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ABSTRACT

Approximately 1,100 students in a general education computer course at a Midwestern
state university with a technology focus were required to demonstrate competency in
Microsoft Word®, Excel®, and PowerPoint® during the Fall 2001 and Spring 2002
semesters. Theentrancerequirement at the university requiresa minimumof an ACT score
of 20 or in the upper two-thirds of their high school graduating class. Many students are
in the 20 to 23 range of ACT scores. A large portion of the students lack high school
experience in independent study and individual responsibility. Results of the project
indicate that students with little experience in self-responsibility can achieve at the
university level when required.

LITERATURE SEARCH

Whilealiterature search found many instancesof computer testing usedinintelligence
testing, ability assessment in reading, writing, mathematics, and languages, no references
were found concerning mandatory productivity software assessment.
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BACKGROUND

Threefull-timefaculty membersteach most of thegeneral education computer literacy
coursesinthe Collegeof Businessand Economicshavehad along-term goal of requiring all
students to demonstrate a basic proficiency in the major business software applications:
word processing, spreadsheet, and presentation software. These instructors have long
knownthat studentsthink they know moreabout thecomputer thanthey really do. Professors
inother coursesassume studentsknow basic computer use, and employersexpect graduates
to possess basic computer skills.

A pilot project wasperformedin 1999 with asmall group of approximately 35 students
inthe College of Applied Science and Technology. Software assessment testswere created
specifically for thispurposeandwereindividually graded. Studentssel f-evaluated their skill
levels before taking the exams. Theresultsindicated that students generally overestimated
their knowledge of the various software programs.

The result of this small study encouraged the campus director of assessment, the
director of educational development, and the computer information systemsfaculty to talk
to the university administration about implementing an institutional requirement that all
students graduating from the university must show abasic proficiency inthe most common
business software programs. The most logical time to test the studentsis as they enter the
university. If they havethe necessary skill level, the requirement would be satisfied. If they
donot, theyimmediately areawareof deficienciesand canenroll inremedial coursestoprepare
for retaking proficiency exams. Themost common reason given not toimplement asoftware
proficiency requirement wasthel ogistical problem of adding moreactivitiestothefreshman/
new student orientation. Thecurrent programisaone-day on-campusvisitthesummer before
thestudent first attendstheuniversity. Softwaretesting woul d add approximately 90 minutes
to the schedule. Another reason given isthat not all studentsare majoring in computers. To
counter this objection, it was pointed out that most employers expect college graduatesto
know basic computer skills, enough to write a report, keep a budget, and make a simple
presentation. Thethird objection isthat it would not be fair to allow one department to get
all thecredit hoursthat would be generated asaresult of the necessary remedial classesthat
would be taken.

IMPLEMENTATION

Because the instructors of the general education computer course believed the
students needed the software skills now and not when the political battles were settled, a
software proficiency requirement wasimplemented in all sections of the general education
course. Thecourseisnot only taken by all majorson campusbut alsoisrequired of all business
majors. In the Fall 2001 semester, approximately 600 students enrolled in the course were
required to achieve at least 80% on each of the examsin Microsoft Excel, PowerPoint, and
Word. When aminimum of 80% wasachieved, apasswasrecorded for that exam. No points
wereawarded for the proficiency exams. Studentswho did not master thethreeexamscould
not receive agrade higher than aD inthe course, evenif gradesfor other course work were
higherthanaD. Theproficiency examswereonly aportion of thecourse. Regular classperiods
included lecture and videos over computer hardware, online research, and Internet use.
Coursework included threemultiple-choiceexamsover lectures, several homework exercises
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