


PREFACE

Please send me some examples of assessment in general

education.” “I need examples of assessment in engineering

and business.” “How can we encourage faculty to engage in

assessment?” “Can you name ten institutions that are doing

good work in assessment?” These are the questions

colleagues around the globe send us via e-mail or ask us at

conferences or during campus visits. These are the

questions that motivated the three authors of this book to

develop its content on outcomes assessment in higher

education.

Two of us—Karen Black and Trudy Banta—were involved in

a similar project in the mid-1990s. With colleagues Jon P.

Lund and Frances W. Oblander, we edited Assessment in

Practice: Putting Principles to Work on College Campuses

(Banta, Lund, Black, & Oblander, 1996). That book began

with chapters on each of ten principles of good practice

that had emanated from assessment experience prior to

1995 and continued with a section containing 86 short case

studies of campus assessment practice categorized by the

focus of assessment in each, including general education,

student development, or classroom assessment. The

principles and the cases in that 1996 publication are as

relevant and useful today as they were then. In fact, two of

us are still using the book as a reference and some of the

cases as examples in the courses we teach for students

enrolled in doctoral programs in higher education.

Nevertheless, we decided that a new book organized

similarly would give us even more examples to share when

we are asked questions like those noted earlier.

First we posted a request on the ASSESS listserv for brief

profiles of good practice in assessment. In addition, we sent



some 800 e-mail requests to individuals who had

contributed to Assessment in Practice, or to the bimonthly

Assessment Update, or who had presented at the

Assessment Institute in Indianapolis in recent years. We

received approximately 180 expressions of interest in

contributing a profile. We then wrote to these 180

individuals and asked them to prepare a 1,500-word profile

using an outline we provided.

The outline we used for case studies for Assessment in

Practice contained just four headings to guide authors in

developing their narratives: Background and Purpose (of

the Assessment Activity), Method, Findings and Their Use,

and Success Factors. Now that more than a decade has

passed, we wanted to know if the use of our findings had

had a noticeable or measurable effect on practice, and

more important, on student learning and success. We also

were interested in details such as the years of

implementation, and the cost of the assessment initiatives.

Therefore, our outline for authors of profiles for this book

contains the following headings: Background and

Purpose(s) of Assessment, Assessment Method(s) and

Year(s) of Implementation, Required Resources, Findings,

Use of Findings, Impact of Using the Findings, Success

Factors, and Relevant Institutional Web Sites Pertaining to

This Assessment Practice.

We were surprised and pleased that a large proportion of

the early expressions of interest we received led to the

development of full profiles. By our deadline we had

received 146 of these. After reviewing them we wrote Part

One of this volume, illustrating the principles of good

practice in assessment that we consider essential with

examples from some of the 146 profiles. We used as the

primary reference for the principles a section titled,

“Characteristics of Effective Outcomes Assessment” in

Building a Scholarship of Assessment (Banta & Associates,



2002). That listing was based on work by Hutchings (1993);

Banta and Associates (1993); Banta et al. (1996); American

Productivity and Quality Center (1998); and Jones,

Voorhees, and Paulson (2002).

For Part Two of this volume we selected for inclusion in

their entirety 49 of the most fully developed of the profiles

we had received. As in Assessment in Practice, we placed

each of the profiles in a category based on its primary

focus, such as general education, academic major, or

program review. The profiles in each category are preceded

by a narrative that explains their most important features.

Initially we were quite frustrated by the fact that although

we had received so many good profiles, we were able to use

only a third of them due to space limitations. But then,

after securing permission, we decided to list in Resource A

all of the institutions and authors from the collection of 146

profiles. In almost every case we have provided a Web site

that may be consulted for further information about the

assessment practices under way at the institution

identified. In Resource B all the profiles are categorized to

make it easier for readers to find the type of assessment

(general education or graduate programs) they seek.

Resource C presents a list of institutions by Carnegie

Classification for the 49 profiles used in their entirety.

Resource D contains the titles of the authors of the 49 full

profiles.

The institutional profiles of assessment practice that we

received represent a range of public and private

institutions, from community colleges to research

universities. Representation is also national in scope:

profiles were received from institutions in California and

Massachusetts, Florida and Oregon, and many states in

between. As is clear from reading the “Background and

Purpose” sections of the profiles, accreditation, both



regional and disciplinary, has been a major driving force

behind assessment at many of these institutions. State

requirements for public institutions also played a role in

some of the examples.

As we know so well, state and national legislators and

federal policy makers are calling on colleges and

universities to furnish concrete evidence of their

accountability. Many of our constituents believe that

standardized test scores will provide the evidence of

student learning that is needed, and tests of generic skills

such as writing and critical thinking are being suggested as

the sources of such evidence. The profiles we have

reviewed will disappoint decision makers in this regard. In

almost all cases where standardized tests of generic skills

have been used at these institutions, the test scores are not

being reported as a single source of evidence of student

learning. Faculty who have studied the scores over several

years with the intention of using them to provide direction

for improvements have determined that test scores alone

are not adequate to the task of defining what students

learn in college, nor are they illuminating and dependable

guides for making decisions about improvements in

curriculum and methods of instruction that will enhance

student learning. Where standardized tests of generic skills

have been tried, in most cases they have been

supplemented with indirect measures such as

questionnaires and focus groups and/or faculty-developed

direct measures such as classroom tests or capstone

projects.

Few of these assessment profiles contain the kind of

quantitative data that could be reported simply and

grasped easily by external audiences. Moreover, the

information in the section “Impact of Using Findings” is

seldom expressed in measurable terms. But we have

assembled a wealth of information we can use to respond



to that oft-asked question of how to engage faculty in

assessment. And the evidence of student learning,

engagement, and satisfaction that has been amassed has,

in fact, been used to add courses and other learning

experiences to the curriculum, to educate faculty about

better ways to teach, and to improve student support

services such as advising. Faculty time and administrative

leadership are the chief resources identified as critical to

the success of assessment initiatives.

We sincerely hope that this book will be regarded by

faculty, staff, and administrators as the rich resource of

principles and profiles of good assessment practice that we

envision.

September 2008

Trudy W. Banta

Elizabeth A. Jones

Karen E. Black
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PART ONE

PRINCIPLES OF GOOD PRACTICE IN

OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT

We introduce this volume with a set of principles for good

practice in assessing the outcomes of higher education that

have been drawn from several sources, principally from the

“characteristics of effective outcomes assessment” in

Building a Scholarship of Assessment (Banta & Associates,

2002, pp. 262–263). This collection of principles is by no

means exhaustive, but it covers many of the components

considered by practitioners to be essential to good

practice. The principles are presented in three groups,

each associated with a phase of assessment: first planning,

then implementing, and finally improving and sustaining

assessment initiatives. Current literature is cited in

providing a foundation for the principles, and brief excerpts

from some of the 146 profiles submitted for this book are

used to illustrate them.

In Chapter 1, “Planning Effective Assessment,” we present

the following principles as essential:

Engaging stakeholders

Connecting assessment to valued goals and processes

Creating a written plan

Timing assessment

Building a culture based on evidence

In Chapter 2, “Implementing Effective Assessment,” these

principles are identified and discussed:



Providing leadership

Creating faculty and staff development opportunities

Assessing processes as well as outcomes

Communicating and using assessment findings

In Chapter 3, “Improving and Sustaining Effective

Assessment,” the following principles are described and

illustrated:

Providing credible evidence of learning to multiple

stakeholders

Reviewing assessment reports

Ensuring use of assessment results

Evaluating the assessment process



CHAPTER ONE

PLANNING EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT

Effective assessment doesn’t just happen. It emerges over time as an outcome of

thoughtful planning, and in the spirit of continuous improvement, it evolves as reflection

on the processes of implementing and sustaining assessment suggests modifications.

Engaging Stakeholders

A first step in planning is to identify and engage appropriate stakeholders. Faculty

members, academic administrators, and student affairs professionals must play principal

roles in setting the course for assessment, but students can contribute ideas and so can

trustees, employers, and other community representatives. We expect faculty to set

broad learning outcomes for general education and more specific outcomes for academic

majors. Trustees of an institution, employers, and other community representatives can

review drafts of these outcomes and offer suggestions for revision based on their

perspectives regarding community needs. Student affairs professionals can comment on

the outcomes and devise their own complementary outcomes based on plans to extend

learning into campus environments beyond the classroom. Students have the ability to

translate the language of the academy, where necessary, into terms that their peers will

understand. Students also can help to design data-gathering strategies and instruments

as assessment moves from the planning phase to implementation. Finally, regional

accreditors and national disciplinary and professional organizations contribute ideas for

the planning phase of assessment. They often set standards for assessing student

learning and provide resources in the form of written materials and workshops at their

periodic meetings.

Connecting Assessment to Valued Goals and Processes

Connecting assessment to institution-wide strategic planning is a way to increase the

perceived value of assessment. Assessment may be viewed as the mechanism for gauging

progress on every aspect of an institution’s plan. In the planning process the need to

demonstrate accountability for student learning may become a mechanism for ensuring

that student learning outcomes, and their assessment, are included in the institutional

plan. However assessment is used, plans to carry it out must be based on clear, explicit

goals.

Since 1992 assessment of progress has been one of the chief mechanisms for shaping

three strategic plans at Pace University (Barbara Pennipede and Joseph Morreale, see

Resource A, p. 289). In 1997 the success of the first 5-year plan was assessed via a

survey of the 15 administrators and 10 faculty leaders who had been responsible for

implementing the plan. In 2001, in addition to interviews with the principal

implementers, other faculty, staff, and students, as well as trustees, were questioned in

focus groups and open meetings and via e-mail.

By 2003 the Pace president had decided that assessment of progress on the plan needed

to occur more often—annually rather than every fifth year. Pace faculty and staff

developed a strategic plan assessment grid, and data such as student performance on

licensing exams, participation in key campus programs, and responses to the UCLA

freshman survey were entered in appropriate cells of the grid to be monitored over time.



Likewise, at Iona College 25 dashboard indicators are used to track progress on all

elements of Iona’s mission (Warren Rosenberg, see p. 262). Iona’s Key Performance

Indicators, which are called KPIs, include statistics supplied by the institutional research

office on such measures as diversity of the faculty and student body (percentages of

females and nonwhite constituents), 6-year graduation rates, and percentage of

graduates completing internships. Student responses to relevant items on the National

Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) are used in monitoring progress toward the

mission element stated “Iona College graduates will be sought after because they will be

skilled decision-makers … independent thinkers … lifelong learners … adaptable to new

information and technologies.”

According to Thomas P. Judd and Bruce Keith (see p. 46), “the overarching academic

goal” that supports the mission of the U.S. Military Academy is this: “Graduates

anticipate and respond effectively to the uncertainties of a changing technological, social,

political, and economic world.” This broad goal is implemented through ten more specific

goals such as ensuring that graduates can think and act creatively, recognize moral

issues and apply ethical considerations in decision making, understand human behavior,

and be proficient in the fundamentals of engineering and information technology. Each of

these goals yields clear, explicit statements of student outcomes. Faculty at West Point

set performance standards for each outcome and apply rubrics in assessing student

work. The ten goals provide guidance for the development of 30 core courses that are

taken by all students at the Military Academy.

Outcomes assessment cannot be undertaken solely for its own sake. Assessment that

spins in its own orbit, not intersecting with other processes that are valued in the

academy, will surely fail the test of relevance once it is applied by decision makers.

Assessment will become relevant in the eyes of faculty and administrators when it

becomes a part of the following: strategic planning for programs and the institution;

implementation of new academic and student affairs programs; making decisions about

the competence of students; comprehensive program (peer) review; faculty and

professional staff development; and/or faculty and staff reward and recognition systems.

Creating a Written Plan

As Suskie (2004, p. 57) puts it, planning for assessment requires “written guidance on

who does what when.” Which academic programs and student support or administrative

units will be assessing which aspects of student learning or components of their

programs each year? Who will be responsible for each assessment activity?

A matrix can be helpful in charting progress. As illustrated in Table 1.1, we first set a

broad goal or learning outcome in which we are interested, then develop aspects of the

goal in the form of specific measurable objectives. A third consideration is where the

objective will be taught and learned. Then how will the objective be assessed? What are

the assessment findings, and how should they be interpreted and reported? How are the

findings used to improve processes, and what impact do the improvements have on

achieving progress toward the original goal? Since 1998, a matrix similar to that in Table

1.1 has been used in assessment planning and reporting by faculty and staff in individual

departments and offices at Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis (see

www.planning.iupui.edu/64.html#07).

http://www.planning.iupui.edu/64.html#07


TABLE 1.1. PLANNING FOR LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT.

1. What

general

outcome

are you

seeking?

2. How

would

you know

it (the

outcome)

if you

saw it?

(What

will the

student

know or

be able

to do?)

3. How

will you

help

students

learn it?

(in class

or out of

class)

4. How

could you

measure

each of

the

desired

behaviors

listed in

#2?

5. What

are the

assessment

findings?

6. What

improvements

have been

made based

on

assessment

findings?

7. What has

been the

impact of

improvements?

             

             

             

             

             

             

Walvoord (2004) has provided a useful set of standards for judging an effective

assessment plan. She envisions the plan as a written document that

1. embeds assessment in high-stakes and high-energy processes.

2. considers audiences and purposes.

3. arranges oversight and resources.

4. articulates learning goals.

5. incorporates an assessment audit of measures already in place and how the data are

used in decision making.

6. includes steps for improving the assessment process.

7. includes steps designed to improve student learning. (p. 11)

The assessment plan at St. Norbert College embodies these standards. It was developed

with support from a Title III Strengthening Institutions Grant after insufficient progress

in implementing assessment was identified as “an urgent institutional need” (Robert A.

Rutter, see Resource A, p. 290). College administrators established the Office of

Institutional Effectiveness and the assessment committee was expanded to include

campuswide representation. The assessment committee produced the “Plan for Assessing

Student Learning Outcomes at St. Norbert College,” which was subsequently endorsed

by every division of the college as well as the Student Government Association. The

institution’s mission statement was revised to include student learning outcomes, a

comprehensive review of the general education program resulted in a continuous

evaluation process that repeats on a four-year cycle, and a rigorous program review

process was implemented for academic units. As a result of assessing learning outcomes

in general education and major fields, general education course offerings in some areas

have been refocused, major and minor programs have been reviewed and improved, a

few programs have been terminated, new strategies to support and retain students have

been implemented, and a student competence model in student life has been developed.



Timing Assessment

Timing is a crucial aspect of planning for assessment. Ideally, assessment is built into

strategic planning for an institution or department and is a component of any new

program as it is being conceived. If assessment must be added to a program or event that

is already under way, time is needed to convince the initiative’s developers of the value of

assessment for improving and sustaining their efforts. Finally, because effective

assessment requires the use of multiple methods, it is not usually resource-efficient to

implement every method right away or even every year. A comprehensive assessment

plan will include a schedule for implementing each data-gathering method at least once

over a period of three to five years.

At the University of Houston main campus every academic and administrative unit must

submit an institutional effectiveness plan each year. Institutional research staff assist

faculty with program reviews, surveys, and data analysis. Part-time and full-time

assessment professionals are embedded in the colleges to provide day-to-day support.

Libby Barlow (see Resource A, p. 293) describes the evolution of the current plan as slow,

but asserts that “genuine assessment … takes time to take root. Higher education is a

slow ship to turn … so pushing faster than faculty are willing to go will inevitably cause

backlash and be counterproductive. Time has allowed us to go through several structures

to discover what would work.”

Building a Culture Based on Evidence

Outcomes assessment can be sustained only if planning and implementation take place in

an atmosphere of trust and within a culture that encourages the use of evidence in

decision making. Bresciani (2006) notes the following characteristics of such an

environment:

1. Key institutional leaders must demonstrate that they genuinely care about student

learning issues.

2. Leaders must create a culture of trust and integrity through consistent actions that

demonstrate a commitment to ethical and evidence-based decision-making.

3. Connections must be established between formative and summative assessment and

between assessment for improvement and assessment for accountability.

4. Curriculum design, pedagogy, and faculty development must be connected to delivery

and evaluation of student learning.

5. Faculty research and teaching must be connected so that they complement each other

in practice and in the campus reward structure. (pp. 144–146)

At Agnes Scott College the faculty-staff Committee on Assessing Institutional

Effectiveness recommended that the president integrate a report on assessment activities

in the template for annual reports that all academic and administrative units must

submit. Laura Palucki Blake (see Resource A, p. 280) believes this integration of

assessment in a report long expected of each unit helps to create a positive culture for

assessment. If the president expects it, assessment must be important. Moreover,

because each vice president sees the reports from his or her units, assessment evidence

takes on added importance in decision making at Agnes Scott.

In subsequent sections of this volume we will describe additional characteristics of the

culture in which assessment can thrive.



CHAPTER TWO

IMPLEMENTING EFFECTIVE

ASSESSMENT

The most carefully crafted plans will not produce desired

results if not implemented in good faith by appropriate

people who have the proper knowledge and skills and who

are supported by organizational leaders. Assessment

scholars (Walvoord, 2004; Suskie, 2004; Palomba & Banta,

1999) have written entire books on specific ways to

conduct assessment. Each has offered sound general and

step-by-step advice. These authors provide evidence that

key principles under-girding successful implementation

include providing knowledgeable and effective leadership,

with opportunities for faculty and staff development;

emphasizing that assessment is essential to learning, and

therefore everyone’s responsibility; educating faculty and

staff about good assessment practices; providing sufficient

resources to support assessment; and devolving

responsibility for assessment to the unit level. We expand

on several of these principles in the paragraphs below.

Providing Leadership

Leadership at all levels is critical for successful assessment

programs (Maki, 2004; Suskie, 2004; Peterson & Vaughn,

2002). Academic leaders—including presidents, provosts,

deans, department chairs, and leaders in student affairs—

must be public advocates for assessment and provide

appropriate leadership as well as support for the faculty

and staff closest to the assessment process. Through public

and private statements and actions, these leaders can

enhance the likelihood that the assessment process will be



valued and sustained. Such leaders often foster innovations

by providing meaningful incentives for participants.

Leaders should clearly articulate the need for and

importance of a credible and sustainable student outcomes

assessment process, but faculty and staff also must commit

time and talent to the process.

The task of revitalizing a dormant assessment process at

the University of Central Florida has been successful first

and foremost because of the commitment and support of

the president and senior administrators. The president’s

sustained attention to the question of how the institution

can do better has produced a stronger assessment program

and ultimately led to external validation through successful

accreditation visits (Julia Pet-Armacost and Robert L.

Armacost, see Resource A, p. 293).

Empowering Faculty and Staff to

Assume Leadership Roles for

Assessment

Faculty and staff routinely take on campuswide and

department-level leadership roles—for example, by leading

assessment committees or by joining formal or informal

research or practitioner groups to discuss and analyze data

and to encourage and offer support for their colleagues.

Faculty are involved in the design and implementation of

student learning activities and the curriculum and thus are

the most knowledgeable about goals for student learning in

these areas. Likewise, student affairs professionals and

advisors are the experts in setting student learning goals

for campus activities and advising. All of these individuals

must play critical leadership roles in assessing the

outcomes of these activities at both the campus level and

within colleges, schools, divisions, and departments.



Although leadership is imperative at all levels, assessment

has the most impact when responsibility for carrying out

assessment resides primarily at the unit level. Because unit

faculty and staff have developed the goals for student

learning, they must assess student achievement of those

goals. The learning that takes place in the process of

assessing the degree to which goals are achieved is most

useful at the unit level where the principals can take that

understanding and apply it in improving curriculum and

instruction. Receiving a report from a central office is

informative, but results take on new meaning when the

persons responsible for the program or process engage in

assessment design, implementation, and analysis. And

regardless of who collects and analyzes the data, actions

based on assessment findings must be taken at the unit

level. If individuals in a unit are to embrace the

responsibility for taking the action, they must own the

assessment process.

Central assessment or institutional research offices can

provide leadership by not only collecting and analyzing

data and reporting results but also by leading processes. In

addition, many academic units such as colleges of business

or colleges of education have full-time staff members or

faculty members serving as the full-time assessment leader.

At St. Cloud State University, the Assessment Peer

Consulting Program that trains peer consultants to assist

units engaged in assessment is led by staff in the

Assessment Office (James Sherohman, see Resource A, p.

290). Based on the strengths of the consultants and the

nature of the request, staff assign two campus consultants

to assist each unit seeking help with an assessment

process. When the work is finished, the requesting unit

provides an evaluation of the facilitation process.

Sherohman reports that this process has strengthened



individual unit assessment processes and has resulted in

greater assessment capacity throughout the campus.

Ownership by faculty and staff participating in learning

communities such as the Hocking College’s Success Skills

Integration project has been enhanced by their

participation in the process as they struggle to find suitable

metrics for measuring student learning in general

education courses. As a result of this struggle, faculty are

looking for more varied learning opportunities for students.

Success of long-term faculty and staff initiatives in general

education such as the one at Hocking is attributed to the

key roles these individuals have played in developing,

implementing, and assessing the program (Judith Maxson

and Bonnie Allen Smith, see p. 258).

Providing Sufficient Resources

In a national survey of institution leaders and an extensive

literature review, Peterson, Einarson, Augustine, and

Vaughan (1999) report that assessment proponents argue

for the commitment of resources to assessment initiatives.

Authors of this comprehensive study of nearly 1,400

responses (from approximately 2,500 questionnaires

distributed) from institutions across the country reported

that 49 percent of institutions had established budget

allocations “to support their student assessment activities”

(p. 94). However, the commitment varied greatly by

institution type. Baccalaureate institutions were the most

likely to have explicit budget allocations, and research

universities the least likely to do so.

In addition to the traditional budget allocations for staff

time and relevant materials, leaders must provide

resources for developing appropriate methods, giving

faculty and staff opportunities to hone their assessment

skills, and rewarding those who engage in assessment,



whether that be through the traditional promotion and

tenure process and staff advancement or through other

means, such as assessment grants or awards. Faculty and

staff can contribute to the resource base by competing for

external grants or awards.

Obtaining external grants has proven to be a useful way to

launch an assessment program, but sustaining the program

with soft money is risky and should be viewed as a

temporary measure. According to Robert A. Rutter (see

Resource A, p. 290) federal grants such as the Title III

funding received by faculty at St. Norbert College can

provide interim support until permanent resources are

available for infrastructure. In addition, such funds can be

used for faculty development in the form of conference

attendance. Partly as a result of what faculty have learned

at national meetings, the assessment activity at St. Norbert

has matured, as evidenced, for example, by the revisioning

of the general education program and its assessment.

A grant from the Bush Foundation was used to fund a

longitudinal study at the University of North Dakota. Kelsch

and Hawthorne (see Resource A, p. 294) report that these

funds were used to provide stipends to individuals to

interview students and transcribe their comments, then

participate in data analysis days during which faculty

considered implications of the data and planned the next

year’s interviews. During the interviews, students were

asked how they experienced the general education

curriculum and their learning. Faculty were assigned 10 to

12 students each to interview and were paid $1,000 to

$1,500 per year; student participants were given $25 per

interview.

Educating Faculty and Staff about

Good Assessment Practices



To help faculty and staff understand the potential range of

effective assessment practices and how to implement them,

many colleges and universities offer special programming

through a center for teaching and learning or a faculty-staff

development office. Though most of the profiles addressing

professional development in this book are focused on

academic affairs, it is crucial to provide similar

programming for student affairs leaders and staff. Such

programming can be designed as an integrated set of

learning experiences that take place over several

semesters. Aloi, Green, and Jones (2007) discuss the

specific nature of six professional development seminars

that were offered to all student affairs leaders and staff at

West Virginia University. These seminars helped student

affairs units develop learner-centered assessment plans. A

significant challenge to leaders of professional

development initiatives that involve planning and

implementing assessment processes is in sustaining the

programs’ effectiveness. Research suggests that one-time

single session workshops or interventions often have little

effect on behavior (Licklider, Schnelker, & Fulton, 1997).

Creating development opportunities for instructors is

difficult without knowing what types of help faculty need to

assess student outcomes. At Widener University, a special

task force was appointed to develop and conduct a survey

of faculty needs. The results indicated that the following

areas needed attention: “developing student-centered

learning outcomes, creating assessment criteria, reporting

results, and using results to improve teaching and

learning” (Brigitte Valesey, see p. 128).

Needs assessments like the one used at Widener can help

academic leaders identify which assessment topics need

attention and suggest how to offer educational

opportunities for faculty. Topics with which most faculty

need assistance include how to write student-centered



learning outcomes, how to choose the best assessment

methods, and how to interpret and use the results of

assessment to make targeted improvements.

Faculty learning communities provide an example of a more

sustained initiative that may have a greater impact on

instructors. In learning communities, instructors typically

work together for a semester or more on a specific project.

At Texas Christian University, several campus units

provided funding to support the creation of six faculty

learning communities (FLCs), each representing a part of

the core general education curriculum. The FLCS are

designed to: “(1) create and maintain appropriate

assessment strategies for the category, (2) share the results

of the assessment process with faculty who teach in that

category, and (3) enhance discussion on teaching within

that particular core category” (Catherine Wehlburg, see p.

114).

Ideally faculty development opportunities are provided

during the entire assessment cycle—from the very

beginning as plans are developed, through the

implementation of assessment and interpretation of results,

to understanding how to use the results to make

improvements.

Faculty members at the University of Northern Iowa

conceptualized a professional development plan that

addressed the entire assessment process. Developing clear

and measurable learning outcomes is an essential early

step in the assessment process. The linkages between

program-level learning outcomes and individual course-

level outcomes can then be gleaned through curriculum

maps that identify gaps and redundancies in the program

and improve the articulation of outcomes across all

program segments. Faculty initially were offered

curriculum mapping workshops “to identify gaps and



redundancies in the program and improve the articulation

of program outcomes across all segments” (Barry Wilson,

see p. 111). These workshops focused “primarily on

articulating learning outcomes for teaching candidates in

the areas of diversity, assessment of learning, and

classroom management, which had been identified as in

need of improvement in a recent accreditation visit.” A

second series of workshops at Northern Iowa oriented

faculty to assessing student learning outcomes at the

course level. In the final wave of professional development,

the provost cancelled classes for an entire day so that

faculty and administrators could devote time to the study

and interpretation of data, and then develop action plans

for change.

Joanne M. Crossman tells us that faculty at Johnson and

Wales University use multiple approaches to professional

development in the Master’s of Business Administration

program (see p. 243). Senior faculty formally mentor full-

time and adjunct instructors, helping them understand how

to teach courses and measure student learning in

alignment with program learning outcomes. Faculty can

participate in workshops to assist in designing and using

rubrics and consistently applying the criteria to increase

interrater reliability. In addition, faculty create portfolios to

document their assignments and rubrics. The rubrics make

faculty intentions very explicit and public so that students

gain a better understanding of key expectations for

individual courses.

Cognitive peer coaching is another strategy wherein faculty

colleagues form pairs to improve instruction and

assessment over a sustained period of time. Each pair

enters into a formal written contract in which partners

agree how they will help each other. Faculty at Southern

Illinois University-Edwardsville have used this approach

and have engaged in: “direct observation of class meetings



(including pre- and post-observation meetings); Group

Instructional Feedback Techniques (GIFTs, including pre-

and post-GIFT meetings); review of syllabi, assignments,

exams, and other course materials, with special attention

paid to relevance to course objectives; and review of

student work samples and grading policies” (Andy

Pomerantz and Victoria Scott, see Resource A, p. 291).

The preparation and education of faculty and staff to

consider and plan assessment is a crucial element of the

process of implementing assessment (Jones, 2002). As

leaders thoughtfully plan and develop a series of ongoing

professional development learning experiences,

participating instructors and staff learn how to

conceptualize new ideas and receive constructive feedback

from their peers regarding needed improvements.

Assessing Processes as Well as

Outcomes

If the processes that lead to the outcomes of student

learning are not examined, one cannot truly improve those

outcomes. Measuring a desired outcome will do little to

improve it without a look at the processes that led to the

outcome. As Banta (Banta & Associates, 2002) has

reminded us, “a test score alone will not help us improve

student learning” (p. 273). What students and faculty do

makes a difference. Thus, student engagement has been

described as a key to student success (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh,

Whitt, & Associates, 2005). Student engagement is

commonly assessed using surveys such as the College

Student Experiences Questionnaire, and more recently the

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), as well as

locally developed instruments.



Faculty and staff at North Carolina State University

developed the First Year College Student Experiences

Survey (SES) to assess involvement by asking students

about the types of organizations in which they are involved;

the amount of time they spend on certain types of

activities; how often they use specific campus resources;

and interactions with faculty, peers, and residence hall peer

mentors (Kim Outing and Karen Hauschild, see p. 180).

Faculty support, shown by willingness to administer the

survey in the classroom, and the brevity and online

availability of the survey instrument contributed to the

success of this practice and ultimately to an expansion of

first-year programming.

Both a national survey and a locally developed survey were

employed to gauge the level of student engagement at Ohio

University (Joni Y. Wadley and Michael Williford, see

Resource A, p. 288). NSSE responses revealed that

freshman students were less engaged than their peers at

other universities. Discussions stimulated by presentations

of the NSSE data to deans, chairpersons, and faculty led to

the realization that there was not a common learning or

engagement experience for first-year students. Further, a

locally developed faculty engagement instrument provided

insights into instructional issues and faculty practices that

contributed to student engagement or the level thereof. A

resulting two-year study of the first-year experience

produced 33 recommendations of which 17 have been

successfully implemented. Another important development

is that additional resources have been put into first-year

programs, including the establishment of an office that

focuses on student success in the first year.

In 1991 Pascarella and Terenzini reviewed over 2,600

studies on the influence of college on students (Pascarella

& Terenzini, 1991) and again in 2005 they reviewed some

2,500 studies that had been conducted since the 1991



publication (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Evident in both

reviews is the important influence that teacher behavior

has on student learning. Specifically, faculty organization

and preparation have a positive influence on student

learning. These studies confirm the notion that process, or

how we arrive at an outcome, is essential to good results.

Consistent with the concept that process is critical to

outcomes, faculty at many institutions pay attention to

techniques that are found to improve student learning.

Medical and dental schools in the United States and

Canada have for many years used problem-based learning

(PBL). According to Natascha van Hattum-Janssen (see

Resource A, p. 289) the University of Minho in Portugal

employs a similar process called project-led education

(PLE) in engineering courses. In this process, faculty act as

tutors for teams of students who work on problems they

will face as they enter the profession to produce a model,

report, or other such product.

The pervasiveness of PLE at the University of Minho has

led faculty to rethink and redesign the faculty evaluation

process. Because the role of the faculty member now

resembles that of a facilitator rather than “sage on the

stage,” older faculty evaluation forms are not useful in

understanding the success of this more student-centered

process. Older forms ask questions about students’

expectations and perceptions of the instructor. Scales in a

newer version assess faculty knowledge of the subject,

faculty attitudes toward the PLE process, success of the

project, student critical thinking and problem-solving skills,

student attitude toward team work, and student

perceptions of their learning. Results from the new

instrument have helped instructors reflect on their areas of

strength as well as the overall PLE process and the

relatively new role of facilitator. Instructors have widely

varying interpretations of the tutoring or facilitating role



that the faculty member plays. This finding has suggested

the need for more training for faculty in an effort to close

this gap and to improve the process.

Although classroom processes are critical to student

learning, equally important is the assessment process itself.

Assessing and reporting results may serendipitously

coincide with improved student learning but can coincide

equally with no improvements if the process itself is not

viewed as sound or indeed is not sound. Continuously

reviewing and exploring new ways to assess student

learning is critical. During the evaluation process at St.

Mary’s College of Maryland, members of the Core

Curriculum Implementation Committee recognized the

need to develop coherence between, and to evaluate, the

various missions of the college, the core curriculum, and

the assessment process itself. Click, Coughlin, O’Sullivan,

Stover, and Nutt Williams (see p. 176) stress that these

connections are necessary for the success of the core

curriculum. Indeed this kind of strong linkage is vital to any

successful program.

Communicating and Using

Assessment Findings

One of the tenets of good research has always been that

results should be communicated and vetted so that the

research can benefit others as they pursue similar studies.

Those assessing student learning should be held to the

same standards and provided the opportunities to learn

from colleagues engaged in this process. March (2006)

reminds us of the importance of communicating the results

of assessment but points out that this step is often

considered last and is frequently ignored.



For many years now, assessment practitioners and

researchers have pleaded with faculty and staff to ensure

that assessment is an ongoing process that communicates

to faculty and staff about the learning outcomes and the

educational processes on campus and how well they are

working to improve student learning and development.

Those charged with compiling assessment results at the

campus level must find ways to share information about

findings that can help to improve teaching and

programming processes with those teaching and/or

designing and carrying out programs at the unit level.

Assessment leaders at the United States Military Academy

describe what they fondly call “state of the union

addresses” where course directors give updates on the

assessment of the core mathematics courses and the

relationship of findings to program goals (Graves and

Heidenberg; see Resource A, p. 293). In years past these

reports were done only in traditional print form. Though

these conversations are not mandatory for faculty, the

audience for the state of the union briefings has grown

steadily. They have proved to be a useful communication

mechanism for course directors to share information about

program strengths, issues and concerns, new initiatives,

and, most important, about student learning. Many more

faculty are hearing about best practices and improvement

ideas through these informal conversations.

Likewise, after instituting a new assessment program at

Florida A&M University, Uche O. Ohia (see p. 83) reports

that the success of this new approach has led to its

becoming an accepted framework for linking assessment

results to planning and budgeting. Instrumental in the

success of this initiative has been the open and consistent

communication about the process, the results, and best

practices to deans, directors, chairpersons, and vice



presidents through orientations, newsletters, roundtable

discussions, and the usual printed progress reports.

These first two chapters of Part One describe

characteristics of successful assessment initiatives through

their planning and implementing phases. In the third

chapter we explore ways to improve and sustain

assessment programs. We provide examples of successful

efforts to review and use assessment results as well as to

evaluate the assessment process itself and the outcomes

this process seeks to improve.



CHAPTER THREE

IMPROVING AND SUSTAINING

EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT

Many college and university faculty and staff have

developed and implemented assessment plans. In this

section, we initially review how faculty and staff can

provide credible evidence of student learning to relevant

internal and external stakeholders. We also examine how

academic leaders and those engaged in assessment can use

the information gleaned from various assessments to make

targeted improvements. Such improvements can include

making changes to the overall curriculum or academic

program, revising individual courses, or adding new

services with additional funding to address students’ needs.

A formal review of assessment reports can reveal trends or

patterns in how faculty and staff are using assessment

results to make enhancements. Finally, the formal

assessment plan should be evaluated as it is implemented

so that appropriate changes can be made to strengthen the

assessment measures or the assessment process itself. If

assessments yield meaningful results that faculty and staff

can use to identify necessary changes, there is greater

likelihood that the overall assessment process will be

sustained over time.

Providing Credible Evidence of

Learning to Multiple Stakeholders

Many faculty and staff members collect relevant and

meaningful assessment information pertaining to their

students. Often they use multiple assessments over a



period to time to determine how well their students have

mastered their intended learning outcomes. As Maki (2004)

notes, multiple assessment methods are crucial for the

following reasons. They

provide students with multiple opportunities to

demonstrate their learning that some may not have been

able to show within only timed, multiple choice tests;

reduce narrow interpretations of student performance

based on the limitations often inherent in one particular

method;

contribute to comprehensive interpretations of student

achievement at the institution, program, and course

levels;

value the diverse ways in which students learn; and

value the multiple dimensions of student learning and

development (p. 86–87).

Though some assessment leaders may be tempted to rely

mainly or solely on indirect methods (those that capture

students’ perceptions of their learning and the campus

environment), this approach does not generate enough

meaningful information. Most assessment plans

incorporate a combination of indirect assessments and

direct assessments (those that provide a direct

understanding of what students have learned). According

to Thomas P. Judd and Bruce Keith (p. 46), the United

States Military Academy (USMA) is an example of an

institution that draws on course-embedded assignments

(including projects, papers, and tests) to gather direct

evidence of student learning in relation to the USMA’s ten

specific academic goals. Faculty also survey students at

least three times and conduct focus groups with graduates’

employers. Judd and Keith report that the results gleaned


