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Accountability and demonstrating 
organizational effectiveness are two hallmarks 
of contemporary administrative practice in 
higher education in general and in student 
affairs administration in particular. As funding 
for student affairs is increasingly tied to the 
need to show how student affairs programs 
and services make a difference in higher 
education, accrediting bodies, governmental 
organizations, governing boards, students, 
parents, and other stakeholders continue 
to accelerate their demand that higher 
education organizations be accountable 
for their work. Consequently, the technical 
and methodological aspects of conducting 
assessment projects have become of critical 
importance to student affairs administrators. 
Assessment Methods for Student Affairs 
provides a practical guide to the nuts and 
bolts of conducting assessments, exploring 
issues such as how to get started, how to 
use survey instruments and software, how 
to collect and analyze data, how to present 
information in a meaningful form to the 
various stakeholders of the assessment 
project—whether by writing reports or 
conducting briefi ngs—and how to implement 
fi ndings.

Editor John Schuh and his fellow 
contributors, all experts in the fi eld, detail 
the methodological aspects of conducting 
assessment projects specifi cally for the 
student affairs practitioner who is ready to 
conduct assessment projects, but is not quite 
sure how to manage their technical aspects. 

The Editor
John H. Schuh is Distinguished Professor of 
Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
at Iowa State University, specializing in higher 
education and student affairs. He is the 
general editor of New Directions for Student 
Services and the author of two best-selling 
books on assessment in student affairs, and 
he has conducted numerous workshops on 
assessment topics.

Praise for Assessment Methods for Student Affairs

“ Any student affairs practitioners who are serious about demonstrating that their 
programs and services make a difference must read this book. After reading the 
manuscript, I committed to myself to buy a copy of this book for each of the twenty-
fi ve departments in our organization. The contents of this book will offer guidance to 
help student affairs leaders identify appropriate methods to document and explain 
the outcomes of our work.”

— Larry D. Roper, vice provost for student affairs and interim dean, 
Liberal Arts, Oregon State University

“ If you want to do better assessment, read this book. Wisdom from more than thirty 
years of assessment experience is condensed into practical advice, selected case 
studies, and superb guidelines for the mechanics of doing assessment well. After 
reading this book, you will design better assessment projects; collect, analyze, and 
report data more effectively; and your colleagues will act on the results. Oh, and your 
institution will improve as well.”

—Gary R. Hanson, senior research and policy analyst, the University of Texas System

“ Assessment Methods for Student Affairs is fi lled with useful advice for any student 
affairs professional engaged in selecting and implementing assessment methods 
in his or her practice. The case study examples allow readers to follow practical 
decision-making steps involved in selecting and applying methods. In addition, the 
steps for implementation are clearly stated and, if followed, will most likely save many 
practitioners from mistakes they may have otherwise easily and understandably 
made.”

— Marilee J. Bresciani, associate professor, Administration, Rehabilitation, and 
Postsecondary Education, and co-director, Center for Educational Leadership, 
Innovation, and Policy, San Diego State University
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Using a variety of case studies and concrete 
examples to illustrate various assessment 
approaches, the authors lead the reader 
step-by-step through each phase of the 
assessment process with jargon-free, hands-
on guidance.

This book is not written for statisticians, 
qualitative methodologists, theoreticians, 
psychometrists, or others whose careers 
are centered on the development or 
refi nement of various research paradigms. 
Written by practitioners for practitioners 
in a straightforward and accessible style, 
Assessment Methods for Student Affairs 
will ensure that anyone conducting an 
assessment can complete it successfully and 
effi ciently.
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FOREWORD

When my colleague and friend John Schuh asked me to write a
Foreword for this book, I had two reactions. The first was ‘‘We
wrote a book on assessment just a couple of years ago; isn’t it
too soon to write another?’’ Then (at John’s insistence) I did
the math, and sure enough, our last book was about eight years
ago, so another is definitely very timely and needed. My second
reaction was ‘‘Is there that much new in the field of assessment
in the last eight years to write another?’’ And once again, John
was right. After reading the manuscript, I concluded that more
than enough has been learned over the past eight years by both
scholars and practitioners to justify an update.

John and his colleagues attempted to meet an almost impos-
sible challenge. On the one hand, there must be enough of the
‘‘basics’’ of assessment in student affairs to inform those practi-
tioners who may not know much about the topic. On the other
hand, those practitioners with more knowledge and experience
with assessment will want a book that ‘‘takes them to the next
level’’ in developing and conducting assessments that inform
policy and practice.

I believe this book successfully meets this challenge. For
those with little or no familiarity with assessment, John and his
colleagues have restated, extended, and updated basics of assess-
ment, beginning with the most important question of all: ‘‘Why
are we doing this assessment?’’ Other basics include the many
different types of assessment, getting started, data collection,
selecting/sampling/soliciting subjects, data analysis, and perhaps

ix
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most important, communicating assessment results in ways that
influence policy and practice.

But this book is not simply a badly needed review and
update of assessment practices. It also includes many topics that
deserve far greater attention than they have received in the past.
For example, too often practitioners assume that assessments
require collecting new data, while in fact there may be already
existing local or nationally accessible data that could answer the
assessment question under consideration. Moreover, practitioners
sometimes assume that the methodology question is ‘‘either/or’’
while in fact a mixed methodology study may yield the most
useful and useable results. Instrumentation is always a moving
target, with new and more psychometrically sound instruments
available. And the ethics of assessment are often overlooked,
with sometimes negative consequences, particularly for students.
All of these and many other topics previously neglected in the
literature are highlighted, discussed and explained in this book.

As the authors of this book correctly point out, the assessment
‘‘movement’’ has come a long way since the early 1990s, when the
whole notion of the importance of assessment was questioned,
the tools to conduct assessments were less sophisticated and
accessible, and many student affairs practitioners were naı̈ve about
or intimidated by the prospect of ‘‘doing’’ assessment. Thanks to
John Schuh and his colleagues, this book is an excellent ‘‘next
step’’ in the continuing effort to make assessment a necessary and
routine part of informing, influencing, and framing student affairs
policy and practice.

Lee Upcraft
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PREFACE

In 1976 while I was working as assistant director of housing at Ari-
zona State University, the department received a notice from the
Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE)
announcing that a workshop on the ecosystems approach to
environmental assessment was going to be held in Phoenix. Rep-
resentatives from WICHE member institutions were invited to
attend this workshop at no cost. It was to be led by Dr. Ursula
Delworth, a WICHE staff person. Since the topic was interesting,
I organized a team from ASU to attend. The only obligation we
had to fulfill was to try to field test the model the next academic
year. We agreed to do that and attended the workshop.

That experience was my introduction to assessment in student
affairs. The footnote to the experience was that we did field test
the model during the next two academic years, and then I moved
on to Indiana University, where we applied the model each of
the next nine academic years. I also used it several times in my
days as associate vice president at Wichita State.

In the early 1990s I had an idea that a New Directions for
Student Services sourcebook might be written on assessment in
student affairs. I approached Peggy Barr, one of the editors at
the time, about the project. She referred me to Gale Erlandson,
the editor for books on higher education at Jossey-Bass, who
had been in communication with Lee Upcraft about doing a
book on assessment in student affairs. Gale then brought us
together and asked that we consider collaborating on a book
on assessment in student affairs. We agreed to undertake the

xi
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project, and that led to our first book on assessment, Assessment
in Student Affairs (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). A few years later
she asked us to prepare a companion volume, Assessment Practice
in Student Affairs (Schuh & Upcraft, 2001). In the intervening
years Lee and I wrote several articles and conducted a number of
workshops on assessment practice at professional conferences, as
well for specific campuses.

Over time I began to focus less on trying to convince the
participants at our workshops that conducting assessment projects
is a necessary element in student affairs practice and more on
how to conduct assessment projects. Specific issues addressed were
how to deal with the nuts and bolts of conducting assessments,
including exploring such issues as how to get started, how to
select an instrument, how to collect and analyze data, and how
to present information in a meaningful form to the various
stakeholders of the assessment project.

Based on that experience I concluded that a book on assess-
ment methods was needed. That is, practitioners were seeking
ideas about how to conduct assessment projects. They had
moved beyond the ‘‘convincing’’ stage in their thinking about
assessment and needed practical advice about how to conduct
assessments. With that in mind I proposed a third book in
what has become an assessment series. David Brightman, Gale’s
successor at Jossey-Bass, quickly agreed, and this project was
launched.

Purpose of This Book

The book discusses the methodological aspects of conducting
assessment projects. It is designed for the student affairs practi-
tioner who is ready to conduct assessment projects but is not quite
sure how to manage the technical aspects of the project. With
that purpose in mind, the book should help student affairs staff
who are not sure how to address sampling issues in assessment
projects, how to collect and analyze data, how to report results,
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and so on. Our writing team has provided much more detail
about the ‘‘how to’’ aspects of assessment projects than Lee and I
did in our previous volumes. We see this book as complementary
to the previous books that we prepared on assessment, as well as
providing an update on the methodology of assessment.

Audience for This Book

The book is written primarily for student affairs practitioners who
are preparing to undertake assessment projects. In preparing the
book I have made several assumptions:

1. That the readers of the book are ready to conduct
an assessment project. That is, they do not need to
be convinced that conducting assessment projects
is a worthwhile use of their time and resources.

2. That the readers are interested in ideas, suggestions,
and recommendations for how to conduct assessment
projects. In short, they are looking for useful advice
about the process of conducting assessment projects.

3. That readers have institutional assets in place or such
assets can be secured to conduct assessment projects. By
that I mean that they can secure help as is necessary
to complete a project. An example might be that
although the person conducting the assessment may
not be an expert on statistical techniques, the person
knows where to go on campus to get this sort of help.

The secondary audience for this book is graduate students
in student affairs preparation programs who want to learn more
about assessment techniques. This volume can be helpful to
graduate students once they understand the basic elements of
the research process, which they should learn in a foundational
course. It is not a primer in statistics, nor does it claim to be a
foundational publication in qualitative methodologies. Instead,
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it focuses on solving practical problems related to assessment in
student affairs.

The book is not written for statisticians, qualitative method-
ologists, theoreticians, psychometrists, or others whose careers are
centered on the development or refinement of various research
paradigms. Rather, it is prepared primarily by practitioners for
practitioners, based on our combined decades of experience with
assessment projects.

Some Caveats

We offer some caveats about what this book is and is not.
First, this book does not discuss theory. We understand that

theories are foundational in the work in assessment and eval-
uation, but our purpose for the book was to focus on practical
issues and practical problems. Topics such as sampling theory,
theories under girding statistical techniques, instrument develop-
ment, and various theoretical foundations that support qualitative
inquiry are not addressed. We recognize that an extensive and
important body of literature provides the theories that support
work described in this volume but we saw no reason to repeat
that information. Part Two of Building a Scholarship of Assessment
(Banta & Associates, 2002) provides an excellent discussion of
theoretical foundations of assessment, and I recommend that
resource to readers interested in the topic.

Second, we do not use the terms assessment and evaluation
interchangeably (see Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). For the purpose
of this book, we define assessment as we did in our previous
volumes: ‘‘any effort to gather, analyze, and interpret evidence
which describes institutional, departmental, divisional, or agency
effectiveness’’ (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996, p. 18). We define eval-
uation as ‘‘any effort to use assessment evidence to improve
institutional, departmental, divisional or agency effectiveness’’
(Upcraft & Schuh, 1996, p. 19).
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Third, this is not a text about research methods, even though
we use the term research methods from time to time in this book.
Lee Upcraft and I differentiated assessment and research years ago
(Upcraft & Schuh, 2002). I reiterate that we understand the
difference between research and assessment, but we wanted to
develop a volume that focuses on assessment in student affairs,
which has a practical framework, and not deviate from our focus.

Fourth, we do not have a preference in terms of our method-
ological approach to assessment. Our view is that the problem
being assessed should drive the decision about the methodological
approach to employ. Therefore, the kind of data that are necessary
to provide answers to the questions framing our inquiry should
determine the methods employed. This book is not intended to
advance a particular methodology; if readers are looking for advo-
cacy in favor of qualitative or quantitative methods, they will be
disappointed. Both methodological approaches have great value
in our view, and the decision to choose one over the other in an
assessment project hinges on the dynamics of the project and its
goals. In fact, we advocate the use of mixed methodologies, as is
explained in detail in Chapter Nine.

Fifth, I have used the ‘‘royal we’’ extensively. When I use the
term we, I am referring to the collective thinking of Lee Upcraft
and me. Lee and I worked closely for the better part of a decade
on the development of literature focusing on assessment, and
in the end, it became impossible for us to identify which ideas
were his and which were mine. Although he is not an author of
this book, his ideas can be found on virtually every page. Lee’s
thinking on assessment is brilliant, and I want to acknowledge
his contributions to the assessment movement in general and to
my thinking and learning in particular.

Finally, the book is not about assessing student learning that
is part of students’ classroom or formal curricular experiences.
Although student affairs practitioners may teach classes or con-
tribute to the formal curriculum in many ways, this book focuses
on student learning that occurs under the purview of student
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affairs practitioners, who, typically, are not members of an insti-
tution’s teaching faculty. We think this learning is central to a
student’s education, as has been demonstrated at many colleges
and universities (see, for example, Kuh, Schuh, & Whitt, 1991;
Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005). Wonderful resources are
available to assess student learning in the context of the formal
curriculum, among them Suskie (2004), Huba and Freed (2000),
and Angelo and Cross (1993).

Overview of the Contents

We have organized the contents of this book differently than had
we prepared a research report or taught a class on appropriate
steps in writing a dissertation. The book has been organized
more closely to resemble the assessment process rather than
an assessment report. For example, in an assessment report you
would describe the selection of participants, choice of instru-
ment, and then data analysis methods. However, when you begin
the assessment process, it is important to think about the big-
ger picture—what methodological approach would most likely
answer your assessment goals, what data are currently available,
what instruments should be used, and who are the participants.

Fundamental to our approach is the nature of the assessment
that we are contemplating, and it can be explained best with
an illustration. If, on the one hand, we were responsible for
a study abroad program that involved ten students spending a
month in another country, we would not consider conducting a
quantitative assessment of their experiences. Rather, we would
consider some combination of qualitative methods, including,
but not necessarily limited to, conducting a series of focus groups
with the participants before, during, and after their experience,
perhaps asking them to keep journals of their experiences and
possibly using other techniques, such as photographic inquiry. On
the other hand, if we wanted to collect baseline data related to the
perceptions of a student body consisting of 20,000 undergraduates



Schuh f02.tex V3 - 08/14/2008 3:10pm Page xvii

PREFACE xvii

regarding a proposed new food service program, we probably
would want to conduct a survey.

We begin the book with getting started in assessment in stu-
dent affairs. We present various reasons for conducting assessment
projects, introduce some ideas about how to begin assessment in
student affairs, and identify different types of assessment projects.
We conclude Chapter One with a few success stories from cam-
puses that have been very successful in conducting assessment
projects.

Sometimes data are available and ready to be mined for
assessment projects. Kevin Saunders and Darin R. Wohlgemuth
provide details about using databases in assessment projects in
Chapter Two. Their perspective is that many offices on campus
are potential sources of data and resources for assessment projects
and should not be overlooked as wonderful institutional assets.
They also identify national databases that can be accessed through
the World Wide Web.

In Chapter Three, R. M. Cooper presents strategies about how
best to develop and implement data collection from students and
other student affairs constituencies. The author presents advan-
tages and disadvantages of various data collection techniques.

Ann M. Gansemer-Topf and Darin R. Wohlgemuth examine
topics related to sampling and attracting subjects to assessment
projects in Chapter Four. Typically, assessment projects are about
people, and securing their participation can be challenging but
is absolutely essential in the success of an assessment project.
The authors also discuss problems with survey fatigue and use of
incentives to increase participation.

Kevin Saunders and R. M. Cooper examine the challenges
of identifying appropriate instruments for assessment projects in
Chapter Five. They discuss using commercially prepared instru-
ments or developing local instruments for quantitative studies,
and they also take a look at developing protocols for interviewing
participants, reviewing documents, and conducting observations
in qualitative assessment.
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R. M. Cooper and Mack C. Shelley, II address data analysis
in Chapter Six. They provide examples for various data analysis
procedures and present a number of choices (that is, statistical
procedures) for quantitative data analysis. Our thinking is that
in reviewing these choices, if a person is not deeply versed in
statistics, after selecting the statistics of interest, assistance can be
identified to work through the technical aspects of the analysis.
The authors also discuss data analysis in qualitative studies.

The next step after analyzing the data is to share the informa-
tion with interested in stakeholders. In Chapter Seven we present
ideas about preparing reports and conducting briefings, with a
special emphasis on identifying recommendations for practice
and change. Those engaged in an assessment project should take
the initiative in setting the agenda for change, based on the
findings of the study.

The ethical dimensions of assessment are central in any
project. This includes protecting the participants from risk and
adhering to federal and institutional requirements. In Chapter
Eight we provide detailed information about the ethical dimen-
sions of assessment.

The use of mixed methodologies can result in particularly
rich assessment studies. This means that the methodologies are
complementary and can be used to inform each other. In Chapter
Nine we offer a case study that uses mixed methodological
approaches.

Finally, we present some ideas about the future of assessment
in Chapter Ten. Institutions will be called upon to engage in
assessment projects at an increasing rate in the future, and student
affairs practitioners will need to meet this challenge. We think
that they are well positioned to provide institutional leadership
in meeting the demands for accountability in the future.
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About the Contributors

The writing team that was assembled for this volume consists of
faculty and administrators at Iowa State University. The team’s
members have been engaged extensively in assessment projects
over the past decade, and much of their current work focuses on
using data to inform decision making and professional practice.
They advise practitioners on assessment projects on a routine
basis and conduct studies of their own. I am very grateful to each
of them for contributing their ideas to this publication.

A Final Word

At the beginning of this introduction I noted my first exposure
to assessment in 1976 through attendance at a workshop led by
Ursula Delworth. Her thinking about how to conduct assessment
projects has influenced me over the past thirty years. I will
always be grateful to her for her assistance and encouragement.
My colleagues at Arizona State University, Indiana University,
Wichita State University, and Iowa State University have been
extraordinary with their help, guidance, expertise, and support
as I have taken on assessment projects with them to improve
the experiences of college students. Gale Erlandson and David
Brightman have been so helpful in encouraging me to put my
ideas regarding assessment on paper, and without their help, none
of these books would have been published. But most of all I want
to acknowledge and thank my colleague and friend, Lee Upcraft,
from whom I have learned so much about assessment and student
affairs practice over the years.

John H. Schuh
Ames, Iowa
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ASSESSMENT AS AN ESSENTIAL
DIMENSION OF CONTEMPORARY
STUDENT AFFAIRS PRACTICE

When Lee Upcraft and I wrote our first book about assessment
(Upcraft & Schuh, 1996), we asserted that conducting assessment
projects was an essential element of student affairs practice. At
the time, assessment in student affairs was a relatively recent
phenomenon, although the concept of doing assessments had
been around for several decades (see, for example, Aulepp &
Delworth, 1976). We asserted that studies would have to be
undertaken by student affairs practitioners because we thought
that the stakeholders of their units would demand data that would
confirm the important contributions of student affairs programs
and services to student learning and growth.

Much of our thinking had a financial lens to it. We thought,
for example, that institutions might choose to outsource programs
and services that historically had been assigned to student affairs
if they were not cost effective. We also thought that student
affairs units had to be able to demonstrate that they contributed
to student learning and development. If they could not, questions
as to their efficacy would be raised, and they might be outsourced
or eliminated.

We really did not have a crystal ball when we made these
assertions, but if we were to look back over the past decade, it
is clear that assessment has emerged as an activity of increasing
significance in the work of student affairs practitioners, as well
as faculty members. Moreover, studies conducted of institutions
of higher education that have been successful in achieving their
educational goals for students (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt,

1
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2005) have shown that assessment has become an important
element in student affairs practice.

In this chapter, we identify and discuss reasons that contrib-
ute to why accountability in student affairs has become an
essential dimension of contemporary student affairs practice. We
also describe how assessment is linked to other organizational
functions in student affairs. We then provide suggestions about
how to get started in conducting assessment projects and identify
a number of different kinds of assessment projects that student
affairs leaders might consider. We conclude with a few examples
of institutions that are undertaking ongoing assessment projects
in student affairs.

The Current Press for Accountability

As is the case in many elements of our society (medicine, K–12
schools, state government), the emphasis on accountability in
higher education has accelerated in the past decade or two
(Leveille, 2006). The Commission of the Secretary of Educa-
tion (U.S. Department of Education, 2006) made it clear that
assessment of student learning outcomes needs to be central in
the process of accountability. The Commission added, ‘‘Accred-
itation agencies should make performance outcomes, including
completion rates and student learning, the core of their assess-
ment as a priority over inputs or processes’’ (p. 25). Berger and
Lyon describe the situation this way: ‘‘The past fifteen years have
seen accountability become a more important mandate in higher
education’’ (2005, p. 26). In addition, governing boards and legis-
latures are increasing influential in the priorities and operations of
institutions (National Association of Student Personnel Admin-
istrators and American College Personnel Association, 2004).
Colleges and universities increasingly are being asked to demon-
strate how they make a difference in the lives of students, how
they contribute to the economic development of their communi-
ties and states, and how they contribute to the national welfare.
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Although some institutions may have the luxury of ignoring this
increasing pressure perhaps due to an extraordinary endowment
or a unique niche in American higher education, the fact is that
in contemporary higher education, the vast majority of institu-
tions cannot afford to ignore the multidimensional contemporary
press for accountability. In turn, various units of institutions of
higher education, including student affairs, are being asked to
demonstrate various forms of accountability. Several of these
forms of accountability are discussed below.

Contributions to Student Learning

Certainly since the release of two reports, Involvement in Learning
(Study Group on the Conditions of Excellence in Higher Edu-
cation, 1984) and An American Imperative: Higher Expectations
for Higher Education (Wingspread Group on Higher Education,
1993), interest has focused in higher education on enriching
the undergraduate experience. The Study Group’s report rec-
ommended ways that institutions could provide experiences for
undergraduates that would increase student involvement and
raise expectations for student achievement. It also provided rec-
ommendations for assessment and feedback. Taking this work a
step further, the Wingspread Group asserted, ‘‘society must hold
higher education to much higher expectations or risk national
decline’’ (p. 1). Other reports built on this report including The
Student Learning Imperative (American College Personnel Asso-
ciation, 1996) and Learning Reconsidered (National Association
of Student Personnel Administrators and American College Per-
sonnel Association, 2004). All of these documents urged higher
standards for higher education, better communication, and the
production of evidence on the part of higher education that
students were being held to rigorous standards. In short, higher
education was being asked to demonstrate that students were
learning what institutions said they were learning. Since student
affairs units have asserted for decades that students learn from
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the experiences provided in out-of-class expediencies (see Baird,
2003), they, too, have to produce evidence to sustain their claims.

Retention

Closely related to learning is the extent to which various units
on college campuses contribute to institutional retention efforts.
Retention has several dimensions to it. Most important, reten-
tion data are linked to the extent to which students are able
to achieve their educational goals. For example, over 95% of
entering students planned to earn a bachelor’s degree or higher
in 2006 (Almanac Edition, 2007, p. A18), but the six-year grad-
uation rate of students who entered college in 1999–2000 was
55.9% (Almanac Edition, 2007, p. A14). Also important are the
financial implications of students’ dropping out. Students incur
debt and institutions suffer financial losses when students drop
out. No one benefits from students’ not being retained.

Tinto (2005) described the situation his way: ‘‘Today it
is more important than ever for institutions to respond to the
challenge of increasing student success. Forced to cope with tight,
if not shrinking, budgets, institutions face mounting pressure
to improve their rates of student retention and graduation’’
(p. ix). Consequently, student affairs practitioners might choose
to explore the following questions. Does the first year experience
program contribute to retention? If students live in residence
halls are they more likely to be retained from the first year to the
second and ultimately graduate? If the college has an extensive
learning communities program, does participation in this program
improve a student’s chances for being retained and ultimately
graduating?

Political Pressure

Not only is this pressure coming from study groups, think tanks,
and the like, but the political environment, for various reasons,


