eye Contact 3.1 46.9 49 1 
Body Language 5.2 52.1 40.6 2.1 
Gestures 6.3 58.4 35.4 0 
Introduction 5.2 54.2 36.5 4.2 
Central message 3.1 43.7 49 4.2 
Transitions 9.4 64.6 25 1 
Main points  7.3 40.6 49 3.1 
Conclusion  19.8 51.1 28.1 1 
Evidence-based 
reasoning 0 39.6 47.9 12.5 
Audience 
adaptation 4.2 50 43.7 2.1 
Topic  1 23.9 63.5 11.5 
Word Choice 1 37.5 61.5 0 
Grammar 0 21.9 77.1 1 

 

  



 24 

Appendix C – 2016-2017 Oral Communication Rubric 

Nonverbal 
Delivery 

1 – Limited Proficiency 2 – Emerging 
Proficiency 

3 – Proficiency 4 – High Proficiency 

Eye 
Contact 

Overall lack of consistent 
eye contact, did not scan 
audience (focused on one 
point/person), ineffective 
use of notes/manuscript 
for context, looked at 
floor/ceiling 

Some eye contact, 
sometimes scanned 
the audience, some 
ineffective use of 
notes/manuscript for 
context, sometimes 
looked at 
floor/ceiling 

Mostly maintained 
eye contact, scanned 
audience, effective 
use of 
notes/manuscript for 
context, mostly 
avoided looking at 
floor/ceiling 

Consistent eye 
contact throughout, 
consistently scanned 
audience, extremely 
effective use of 
notes/manuscript for 
context, avoided 
looking at 
floor/ceiling 

Body 
Language 

Unnatural/uncomfortable 
body language, 
movement appeared 
rigid, speaker lacked 
confidence overall, 
fidgeted throughout 

Somewhat 
natural/comfortable 
body language, 
movement 
sometimes appeared 
rigid, sometimes 
speaker lacked 
confidence, some 
fidgeting 

Mainly 
natural/comfortable 
body language, 
movement appeared 
mainly fluid, mostly 
confident in 
demeanor, limited 
fidgeting 

Extremely 
natural/comfortable 
body language, 
movements 
appeared fluid, very 
confident demeanor, 
did not fidget 

Gestures Missing or rarely used for 
effect, many distracting 
mannerisms (e.g., playing 
with notes or the lectern) 

Sometimes used g 
for effect, some 
distracting 
mannerisms (e.g., 
playing with notes or 
the lectern) 

Mainly used for 
effect, few 
distracting 
mannerisms (e.g., 
playing with notes or 
the lectern) 

Used for effect, no 
distracting 
mannerisms (e.g., 
playing with notes or 
the lectern) 

 

Organization 1 – Limited 
Proficiency 

2 – Emerging 
Proficiency 

3 – Proficiency 4 – High Proficiency 

Introduction 
(Attention getter, 
topic, preview) 

Elements are 
missing or are 
ineffective: 
attention-getter is 
not obvious; topic 
is vague or missing; 
preview is unclear 
or missing 

Some elements are 
effective or present: 
attention-getter 
somewhat obvious; 
topic may be 
somewhat specific 
and identifiable; 
there is a preview  

Most elements are 
effective: 
attention-getter is 
obvious; topic is 
specific and 
identifiable; 
preview is clear 
and identifiable 

All elements are 
extremely effective: 
attention-getter is 
catchy and obvious; 
topic is specific and 
easily identifiable; 
preview is clear and 
easily identifiable 

Central message Central message 
not present, 
confusing, or there 
is more than one 
central message 

Central message 
present, but could 
be clearer or used 
consistently 

Central message 
clear, memorable, 
and used 
consistently 

Central message very 
clear, highly 
memorable, and used 
consistently 

Transitions No use of internal 
signposts or 
transitional 
statements; 
movement 
between main 
points is unclear; 
there is little or no 

Few uses of internal 
signposts or 
transitional 
statements; 
movement between 
main points is 
somewhat clear; 
there is some lack of 

Moderate use of 
internal signposts 
or transitional 
statements; 
movement 
between main 
points is usually 
clear; there is 

Strong use of internal 
signposts and 
transitional 
statements; 
movement between 
main points is very 
clear; there is strong 
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cohesion across 
the points 

cohesion across the 
points 

cohesion across 
the points 

cohesion across the 
points  

Main points (Clear, 
descriptive, 
related) 

Main points not 
identifiable  

Main points 
somewhat 
identifiable, but may 
be a bit vague; main 
points somewhat 
related to one 
another 

Main points 
identifiable and 
detailed; main 
points related to 
one another 

Main points easily 
identifiable and highly 
detailed; main points 
appropriately related 
to one another  

Conclusion (Closing 
thought, 
topic/idea, review, 
closing device) 

Conclusion is not 
identifiable; the 
speech ends 
abruptly 

Conclusion has a 
somewhat 
appropriate closing 
device; somewhat 
restates the topic; 
somewhat reinforces 
the central idea; and 
may review the main 
points 

Conclusion has an 
appropriate closing 
device; restates 
the topic; 
reinforces the 
central idea; and 
reviews the main 
points 

Conclusion has a 
strong closing device; 
clearly restates the 
topic; strongly 
reinforces the central 
idea; and clearly 
reviews the main 
points  

 

Content 1 – Limited 
Proficiency 

2 – Emerging 
Proficiency 

3 – Proficiency 4 – High Proficiency 

Evidence-based 
reasoning 

Little to no evidence, 
little to no variation 
in and use of 
supporting materials, 
little to no use of 
references  

Some evidence, 
some variation in 
and use of 
supporting 
material, some 
inclusion of 
references 

Presence of 
evidence, variation in 
and use of 
supporting materials, 
and inclusion of 
references 

Presence of credible 
evidence, excellent 
variation in and use of 
supporting materials, 
consistent inclusion of 
references 

Audience 
adaptation 

Little to no 
adaptation for 
context and 
audience; few 
references to how 
content relates to 
audience 

Some adaptation 
for context and 
audience; relates 
content to audience 
sometimes 

Appropriate 
adaptation for 
context and 
audience; relates 
content to audience 
in majority of speech 

Highly appropriate 
adaptation for context 
and audience; relates 
content to audience 
throughout the speech 

Topic  Topic lacks 
substance, is not 
appropriate for 
context, is too broad 

Topic somewhat 
lacks substance, is 
somewhat 
appropriate for 
context, is 
somewhat broad  

Topic is substantive, 
appropriate for 
context, narrow 

Topic is highly 
substantive, extremely 
appropriate for 
context, sufficiently 
narrow 

 

Language Use 1 – Limited 
Proficiency 

2 – Emerging 
Proficiency 

3 – Proficiency 4 – High Proficiency 

Word Choice Often confusing or 
crude; lacks 
description; is 
sometimes 
inappropriate (uses a 
lot of unexplained 
jargon, unfamiliar 

Is sometimes plain; 
sometimes uses 
unexplained jargon 
or is unfamiliar to 
the audience; and 
sometimes uses 

Word choice is 
descriptive; 
imaginative; is often 
appropriate (avoids 
unexplained jargon; 
familiar to the 
audience); and 

Word choice is highly 
sophisticated (vivid 
and descriptive); very 
imaginative; is 
appropriate (avoids 
unexplained jargon, 
familiar to the 
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phrases); and may 
use several 
nonstandard or slang 
terms 

nonstandard or 
slang terms 

usually avoids 
nonstandard or slang 
terms 

audience); and avoids 
nonstandard or slang 
terms 

Grammar Grammar usage has 
major errors; subject-
verb agreement is 
often incorrect 

Grammar usage has 
some minor errors; 
subject-verb 
agreement is 
sometimes 
incorrect 

Grammar usage is 
correct with limited 
minor errors; 
accurate subject-
verb agreement 
almost all of the time 

Grammar usage is 
always correct; 
accurate subject-verb 
agreement at all times 

 

Visual Aids* 1 – Limited 
Proficiency 

2 – Emerging 
Proficiency 

3 – Proficiency 4 – High Proficiency 

Prepared/professional  Illegible font; visual 
aesthetics, spacing, 
and 
appropriateness are 
insufficient; many 
typos/errors 

Some issue with 
legibility; visual 
aesthetics, spacing, 
and 
appropriateness 
are somewhat 
sufficient; some 
noticeable 
typos/errors 

Font is easy to read 
and appealing; 
visual aesthetics, 
spacing, and 
appropriateness 
are sufficient; few 
noticeable 
typos/errors 

Font is extremely 
easy to read and 
appealing; visual 
aesthetics, spacing, 
and appropriateness 
are superior; no 
noticeable 
typos/errors 

Presentation Visual aids not 
incorporated into 
speech (e.g. many 
in need of 
referencing or 
explanation, many 
visuals skipped or 
rushed) 

Visual aids 
awkwardly or 
somewhat 
incorporated into 
speech (e.g. some 
in need of 
referencing or 
explanation, some 
visuals skipped or 
rushed) 

Visual aids 
incorporated into 
speech (e.g. 
referencing or 
explanation if 
needed, few visuals 
skipped or rushed) 

Visual aids 
effectively 
incorporated into 
speech (e.g. 
superior referencing 
or explanation if 
needed, no visuals 
skipped or rushed) 

Relevance Visual aids are 
mostly irrelevant 
and sometimes 
detract from 
spoken message 

Visual aids are 
somewhat relevant 
and sometimes 
complement 
spoken message 

Visual aids are 
relevant and 
complement 
spoken message 

Visual aids are highly 
relevant and 
effectively 
complement spoken 
message 

* Only rate a visual aid if you can see it in its entirety.  
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Verbal Delivery 1 – Limited 
Proficiency 

2 – Emerging 
Proficiency 

3 – Proficiency 4 – High 
Proficiency 

Articulation Several instances of 
unclear enunciation 
(teeth), difficulty 
understanding 
words, several non-
distinct words (let 
me vs. lemme), 
several instances of 
inaccurate 
pronunciation 

Enunciation 
somewhat clear 
(teeth), some words 
misunderstood, some 
use of non-distinct 
words (let me vs. 
lemme), some use of 
inaccurate 
pronunciation 

Enunciation clear 
(teeth), words 
mainly understood, 
limited use of non-
distinct words (let 
me vs. lemme), 
overall accurate 
pronunciation 

Enunciation 
extremely clear 
(teeth), words 
easily understood, 
no use of non-
distinct words (let 
me vs. lemme), 
extremely accurate 
pronunciation 

Vocal Variety 
(Expressiveness, 
pitch, enthusiasm) 

Lacking 
expressiveness, 
limited variation of 
pitch, enthusiasm 
not evident, overall 
monotone delivery 

Somewhat expressive, 
some variation of 
pitch, enthusiasm 
somewhat evident, 
some monotone 
delivery 

Overall expressive, 
good variation of 
pitch, enthusiasm 
evident overall, 
mainly avoided 
monotone delivery 

Extremely 
expressive, 
excellent variation 
of pitch, 
enthusiasm 
extremely evident, 
no instances of 
monotone delivery 

Projection/Volume Volume 
inappropriate to 
context, many words 
inaudible 

Volume somewhat 
appropriate to 
context, some words 
inaudible 

Volume mainly 
appropriate to 
context, most 
words audible 

Volume always 
appropriate to 
context, all words 
audible 

Rate/Pace/Flow Inconsistent 
throughout, lack of 
effective timing 

Somewhat consistent, 
somewhat effective 
timing  

Good consistency, 
mainly effective 
timing  

Extremely 
consistent, very 
effective timing  

Vocal Disfluencies 
(Pauses, fillers) 

Ineffective or 
excessive use of 
pauses, many fillers 
(e.g., “like”, “um,” 
“uh”) 

Somewhat effective 
use of pauses, some 
fillers (e.g., “like”, 
“um,” “uh”) 

Effective use of 
pauses, few fillers 
(e.g., “like”, “um,” 
“uh”) 

Extremely effective 
use of pauses, no 
fillers (e.g., “like”, 
“um,” “uh”) 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


