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Put to the Test: Making Sense of Educational Assessment

hen it comes to assessment, there are enough perspectives, stakeholders, tools and

methodologies to make your head spin. To be sure, despite the admirable goal of
improving student learning by assessment, the trend toward greater accountability is often
viewed as something that is imposed upon higher education institutions; infringing on an
institution’s autonomy and stifling faculty members’ academic freedom without providing
truly meaningful data to justify the additional workload it generates.

Meanwhile, others accept the fact that assessment is here to stay and strategies that,
with careful planning, it’s entirely possible to design exactly the type of assessment sys-
tems you need to get precisely the type of information required for an accurate picture of
learning outcomes.

This Academic Leader special report delivers valuable insight and strategies to help you
make sense of the sometimes complex means to achieve assessment’s simple, but very
worthwhile objectives. Topics include:

e Creating a sustainable, faculty-driven assessment initiative;
® Assessing class participation;

® Matching assessment methods to institutional goals;

e The role of student affairs in assessment;

¢ Assessing the millennial generation;

e Gaining faculty buy in; and

e Alternative approaches to assessment.

Whether you’re a new faculty member looking to incorporate assessment into your
classes, or an experienced member of a departmental or institutional assessment team,
this special report will provide you with valuable tools and thought-provoking ideas from
educators who have successfully implemented assessment programs at their institutions.

Rob Kelly
Editor
Academic Leader
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Creating a Sustainable, Faculty-
Driven Assessment Initiative

By Rob Kelly

Meaningful program assessment
requires faculty participation.

The challenge of getting faculty in-
volved and staying involved lies in
convincing them that the benefits of
assessment are worth any additional
work it generates.

One way to start the discussion
about assessment is to initially work
with department chairs, preferably
when they are not too busy. To get
departments on board, Oberlin Col-
lege conducts assessment workshops
between terms. In its first assessment
workshop in January 2005, depart-
ment chairs met with assessment ex-
perts, who had them identify their
goals and start to think about how
they could best measure progress to-
ward those goals in ways that would
be directly observable.

The goal of that first workshop was
for each chair to develop a single in-
direct measure of learning out-
comes—something that asks students
about their impressions of the learn-
ing experience. “You’re not asking for
evidence; you’re asking someone to
provide a subjective report on what
they think they’ve learned,” says
Patty deWinstanley, associate dean of
Oberlin’s College of Arts and Sci-
ences. These indirect, subjective
measures often ask questions related
to writing, public speaking, quantita-
tive skills, and critical thinking, and
can include student surveys con-
ducted at various times throughout
the program. Oberlin currently has in
place a freshman survey, and deWin-
stanley expects all departments to
have a senior survey in place soon.

In the next workshop during the
summer, the department chairs
worked on developing direct meas-
ures of learning outcomes. DeWin-
stanley has made an effort to make
the departments feel validated in
what they are already doing, not try
to get them to go after something
completely new and different. They
can use grades, but they can’t simply
use grades in and of themselves be-
cause grades do not allow for a direct
measure of student learning.

“We work with them to determine
a rubric for their department and to
align those rubrics with their depart-
ment-level goals so that they then
have a piece of paper that can help
someone, for example, take a look at
an exam and see which questions are
trying to tap into the department’s
goals and then also to see what the
faculty members had in mind as they
went through and graded that ques-
tion,” deWinstanley says. “In that
way we could build on what the de-
partment is already doing. If they’re
doing exams and they want to report
back with their exams as an indicator
of student learning, they can. If it’s a
senior project or thesis, they could do
that. If it’s a portfolio that students
put together, they could do that.
We’ve sat down with each depart-
ment and said, ‘What do you already
do? What are some of the products of
your students’ learning that you’re al-
ready collecting?” And then we for-
malized it.”

Formalization means keeping some
of the papers, exams or other prod-
ucts of learning and using rubrics to

score them to show what the stu-
dents learned. “The rubrics are a way
that you can express the goal in a
fashion that allows you to observe
the actual behaviors. What are you
actually looking for when you’re
grading? Grades are OK, but they’re
just not enough. You have to pair
with those grades this kind of expres-
sion of what it means to have re-
ceived an A, B, or C in a course,”
deWinstanley says.

Faculty participation in assessment
is needed because faculty have con-
tent expertise and need to choose as-
sessment techniques to match
content-specific learning objectives.
“Each department has a different way
of doing things. That’s the real
strength of this. We allow this to be
very much driven by the department.
First of all they are very much the ex-
perts at looking at student learning in
their fields. I wouldn’t even begin to
know how to look at student learning
in the history department because my
training is in psychology,” deWin-
stanley says.

There is great variety in the direct
measures of student learning at Ober-
lin, including standardized tests,
alignment of certain sections of the
GRE with department-level goals, stu-
dent profiles, senior theses, and semi-
nar papers.

In order for assessment to be use-
ful, it must measure learning out-
comes over time. This is why
deWinstanley and her colleagues are
working with departments to make
these activities sustainable. “We want
assessment to be a regular part of the
department’s activities and reports
that already exist, and we hopefully
have gotten across that it’s not any
one individual in the department that
takes this on; rather, this is shared
across the department,” deWinstan-
ley says.

As departments discover the bene-
fits of ongoing assessment, deWin-
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stanley invites faculty from those de-
partments to speak to other depart-
ments about those advantages.

If that doesn’t convince depart-
ments to get involved in assessment,
deWinstanley reminds faculty that
the assessment committee also con-
ducts program reviews, which affects
how resources get allocated. “A de-
partment that decides not to do any
assessment at all will actually be in a
very bad situation when program re-
view time rolls around, because they

will not have the kind of information
that other departments have to show
why they need an addition to staff or
why they need an increase in their
budgets,” deWinstanley says.

Ongoing workshops will give fac-
ulty the opportunity to talk about
their progress and remind them that
“we always have to be thinking about
assessment at the department level,”
deWinstanley says.

“Busy faculty have to make deci-
sions all the time about what they
can and can’t do, and unless they
feel like assessment is valued by the

institution, I think that that’s really a
problem for sustainability. By provid-
ing feedback to the departments, we
not only help them to further develop
their instruments and learn more
about the questions they may have,
but we also show them that the insti-
tution values the work they’ve done,”
deWinstanley says. @

Portfolio System Provides Integrated Assessment
across the Institution

By Rob Kelly

n 2000, the college of education at

the University of Nebraska at
Omaha (UNO) introduced an elec-
tronic portfolio system for its stu-
dents. The goal was to get students to
understand their own learning by re-
quiring them to create these portfo-
lios that highlight their work.
Building on that success, the univer-
sity is in the process of implementing
myMAPP, (Mapping Academic Per-
formance through ePorfolios), an
electronic portfolio system that inte-
grates student, faculty, staff, depart-
ment, college, and campus
performance measures.

Although there are commercially
available electronic portfolios, the
university decided to design its own
system. “We spent four months look-
ing at commercially available prod-
ucts three years ago, but none of
them met our needs. The products
would have had to drive the process,
and we were so adamantly against

that. We wanted the process to drive
the product, so we developed our
own,” says Neal Topp, professor of
education at UNO.

The myMAPP system is intended to
serve as a self-reflection as well as a
means of documenting and assessing
performance. For faculty, this means
that they will use these portfolios to
collect academic/professional activi-
ties, practices and achievements re-
lated to teaching, research, and
service to reflect on their perform-
ance as well as generate reports for
promotion and tenure documentation
and annual reviews.

Because the myMAPP system is
database driven, information needs to
be entered only once and can be used
for different purposes. For example, a
faculty member could include an ex-
ample of student work (from the stu-
dent’s portfolio) to be used as a basis
for the faculty member’s personal re-
flection on his or her progress in an

aspect of teaching, as evidence of
learning outcomes to support the fac-
ulty member’s case for tenure, as evi-
dence at the department level to
indicate progress in teaching, and to
illustrate progress toward college
and/or university teaching goals.

“At the end you’ve got a tool that
allows you to answer key questions
and provide key metrics that our ad-
ministration and other constituencies
hold us accountable for,” says
Stephen Shorb, dean of the University
Library. “You could very rapidly get
information such as how many juried
papers were delivered, how many
grants were applied for, and how
many grants were awarded. [ love it
because the library is different from a
lot of departments. All of the staff
and faculty teach and provide service
to the campus and the community,
and this is a way for us to record
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those things and roll them into the
total institutional effort.”

One of the strengths of myMAPP is
the ability to incorporate artifacts—
documents, multimedia, projects,
etc.—things that do not necessarily
come across on paper into the system
as a way of cataloging one’s work.
“The system has really caught on
with the faculty since they realized
it’s a good personal archive system. If
they have a document associated
with an achievement that they want
to put in their own portfolio, then
they don’t have to worry about find-
ing it a few years from now, because
it’s saved in the system,” Shorb says.

Creating and adding to myMAPP is
relatively easy. A series of pull-down
menus walks users through the
process of entering new items into
the system, which takes approxi-
mately 10 minutes.

Some users choose to update their
portfolios regularly, while others do it
as needed (in anticipation of an an-
nual review, for example). Most users
try to get all their information entered
into the system because in the long
run having all the information can
save time and effort—once the infor-
mation is in the system it can be ma-
nipulated to suit a variety of needs
such as grant or award applications.
“It’s very easy once you have the in-
formation in the system to reorder it
in any way you would like. It eases
requests for information that come in
from so many different sources,” says
Sheri Rogers, associate vice chancel-
lor for academic and student affairs
at UNO.

Each user can create a personal
view of the portfolio that others can-
not access. For example, a faculty
member can create personal goals
and ways of measuring progress to-
ward those goals and choose not to
show this information to the person
he or she reports to.

For students, adapting to the
myMAPP system is quite easy. Many

have used similar portfolios in their
K-12 education, and the technology is
not all that different from Facebook
and MySpace, Shorb says.

The learning curve is a bit steeper
for faculty and staff. Until recently,
just the early adopters have used the
system; however, faculty are now re-
quired to have their information in
the system as a way of providing evi-
dence for accreditation and other ex-
ternal constituencies. “We’re a
metropolitan university, so our com-
munity is very important to us. Being
able to aggregate some of that data
and presenting it to some of con-
stituents—business, nonprofits, gov-
ernment, and other community
entities—is very important to us,”
Topp says.

Creating myMAPP has been a col-
laborative effort among a variety of
people at UNO. Here are some ele-
ments of that process that have
helped make it a success:

e Bottom-up/top-down. “This isn’t
just an administrative issue,”
Topp says. “I think it’s important
to have faculty, staff, and stu-
dents involved as well. We in-
cluded faculty and staff from
many colleges from the very be-
ginning.”

e Regular communication. “We
have been trying to communicate
very carefully, which is hard to
do across a campus this size, but
we are really diligent at finding
ways to do that. We think it’s im-
portant,” Topp says.

¢ Training. “Training worked really
well for us on three key points: it
was conceptual in nature—those
who didn’t have a background in
portfolio-based assessment got a
lot of conceptual information;
training focused on the individ-
ual department, so each depart-
ment had a chance to work out
among themselves how this was
going to work within their own
frameworks; third, we did the
technical part. I think a lot of

people tend to jump to the how
to manipulate the software part.
The conceptual and department
tailoring, I think, was equally im-
portant,” Shorb says.

e Kickoff meeting. A Kickoff meet-
ing in the library provided time
for people to ask questions. “We
divided people into small groups
to implement this. [We] selected
those specifically for departments
that had a lot of permutations in
their reporting structures and
tried to capture up front all the
difficulties we would have in im-
plementing and also made sure
that the ‘quirky’ people we had
were distributed evenly across
groups because we wanted those
outlying points of view,” Shorb
says.

e Feedback loop. “While we were
trying to model continuous im-
provement, we were continu-
ously improving in a timely
manner. If all the faculty were ex-
periencing the same problem, we
fixed it right away so it illustrated
that we were listening to them,”
Rogers says.

Topp reports that feedback from de-
partment chairs has been predomi-
nantly positive. They say myMAPP:

e provides a database of accom-

plishments,

® makes reporting much easier,

e forces chairs to use technology,

e levels the playing field—all use

the same system,

e helps faculty understand the use

of data,

¢ has seemed to make reflection

more thoughtful. @



Assessment for the Millennial

Generation

By Christopher Hill

resh assessment techniques are
Fneeded to gauge student learning
in online classes, Julie Giuliani says.
Giuliani is the executive dean of the
Virtual College at Florida Community
College-Jacksonville(FCCJ), which
serves some 39,000 distance stu-
dents. Giuliani has what she refers to
as “a passion for assessment.” She
has been working with assessment
for years, since she was a graduate
student researching classroom assess-
ment techniques.

“There’s been volumes of research
that says there’s no significant differ-
ence in terms of grades between stu-
dents on land and online,” Giuliani
says. “But there isn’t any formative
kind of mechanism to gauge online
student learning progress. We really
can’t validate how well our students
are learning online.”

She believes that the new wave of
so-called Millennial students calls for
what she refers to as “new millen-
nium assessment approaches.” What
she means by this is the employment
of assessment techniques that are
specifically designed for online
media, that are part of the structure
of the course, and where students
perform self assessment as they par-
ticipate in course activities.

One of the first things Giuliani did
when she came into her position was
to familiarize herself with the quality
of teaching and learning in the online
courses. As she went through the
process, it became evident to her
that, while they were doing many
things right, they still weren’t where
they needed to be in terms of creating

a culture of systematic observation of
student learning.

The students were already familiar
with social networking sites like
YouTube and MySpace, with podcasts
and blogs, and with devices like cell
phones and iPods. She came to be-
lieve that to engage these students in
the process of assessment your best
bet was to use the same kinds of
media. FCCJ had been forward look-
ing in the emphasis it gave to multi-
media in its online program. The
school had created a faculty resource
center where any faculty member—
full-time or adjunct—could produce
their own multimedia tools.

Giuliani soon began to look for an
opportunity to try out her ideas. The
school’s interim associate dean hap-
pened to also be an online adjunct
history professor. Giuliani proposed
to her that they use her American
history course as a laboratory to ex-
periment with multimedia assess-
ment tools.

Podcasts and self-assessment
The first thing that they tried was a
podcast of a re-enactment of a mo-
ment in American history. They
scripted a podcast in which a 14
year-old girl described her family’s
journey West on the Oregon Trail in
the 19th Century. They recruited a
part-time actress from the resource
center staff to read the script. They
created a link to the podcast on the
course’s website. The online students
did the assigned reading about the
Westward expansion, and then lis-
tened to the podcast’s first-person ac-

count of pioneer life. The instructor
set up discussion board questions to
assess how much the students had
gotten from both the text reading and
the podcast. But in addition, the in-
structor designed a discussion board
rubric, so that not only were students
discussing and giving their feedback
regarding their learning experience,
they were also encouraged to use the
rubric to self-assess what they had
learned as a result of the multimedia
experience.

Using the discussion board for
self-assessment

Giuliani and her partner found a
way to use the discussion board for a
more formative assessment purpose.
The idea was that the students were
to read the learning module, partici-
pate in the activities (such as the
podcast) and then in the discussion
board they were to do what is called
a 3-2-1 evaluation. The student were
directed to state three themes or con-
cepts they learned during the unit,
two questions that they still had, and
one idea they wanted to share with
others. This is beneficial on two lev-
els, Giuliani explains. Not only do
students interact with and get differ-
ent perspectives and ideas from each
other, it gives the instructor feedback
on their pedagogical strategies. “They
can say, ‘Wow, I need to change my
approach for the next module ‘cause
obviously they didn’t get it Or
“Wow, this really worked and I'm
going to grow this idea when I design
the next module.”

Three-2-1 assessment can be ap-
plied to any content area. The first
two stages of the process are objec-
tive, while the final item involves a
more subjective response. That differ-
ence in the questions helps the in-
structor gauge how much the
students have absorbed from the unit
and make adjustments based on the
student responses.

Giulani and her associates call such
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practices VOAT’s — virtual online as-
sessment techniques. Creative online
instructors acquire a “toolbox” of dif-
ferent VOAT’s. An instructor tries one
out and sees how it works, tinkers
with it a little, and tries again.

Part of the mission of introductory
online courses, in Giuliani’s view, is
to teach students how to use technol-
ogy effectively. Giuliani and her col-
league developed a VOAT for that,
too. The course had a section on the
iron mining and smelting industry in
the United States. In the first weeks
of the class, the instructor asked the
student, after reading this segment,
to take their cell phones or digital
camera and go out in the field an

take a picture of something that was
made of iron—making sure the stu-
dents themselves were in the shot.
They would then send that picture
via their cell phone to the course site.
As an alternative, if you didn’t know
how to use your cell phone as a cam-
era, or didn’t have a digital camera,
you could go online and find some
pictures of iron products of that era,
and then send them to the instructor.

A culture of multimedia
assessment

“My hope is that through this
model course that eventually we’ll be
able to do more training with our ad-
juncts using this as a model of best
practices,” Giuliani says. Giuliani
hopes that eventually full-time fac-

Rethinking Assessment

By Jerry Reed and Nancy Small Reed

n large, introductory courses, stu-
dent learning is typically assessed
with machine-scored multiple choice
tests. This approach works well when

the course is a new one or the in-
structor teaches part-time. Other busy
faculty are persuaded to adopt the
approach by the helpful test item
bank that comes with the text. But
students still see these tests as overly
abstract, anxiety-provoking, and con-
trived. Based on our experience, we
think that there are better ways to as-
sess learning.

An approach that has worked well
for both of us, in courses as diverse
as introductory computer program-
ming, organizational behavior, inter-
personal skills and psychology, is that
of using project-based exams. In this
case, student learning is defined pri-

marily by improved performance on
realistic tasks relevant to course con-
tent.

Programming students should be
able to use course content such as al-
gorithms, languages, and tools in fur-
ther programming courses and actual
work tasks. This means being able to
understand the typical work demands
for entry-level programmers as well
as being better able to coordinate ef-
forts with other programmers and
project members. Business students
need to function as leaders or effec-
tive team members on group tasks in
class and at work. Although we can-
not measure performance after the
class directly, we can use project-
based tests to assess student perform-
ance on model tasks in the
classroom.

ulty, not just adjuncts, will become
interested in the multimedia assess-
ment practices that she is initiating
and come to the faculty resource cen-
ter to create their own tools.

“[The history course] was our pilot
test,” Giuliani says. “One of the first
goals given to me was to work with
quality assurance. And so I saw as-
sessment and using the tools of the
new generation as two of the sup-
porting drivers to achieve the goal of
quality and integrity of courses.” @

Typical work tasks faced by many
professional services employees, in-
cluding programmers, project man-
agers, team leaders, and supervisors
include addressing abstract problems
under time pressure. The more
guided practice students have dealing
with these types of problems, the
more likely they are to perform satis-
factorily on the job. Considerable re-
search has shown that merely
attending class, or even memorizing
the text and lecture materials, is not
enough to guarantee improved per-
formance. Project assignments make
course content more realistic and less
difficult for students to remember
and apply.
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Multiple-choice questions may lack
detail and context and appear to need
a “magic insight” for solution. When
that insight is not immediately forth-
coming during the exam, anxiety sets
in and further hinders the expression
of learned material. This is just as de-
structive to performance in a busi-
ness, management, or programming
setting as “math anxiety” can be to
solving algebra problems. Project-
based approaches largely avoid this
situation.

By midterm, all of our homework
and class activities are project based,
whether a full-blown programming
project or several smaller business
problem scenarios. Since instructor
enthusiasm consistently shows a
strong relationship to student satis-
faction with a course, we pick proj-
ects and scenarios of interest to us.
To enhance realism, we present the
content as customer requirements,
staff reports, consultant advice, or
company procedures. This takes the
form of text, Web-based materials
and examples from the workplace, in
addition to required readings. Stu-
dents are assigned content to share
with the class, either via the class
website or directly in class. Working
in teams, the class produces a pro-
gram or solves workplace problems
that are more complex than all but
the very ablest students could do on
their own. We help students accom-
plish the project successfully by en-
suring that particularly promising
students are seeded into each group.

The goal is to make students com-
fortable using course content to pro-
duce products prior to the final
examination. Then we derive final
exam questions structured around
these class-produced projects. These
questions can often be objectively
scored and are viewed as quite fair
by students. After all, they helped de-
velop the projects. There can be mul-
tiple correct answers for some
questions, as in life.

Here are some sample test items
using class projects as vehicles for
evaluating, and perhaps enhancing,
student learning:

Recognizing concepts: 1)
“Which line(s) show a Boolean oper-
ator being used?” 2) “What manage-
ment error does this statement
reflect? ‘Josh Smith didn't work hard
enough to accurately complete his re-
port on employee absenteeism, while
I couldn't finish my report on diver-
sity training due to inadequate infor-
mation from the overseas division.””

What If questions: 1) “What line
numbers in the program will be exe-
cuted if X equals 5 at line 3002~

Why questions: 1) “Why was the
program loop from lines 413 to 418
introduced into our program?” 2)
“Why was intrinsic commitment im-
portant to the management team in
the Amalgamated scenario?”

Next action/best action ques-
tions: 1) “Based on the information
provided above concerning Maria's
problem with her team, what is the
best action Maria could take next?”
(Responses generated using class dis-
cussions and other course material).
2) “How could the function on lines
352 to 376 be rewritten to use real-
valued variables?”

For those wanting to assess a stu-
dent's choice of action in more
depth, or to assess the quality of the
student's reasoning more fully, multi-
ple-choice questions can be followed
up with an "Explain your response”
short answer or longer essay re-
sponse. These are particularly useful
with items that have more than one
acceptable course of action, as do
many project-based questions. The
student's explanation can elevate a
marginally correct response to a
“best” response and should be scored
accordingly.

Finally, as the focus is on applied

learning, it makes sense to have the
exam be “open book,” “open notes,”
“open Web,” or all three with few
negative consequences. Yes, some
students might happen upon an ex-
ample in the text very similar to a tra-
ditional exam problem, or might even
be able to cut and paste a snippet of
relevant code from the Web. How-
ever, they will be able to find only
the most general sorts of advantage
from the text and Web when test
questions focus on their unique proj-
ect(s). As our real purpose is for
them to improve future performance,
learning late is better than not learn-
ing at all. @



What Is the Role of Student
Affairs in Assessment?

By Arthur Sandeen and Margaret J. Barr

ssessment is at center stage on

Aour campuses, and may now be
the dominant issue in American
higher education. We believe that this
is not a passing fad but a reality, and
that it will continue to have a major
impact on how colleges and universi-
ties are funded, how they teach, and
what students learn. Good assess-
ment data gives us a better under-
standing of students, which can
result in better policies and programs.

We propose that you consider the
following:

Provide strong leadership

Strong leadership from the top is
critical. We need to be very knowl-
edgeable about assessment and,
equally important, to be persuasive
advocates for the role of student af-
fairs in campus-wide assessment ef-
forts. If we are to become full,
contributing participants in our insti-
tutions’ assessment programs, we
have to acquire the resources for as-
sessment activities, establish assess-
ment as a priority, and ensure that
assessment activities are well-coordi-
nated within the division.

Further, we must be able to “tell
the story” in a convincing manner to
a variety of constituencies - and as-
sessment should be at the heart of
the story.

Work cooperatively with
faculty

We should broaden the focus of our
interests by making it a priority to
work cooperatively with faculty on
core academic programs. We have
substantive contributions to make to

10

such efforts and indeed can play a
leading role in initiating discussions
with faculty colleagues that may lead
to improvements in student learning.
The undergraduate general educa-
tion program is often a useful focus
for such efforts. We should be con-
tributing members of groups assigned
to develop such programs. This re-
quires us to become more knowl-
edgeable about the content of
undergraduate study and to expand
our knowledge of student learning.

Work cooperatively with aca-
demic affairs

On some campuses, Where student
affairs and academic affairs both re-
port directly to the president, the re-
lationship between the two divisions
sometimes may be more competitive
than collaborative. Such separate and
competing arrangements may no
longer be conducive to improving the
overall educational programs of the
campus.

If the provost’s office controls most
of the resources on the campus, and
if student affairs is viewed as a sepa-
rate entity unrelated to core academic
programs, it can be very difficult to
assume a significant role in campus-
wide assessment programs.

Collaboration and cooperation are
extremely important, so if organiza-
tional arrangements become barriers,
other options need to be explored.
Previous organizational assumptions
about the role of student affairs on
the campus may need to be reconsid-
ered. The requirements of student
learning may lead to the decision to
combine student affairs and academic

affairs into one coordinated unit.

Encourage collaboration be-
tween professional associations
We should urge collaboration be-
tween student affairs professional as-

sociations and generalist higher
education associations such as the
American Council on Education, the
National Association of State Univer-
sities and Land-Grant Colleges, and
the American Association for Higher
Education.

Our journals should broaden their
approach to assessment, encouraging
and publishing studies that focus on
core academic programs on the cam-
pus rather than on local assessment
surveys of little interest to those out-
side student affairs.

Provide data for external
bodies

Assessment in higher education
has become such a highly visible and
volatile issue that we cannot ignore
it, even if we find it distasteful or
driven by external bodies who do not
share our commitment to student
learning. The governance of public
colleges and universities is increas-
ingly driven by external forces, and
we cannot opt out of the process,
even when it is unattractive.

While it may be tempting to remain
apart from the fickle and increasingly
political world of institutional assess-
ment, we will not be able to have a
major impact on the improvement of
student learning if we are not part of
the main event.

The excellent assessment initiatives
now being conducted by student af-
fairs professionals are commendable.
These efforts are contributing to the
improvement of programs and serv-
ices on many campuses, and they
should be continued and enhanced.
Our central task is to demonstrate ef-
fective campus leadership to ensure
that we are full participants in
processes that improve the quality of
education for students. @



Encouraging Faculty
Involvement in the Scholarship
of Teaching and Learning

By Rob Kelly

espite the admirable goal of im-
Dproving student learning by as-
sessment, many faculty members are
uneasy about participating in assess-
ment-related activities. They resent
having assessment mandates im-
posed on them by administrators and
fear that opening their courses to
public scrutiny might negatively re-
flect on them personally. One way to
overcome these negative feelings
about assessment while promoting
improved student learning is to en-
courage faculty to engage in the
scholarship of teaching and learning
(SoTL).

The scholarship of teaching and
learning, as outlined by Mary Taylor
Huber and Pat Hutchings in The Ad-
vancement of Learning: Building the
Teaching Commons (2005), contains
four core elements:

e Framing questions about student

learning

® Gathering and exploring evidence

related to those questions

¢ Trying out and refining new

teaching and learning ideas and

strategies in the classroom and
assessing their effect on student
learning

® Going public with what is

learned in ways that others can

critique and build on

The scholarship of teaching and
learning and assessment are comple-
mentary processes, says Scott
Simkins, director of the Academy for
Teaching and Learning at North Car-

olina A&T State University and an ex-
perienced SoTL advocate. An impor-
tant difference between the two is
that SoTL seeks to build a scholarly
base over time that others can learn
from, whereas assessment often
leaves out this public scholarship ele-
ment. In addition, SoTL often consid-
ers teaching and learning at the
individual faculty or course level, and
assessment is often focused on learn-
ing outcomes at the program, college,
or institution level.

Simkins notes, “The scholarship of
teaching and learning generally starts
with a faculty member or a group of
faculty members who are curious
about [the learning challenges] a par-
ticular student...[faces] in their
classes and want to do something
about it. It starts with a question—
why is something happening or not
happening in terms of student learn-
ing? Because it begins with the fac-
ulty member rather than a chair,
dean, or provost, there’s a greater
sense of ownership of the process
and greater motivation for carrying
out the activity.

“So how can administrators pro-
mote this kind of student-learning-fo-
cused reflective inquiry among their
faculty members? I think there’s a
close parallel to what the best teach-
ers do in the classroom. They don’t
just tell their students to do specific
tasks, they provide a structured envi-
ronment in which students are en-
couraged to investigate and make
new discoveries for themselves. In

the same way, I think the best chairs
and deans provide a safe, profes-
sional environment for their faculty
members in which they are encour-
aged to openly inquire about student
learning in their classes and are re-
warded for investigating and assess-
ing the learning outcomes associated
with pedagogical innovations, and in
sharing effective teaching and learn-
ing practices with their colleagues—
that is, carrying out the scholarship
of teaching and learning.”

Simkins prefers to use carrots
rather than sticks to encourage fac-
ulty involvement in the scholarship
of teaching and learning and related
assessment activities. Incentives
might include course release time, a
monetary stipend, or a travel grant
for participation in teaching/learning
conferences. Perhaps most important
is to include this type of scholarship
in merit pay, tenure, and promotion
decisions, an idea consistent with
Ernest Boyer’s expanded view of
scholarship first laid out in Scholar-
ship Reconsidered: Priorities of the
Professoriate (1990).

Of course, what qualifies as schol-
arly research in teaching and learning
will vary among institutions and dis-
ciplines. Some might restrict research
scholarship in this area to publication
of peer-reviewed journal articles or
grants from federal agencies such as
the National Science Foundation; oth-
ers might include SoTL investigations
presented as part of a Web-based
teaching gallery or a disciplinary or
teaching/learning conference. “What
would count as the scholarship of
teaching and learning in economics,
my professional discipline, would
most likely be different than what
would count as research in another
discipline, but that also occurs in tra-
ditional disciplinary research,”
Simkins says.

In order to get faculty buy-in for
the scholarship of teaching and learn-
ing, and for internal assessment ac-
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tivities, support cannot be confined
to a single department. “There has to
be an institutional commitment. It
has to be supported and rewarded by
the deans and provost,” Simkins
says. “It also means that there has to
be ongoing professional development
for chairs. Oftentimes department
chairs are put in place who may have
been good faculty members and good
researchers but may not currently
have the management skills or
breadth of knowledge that is essential
to effectively manage, support, and
lead an academic department. Good
leadership is central to effective as-
sessment. Without it, assessment be-
comes simply a series of isolated
events rather than an ongoing
process of continuous inquiry and
improvement.

“When it comes to improving stu-
dent learning outcomes, being curi-
ous about what our students are
actually learning is critical for suc-
cess,” he continues. “That’s a place
where teaching and learning centers
can play an important role, especially
if the teaching and learning center is
viewed as an integral part of the in-
stitution and has the respect of both
faculty members and administrators.
Teaching center directors can work
together with department chairs and
deans to promote an environment in
which questions about student learn-
ing are continuously encouraged,
supported, and rewarded.”

Additionally, he says, “Department
chairs arguably play the most impor-
tant and influential leadership role in
colleges and universities. The depart-
ment is where faculty live; this is
their professional home and this is
where tenure really gets determined.
Chairs can have a dramatic impact on
student learning outcomes, as well as
retention and graduation rates, sim-
ply by focusing attention on the
teaching and learning process and ac-
tively rewarding faculty members
who make it part of their normal
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process to engage in the scholarship
of teaching and learning.”

Chairs can also encourage faculty
involvement in the assessment
process by framing student learning
outcomes in moral terms. “It’s what
we should be doing as professionals,
as scholarly teachers—trying to figure
out ways to improve teaching and
learning outcomes and not just taking
for granted that some students will
pass while others won’t,” Simkins
says. At North Carolina A&T, a histor-
ically black university, helping stu-
dents succeed academically takes on
added social significance. “We lose
too many African-American students
from the university, and we need to
be concerned about that. We need to
seek ways to improve the learning
outcomes of our students, many of
whom have been underprepared for
the academic challenges they will
face at the university. We need to
find out what teaching strategies help
to promote effective, long-lasting, and
transferable learning in these stu-
dents so that they can succeed as
global citizens, workers, and profes-
sionals. The scholarship of teaching
and learning can assist in this
process, providing guidance not only
for faculty members at our university,
but across the nation and the world.”

Once faculty members get involved
in the scholarship of teaching and
learning, they view what they do in
the classroom differently, and just as
the scholarship they do within their
disciplines encourages them, the
scholarship of teaching and learning
leads to further inquiry. The chal-
lenge is to convince faculty that the
scholarship of teaching and learning
is an inquiry process, not an evalua-
tive process.

“For most faculty members, I think
that teaching seems qualitatively dif-
ferent from the research that they
carry out,” Simkins says. “People
think of teaching as a private matter
and one that is tied up with their
identity. As a result, they are con-

cerned about inquiring too deeply
about their students’ learning, fearful
that unpleasant results may cast
doubts not only on their teaching
ability, but on their identity as a
teacher-scholar. The scholarship of
teaching and learning aims to uncou-
ple the process of inquiry about
teaching and learning from the per-
sonal identity of the teacher, focusing
on the questions being asked, the
gathering of evidence about those
questions, the process of using that
evidence to promote improvement in
learning, and the public sharing of re-
sults. In the end, both the teacher
and the students gain from this cycle
of inquiry and sharing. That’s the
point that administrators need to em-
phasize with their faculty members.”
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Assessing Class Participation:
One Useful Strategy

By Denise D. Knight

ne of the changes we have seen

Oin academia in the last 30 years
or so is the shift from lecture-based
classes to courses that encourage a
student-centered approach. Few in-
structors would quibble with the no-
tion that promoting active
participation helps students to think
critically and to argue more effec-
tively. However, even the most savvy
instructors are still confounded about
how to best evaluate participation,
particularly when it is graded along
with more traditional assessment
measures, such as essays, exams, and
oral presentations. Type the words
“class participation” and “assess-
ment” into www.google.com/, and
you will get close to 700,000 hits.

Providing students with a clear, fair,
and useful assessment of their class
participation is challenging for even
the most seasoned educator. Even
when I provide a rubric that distin-
guishes every category of participa-
tion from outstanding to poor,
students are often still confused about
precisely what it is that I expect from
them. It is not unusual, for example,
for students to believe that attendance
and participation are synonymous. On
the other hand, when we attempt to
spell out too precisely what it is we
expect in the way of contributions, we
run the risk of closing down participa-
tion. In one online site that offers as-
sessment guidelines, for example, the
course instructor characterizes “un-
satisfactory” participation as follows:
“Contributions in class reflect inade-
quate preparation. Ideas offered are
seldom substantive, provide few if

any insights and never a constructive
direction for the class. Integrative
comments and effective challenges
are absent. If this person were not a
member of the class, valuable airtime
would be saved.” The language used
in the description—“inadequate,”
“seldom,” “few,” “never,” and “ab-
sent”—hardly encourages positive re-
sults. The final sentence is both
dismissive and insensitive. Shy stu-
dents are unlikely to risk airing an
opinion in a classroom climate that is
negatively charged. Certainly, the
same point can be made by simply in-
forming students, in writing, that in-
frequent contributions to class
discussions will be deemed unsatis-
factory and merit a “D” for the partic-
ipation grade.

While there are a number of con-
structive guidelines online for generat-
ing and assessing participation, the
dichotomy between the students’ per-
ception of their contributions and the
instructor’s assessment of participa-
tion is still often a problem. One tool
that I have found particularly effective
is to administer a brief questionnaire
early in the semester (as soon as I
have learned everyone’s name),
which asks students to assess their
own participation to date. Specifically,
[ ask that students do the following:
“Please check the statement below
that best corresponds to your honest
assessment of your contribution to
class discussion thus far:

I contribute several times
during every class discussion.

(A)

I contribute at least once dur-
ing virtually every class dis-
cussion. (B)

T often contribute to class dis-
cussion. (C)

__ T occasionally contribute to
class discussion. (D)

_____ I rarely contribute to class
discussion. (E)”

I then provide a space on the form
for the student to write a brief ration-
ale for their grade, along with the op-
tion to write additional comments if
they so choose. Finally, I include a
section on the form for instructor re-
sponse. I collect the forms, read them,
offer a brief response, and return
them at the next class meeting.

This informal self-assessment exer-
cise does not take long, and it always
provides intriguing results. More often
than not, students will award them-
selves a higher participation grade
than I would have. Their rationale
often yields insight into why there is a
disconnect between my perception
and theirs. For example, a student
may write, “I feel that I have earned a
‘B’ so far in class participation. I
know that I'm quiet, but I haven’t
missed a class and I always do my
reading.” Using the “Instructor Re-
sponse” space, I now have an oppor-
tunity to disabuse the student’s
notion that preparation, attendance,
and participation are one and the
same. I also offer concrete measures
that the student can take to improve
his or her participation.

When this exercise is done early in
the semester, it can enhance both the
amount and quality of participation. It
helps to build confidence and reminds
students that they have to hold them-
selves accountable for every part of
their grade, including participation. @
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Outcomes Assessment |s Here
to Stay, Get Faculty Buy In

By Rob Kelly

he trend toward greater accounta-

bility is often viewed as some-
thing that is imposed upon higher
education institutions, something that
infringes on an institution’s auton-
omy and faculty members’ academic
freedom and adds to their workload.
When framed in this manner, is it
any wonder that some faculty mem-
bers are reluctant about or downright
opposed to learning outcomes
assessment?

Part of the problem is that senior
administrators do not adequately ex-
plain the purpose of and motivation
for doing learning outcomes assess-
ment, says Daniel Weinstein, assis-
tant provost for institutional planning
and assessment at Millersville Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania. “A lot of my
counterparts at institutions through-
out the nation approach faculty mem-
bers and say, ‘You have to engage in
assessment, and it’s my job to ensure
that you do.” That pretty much leaves
the conversation there, and faculty
are left to their own devices. I can
understand that in an environment
like that, assessment is not going to
make much progress.”

Weinstein says that effective learn-
ing outcomes assessment requires an
approach that comes from the admin-
istration but that is embraced by the
faculty members. Without this collab-
oration, progress will be limited.

Ideally, the institution will have a
resident expert to

e jdentify measurable or ascertain-

able assessment criteria,

e identify appropriate assessment

tools,
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e close the loop on outcomes as-
sessment by helping faculty iden-
tify changes to what they teach
or how they teach based on the
assessment.

Distinguishing between
classroom evaluation and
outcomes assessment

One of the reasons faculty are re-
luctant to engage in learning out-
comes assessment is that they often
have difficulty understanding what
learning outcomes assessment is.
When told, “To help you achieve the
level of self-reflection you need to get
the evidence on the table that indi-
cates that you are delivering quality
education to your students,” faculty
often reply, “We’re already doing
that. We lecture; we give students as-
signments; we give them tests.
They’re assessed. Why are we having
this conversation?”

“I tell them, ‘Good question. There
is a difference between classroom
evaluation and outcomes assessment.
[Classroom evaluation] falls far short
in giving the kind of information you
really need to effect change in your
program,” Weinstein says.

One of the limitations of using
grades as a means of assessing learn-
ing outcomes is that it is not always
evident (particularly to those outside
the discipline) what level of student
performance constitutes an A, a B, a
C, etc., particularly when some fac-
ulty members award extra points for
attendance or doing extra work.
There is also the issue of grade infla-
tion (or deflation). Grades reflect

more than just student learning out-
comes, Weinstein says.

Workload

Assessing student learning out-
comes does not necessarily mean a
substantial increase in faculty mem-
bers’ workload. In many cases,
graded assignments and exams can
be modified to provide useful assess-
ment data. For example, a research
assignment can be changed to in-
clude an oral presentation compo-
nent, an expanded bibliography, or
group work to be used to assess stu-
dents’ learning outcomes in those
areas.

“As much as you can, utilize
what’s already in place. Utilize the
good work and good tools that fac-
ulty already have, but find ways to
tweeze outcomes information out of
it and document it accordingly,” We-
instein says.

To prevent faculty from feeling
overwhelmed by the assessment
process, Weinstein recommends that
rather than trying to assess each
learning outcome throughout a
course, program, or degree, faculty
should look at three learning out-
comes per year.

“You don’t get in a faculty mem-
ber’s face and say, ‘You're falling
down on the job because you’re not
doing [learning outcomes assess-
ment]. That’s a quick way to alienate
them and to get them to well up with
self-defense. And I don’t blame them.
You come to them and say, ‘You are
the academic professional. You are
the author of your own discipline on
this campus. I have no business
telling you what your intended stu-
dent outcomes are. The best I can do
is troll the Internet and come up with
examples from other institutions
about learning outcomes, but it’s up
to you to tell me what a degree in bi-
ology from [this institution] means,”
Weinstein says.
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Increasing pressure for
assessment

Thus far, there are no clear national
standards for learning outcomes as-
sessment; however, accreditation
bodies are becoming increasingly pre-
scriptive in what they require of insti-
tutions. “Before long, these
commissions on colleges are going to
mandate certain learning outcomes in
disciplines. That scares me because it
flies in the face of academic freedom,
which I uphold emphatically.

“Visiting team members of these
regional commissions are getting fo-
cused training on what to look for in
terms of outcomes assessment, so
they’ll know if an institution just
slapped together [its learning out-
comes assessment] or it is something
that has been ingrained into the sys-
tem of the institution,” Weinstein
says.

Weinstein reminds faculty that this
increasing accountability has not yet
encroached on their academic free-
dom. “I like to remind faculty that
there is as much academic freedom
tied to their outcomes assessment as
there is tied to the curriculum and
pedagogy. They like that, and they re-
spond to it.”

The trend toward more prescriptive
measures, however, could impact ac-
ademic freedom. The commissions
on colleges are becoming more pre-
scriptive “because there are not
enough institutions coming out with
quality outcomes assessment,” Wein-
stein says.

Commend faculty for
participating

Assessing learning outcomes is a
big step for many faculty. In addition
to the time it takes to develop meas-
urable learning outcomes, selecting
appropriate assessment tools, many
faculty are concerned that the process

can point to their shortcomings as in-
structors. It is important, however, to
ensure that student learning out-
comes assessment is kept out of fac-
ulty job evaluations. “I tell faculty,
you engage in outcomes assessment
for you. If you don’t make all your
targets but you specify what you’re
going to do next time, that will result
only in commendation from your
administration.

“The fact that you’ve done it and
documented it and got something
from it, the administration is going to
commend you for it. You were bold
enough to collect data that shows
that you are not accomplishing every-
thing you intended to accomplish,
but that is the point of outcomes as-
sessment—that you have some mech-
anism that gives you feedback on
how well you are doing in communi-
cating with your students,” Weinstein
says. @

Assessment Methods Should Match
Institutional Goals

By Rob Kelly

earning outcomes assessment,

Lonce a “spontaneous, authentic in-
tellectual activity” focused on under-
standing student learning and seeking
ways to improve the learning experi-
ence, has in the past 20 years become
an activity driven largely by accredita-
tion requirements, with little regard for
an institution’s unique missions, says
Karl Schilling, associate director for
the Center for Teaching and Learning
at Miami University in Ohio.

“Early on, institutions were creating
their own instruments, and as assess-

ment has progressed and the stakes
have gotten a lot higher, I think there
has been a tendency for institutions to
turn to test makers rather than devel-
oping their own notions of how they
want to do assessment. Most institu-
tions think about assessment now as a
means to appease the accreditors, not
necessarily as a way to learn about
their own institutions, because the
stakes have become so high,” Schilling
says.

Many institutions rely on standard-
ized tests that provide easy-to-under-

stand statistics, thinking that that will
satisfy accreditation requirements;
however, accrediting agencies don’t re-
ally have a standardized notion of
what assessment should be. “Most re-
gional accrediting agencies are very
open. They want the institution to re-
flect upon itself, and that’s really the
key thing that’s supposed to happen in
accreditation,” Schilling says.

One of the dangers of focusing on
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reviews by accrediting agencies is ne-
glecting assessment and then trying to
make up for lost time by engaging in
assessment activities as the institu-
tion’s 10-year review approaches, re-
sulting in assessment that does not
provide the institution with much use-
ful information, Schilling says. A bet-
ter approach would be to think of
ways to gather evidence specific to the
institution (or department or academic
program) to determine how well it is
meeting its intended goals and to sug-
gest ways to improve the teaching and
learning process.

At Miami University, Schilling and
his colleagues paid a sample of first-
year students to maintain portfolios of
their work over four years. The stu-
dents wore beepers and when con-
tacted wrote down exactly what they
were doing at that moment. “We
began to understand how students use
their time,” Schilling says.

Some of that information was sur-
prising. For example, the notion of rec-
ommending that students spend three
hours working on a course for every
hour spent in class was not supported
by the results of this study.

The approach used by Schilling and
his colleagues provided a more precise
picture of how students use their time
than would have been obtained from
an end-of-class questionnaire. Such an
instrument might ask students how
much time they spent studying for a
test, for example. But because of the
fact that they have no vested interest
in it, students may or may not answer
the question honestly, or they may not
recall well enough to answer accu-
rately.

“By capturing those students’ papers
and stuff, I think we really got a strong
insight into what the students were
doing at that time [10 to 15 years
ago],” Schilling says.

Schilling recommends that institu-
tions identify a problem and ask ques-

Parting Shot - ‘Assessmania’ and
‘Bureaupathology’ in Higher Education

By Thomas R. McDaniel, PhD

his is not a rant. As a college ad-

ministrator, [ am fully aware of the
importance of assessment, and the bu-
reaucratic efficiencies mandated in
higher education in our country today.
However, I do think it is important for
academic leaders to be able to step
back from the fray and the daily de-
mands of administration and think
about the philosophical and educa-
tional implications of the standards
movement in higher education. Most
college and university administrators
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are keenly aware of the standards
movement in K-12 public school educa-
tion, a dominant theme of contempo-
rary education reform that has now
moved to the college campus.

This movement has created a signifi-
cant amount of controversy, with
strong proponents on both sides of the
issue. Many argue that it is essential for
colleges and universities to embrace the
standards movement and to verify their
educational value (which now comes at
what may seem an extraordinary cost

tions such as, “What are we trying to
achieve?” and “What evidence do we
have that matches that?” This evi-
dence can be gathered through inter-
views, assessing random examples of
students’ work, or other methods. The
important thing is to match the assess-
ment questions and instruments to the
institution’s mission, Schilling says.

At Miami University, assessment oc-
curs among groups of people inter-
ested in specific issues, such as critical
thinking. “Every institution has inno-
vators. It’s important to make sure
somehow that those innovators come
up with ideas for how we can better
capture what we’re doing and be able
to display it to the public. Otherwise,
we’re going to get what George Bush
is doing to the K-12 sector, which is
just not a good way to teach young
kids. It’s not the politics of it; it’s just
the approach that the administration
chose to use,” Schilling says. o

to the public) by way of comprehensive
and sophisticated assessment systems.
In the public school sector, this is often
announced to the public by so-called
“report cards” for schools, required by
the sweeping federal legislation known
as No Child Left Behind.

In higher education, we are now
finding similar reform movements ac-
companied by increasing demand for
quantitative proof (or at least some evi-
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dence) to justify the high cost of a col-
lege education. Some argue that this
has now become the primary responsi-
bility of accrediting agencies—not only
regional accrediting bodies but also the
myriad of specialty accreditations for
an extensive array of professional and
disciplinary curricula. This alphabet
soup of accrediting agencies includes
such formidable bodies as NASAD
(art), NASM (music), NLNAC (nurs-
ing), NCATE (education), FIDER (inte-
rior design), and AACSB (business), to
mention but a few.

These agencies have done much in
recent years to base accreditation
processes and decisions on “outcomes”
rather than “inputs.” The major con-
cept here is that a college and its pro-
grams should be measured not by the
qualifications of its faculty, the claims
made in catalogs or on syllabi, or the li-
brary and other resources in the institu-
tion, but rather by student performance
in both qualitative and quantitative
measures of achievement.

For institutions of higher learning,
the consequence of this paradigm shift
has been the creation of a wide range
of assessment procedures—many of
them emphasizing the quantitative side
of the equation—to provide these agen-
cies with the outcome evidence re-
quired to show that the accreditation
standards have been met. Some argue
that such measures are essential to con-
vince a skeptical public that there is
value in the educational commodity for
which they are paying a premium. Oth-
ers point out that the accrediting agen-
cies are serving a purpose that they are
uniquely qualified to provide and that
may well stem the tide of heavy-
handed governmental impositions of
accountability.

Questions

These arguments may indeed be true.
Nonetheless, it seems to me appropri-
ate for educational leaders to reflect on
a number of questions that follow from
this now reigning concept of accounta-

bility and accreditation:

1. Are the premises of the accountabil-
ity movement in higher education justi-
fied? This is to say that there may be
reason to question the notion that out-
comes should replace inputs, that
quantitative score keeping is the best
way to determine the value of educa-
tional services, that the public is truly
skeptical of the utility of investment in
a college education, and that govern-
ment is ready to leap into the breach if
accrediting agencies do not save the
day. This is also to question the prem-
ise that standards established by exter-
nal agencies—which are granted the
authority to close or sanction pro-
grams or entire institutions—should
guide (or even control) the mission,
policy, and curriculum of higher edu-
cation. Are these premises in fact true
and compelling?

2. Are the requirements for assess-
ment—and the vast bureaucratic mech-
anisms required to generate the
data—worth the cost and effort? This
question should be considered within
the context of any individual institu-
tion of higher learning, but there is
reason to contend that the scarce re-
sources of an institution might better
serve the mission of the institution in
some other activity or enterprise. To
answer this question it would be nec-
essary to calculate the cost of person-
nel, hardware, software, committee
structures, report generation, etc., and
determine if the cost justifies the com-
mitment and resources allocated.
However, as long as accrediting agen-
cies have the power to demand such
outcome evidence, institutions may
have no alternative. Are there any pos-
sible alternatives?

3. In the long run, does this kind of
outcomes-based accountability lead to
improvements in educational institu-
tions? Accrediting agencies typically go
beyond merely requiring the collection
and reporting of data to insist that in-
stitutions aggregate, disaggregate, and

analyze data and from that process de-
termine specific improvements that
should be made to all aspects of the
institution’s operation. Such processes
must be continuous and a part of as-
sessment reports. Are these require-
ments leading to the most important
and desirable improvements in the in-
stitution? For example, would more
subjective and qualitative measures re-
sult in harder-to-validate but better in-
stitutions?

Conclusion

As I mentioned, this is not a rant but
rather a plea for institutions to take op-
portunities for reflection on the accredi-
tation processes that presumably
ensure institutional effectiveness. As in-
grained as the standards movement has
become, with its concomitant require-
ment for comprehensive assessment
systems to measure outcomes, it would
nonetheless be a mistake for academic
leaders to merely assume that such
processes and activities ensure a better
institution. What is the most appropri-
ate relationship between internal and
external locus of control when it comes
to higher education policy decisions?
There are points at which assessment
can become a mania and bureaucratic
processes become pathological. We
may simply go through the motions to
produce results that bypass the best
thought and evaluation required for
truly effective education. Some aca-
demic leaders are rightly concerned
that the demands of “outcomes ac-
countability” may undermine rather
than enhance the intellectual joy and
creativity of the college classroom, es-
tablishing a “tail wagging the dog” ap-
proach to education that may not be in
the best interest of students or faculty.
Let us, then, take time to pause and re-
flect—and then determine platforms
and positions that make the most sense
for higher education. @
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Manias, Pathologies, and
Alternative Approaches to
Assessment: A Response to
Doubting Assessors

By Jo Allen, PhD

he article, “‘Assessmania’ and ‘Bu-
Treaupathology’ in Higher Educa-
tion” by Thomas R. McDaniel opens
with “This is not a rant,” followed by
a claim that he recognizes the impor-
tance of “assessment and ... bureau-
cratic efficiencies.” In the remainder of
the article, however, he seems to chal-
lenge that importance as he clusters
three sets of questions about the real-
ity of the need for assessment, the re-
sources required, and the usefulness
of the outcomes. In this article, I’d like
to offer a response that moves beyond
the standard defense of assessment to-
ward offering a couple of insights on
those “bureaucratic efficiencies.”

McDaniel’s first challenge to the

premise that accountability is justified
in higher education is readily coun-
tered with evidence from current
events, research, and best practices in
assessment. (Yes, measuring outcomes
does provide better evidence of learn-
ing than measuring inputs. No, quanti-
tative work is just one, and not
necessarily the best, means of assess-
ing services. A quick read of the
Chronicle of Higher Education or In-
side Higher Ed points to both public
skepticism and legislative “interest” in
the value of higher education; and,
yes, as quality control agents, accredit-
ing agencies should have a stake as
peer reviewers in the disciplines.)
Overall, in fact, the call for accounta-
bility in higher education is hardly
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shocking given that our world is teem-
ing with newly bred skepticism,
thanks to Enron and WorldCom
(which taught us to view corporate
America—and audited account state-
ments—from a more cynical perspec-
tive), to wiretapping/surveillance and
claims of weapons of mass destruction
(which taught us to question our gov-
ernment’s intelligence-gathering mech-
anisms), to widespread child abuse in
the church (which taught us that even
our truth-sayers may not be worthy of
our trust). If the postmodern era was
about living with ambiguity, this era is
about accountability.

In the next cluster, McDaniel chal-
lenges whether the results of assess-
ment are worth the cost and effort.
The first consideration, of course, is
what cost and effort would we value if
the results meant we could better edu-
cate our students? In short, where
would we draw the line in the sand? Is
it worth $3,000 but not worth $3,001?
Second, the reluctance to calculate the
cost/benefits of the assessment enter-
prise is surprising, given that is exactly
what we do (throwing in a few subjec-
tive measures such as contribution to
mission and educational philosophy,
donor/alumni loyalty, tradition, etc.)
with every other educational initia-
tive—from departments and programs
to academic support services to athlet-
ics—in order to determine their value
and contributions to the educational

enterprise. Assessment and other
forms of rigorous analysis can actually
help us calculate exactly those costs
and benefits and make appropriate
decisions.

In the last cluster, McDaniel more
directly takes on accrediting agencies,
saying that they “typically go beyond
merely requiring the collection and re-
porting of data to insist that institu-
tions aggregate, disaggregate, and
analyze data and from that process de-
termine specific improvements that
should be made to all aspects of the
institution’s operation.” Well, yes. As
with all legitimate claims to “excel-
lence,” accreditors ask that we support
those claims with evidence. That
hardly seems unreasonable. And that
they require us to do all this with data
harkens to simple best practices in re-
search; after all, who would collect
and report data without deciding
whether to aggregate/disaggregate or
analyze the data? Further, how are any
decisions made about institutional
goals and processes and progress,
other than from data? Although there
is nothing like a good instinct or even
a good dose of passion for ideas, we
surely look for some basis in reality
(i.e., data) before launching, or
squelching, those ideas.

Alternative perspectives

As points of reflection, I would like
to offer three proactive ways to think
about assessment and its concomitant
“bureaucracies”:

1. You get what you design. Al-
though there is every opportunity to
go overboard with assessment—as
many institutions may even have
done—there is also the opportunity to
design exactly the system you need to
get exactly the information you can
use. Most accreditors have offered gen-
erous leeway in designing mechanisms
to generate useful information for par-
ticular programs and institutions.
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There are some guidelines to be sure,
but the overarching messages have
been rather consistent: (a) You don’t
have to assess everything—choose
what you care about most as the em-
phasis in your assessment plan; and
(b) You can assess on a cycle, deter-
mined by you and/or your stakehold-
ers, in order to take snapshots of
trends that can tell you something
valuable about your program (or unit)
and its impact.

Conversations with senior leaders,
faculty, program directors, and others
should point to what is actually useful
to them—or to you—as a decision
maker. Then, design the system to pro-
vide that information. One of the most
valuable questions we can ask in as-
sessment is, “What would you do with
that information if you had it?” If the
respondent cannot answer the ques-
tion—or cannot answer it without
going through a warren of offices, ap-
provals, analysts, and, for that matter,
costs—in order to use the information,
then the information’s usefulness may
be pretty marginal.

2. Talk with your accreditors.
Since it is not likely in this day of
skepticism and accountability to waive
the assessment mandate, your accredi-
tors are likely to work with you on a
plan that is doable, meaningful, and
even cost-effective. As an example, my
own institution, Widener University,
went through a dynamic two-year
strategic planning process that led di-
rectly to statements of goals, objec-
tives, action steps, measures of
success, accountability, timelines, and
resources required. Clearly, it would
have been pointless to go through the
process all over again to accommodate
our regional accreditation agency, Mid-
dle States. Following a conversation
with our Middle States liaison Robert
Schneider, we were granted permis-
sion to participate in a pilot project

that allowed us to build on what we
had already done with the strategic
plan as the foundation for our re-ac-
creditation and assessment documen-
tation. As a result, the last two years
have been spent moving forward (and
documenting that progress) on imple-
menting the strategic plan, rather than
(re)creating an alternative means of
documenting our stability and institu-
tional growth. Our arrangement is
truly a win/win situation: Accreditors
want us to document our academic
and financial stability, quality, and ca-
pacity to continue to offer a high qual-
ity education; we, on the other hand,
want to demonstrate our use of plan-
ning and resulting data as the means
for supporting quality processes that
drive sound decision making.

3. Look for alternative uses of
assessment data. If the resulting
data’s usefulness for improving pro-
grams is not considered of high
enough value to merit its activity and
costs, then consider its potential con-
tributions to identifying your institu-
tion’s niche and points of excellence.
In particular, you might look at its po-
tential to help identify programs that
need highlighting, shoring up, merg-
ing, or eliminating, thus resulting in
more careful use of your resources. In
addition, its potential to influence
your donors and alumni, two groups
that are keenly interested in being af-
filiated with excellence (and evidence
of such), is powerful. From alumni
newsletters and magazines to carefully
crafted letters of solicitation, informa-
tion based on assessment results can
be “worth its weight in gold” to read-
ers who want to feel their loyalty and
contributions are merited. Increasingly
valuable is using assessment results in
recruiting initiatives (students, faculty,
and staff)—again, people like to be as-
sociated with excellence. And, finally,
assessment results offer tremendous
potential to speak proactively to legis-
lators and the general public about ex-

cellence, value, and the results of self-
imposed accountability in higher edu-
cation.

Ultimately, what any or all of these
steps require is movement beyond dis-
content and suspicion about the value
of assessment and real leadership to-
wards making it truly valuable. As a
long-time proponent of meaningful as-
sessment and as an occasional site re-
viewer for Middle States, I can report
my own views and experiences in this
pursuit of documented quality: If an
institution can provide evidence of its
stability and quality (separate from its
reputation, number of tenured faculty,
and number of volumes in the li-
brary), I care very little whether it
spent $1 or $100,000 to do so, whether
it had a part-time clerical position or a
team of assessment experts committed
to the work, or whether it had a sub-
stantive list of meaningful and evi-
dence-based accomplishments or
volumes of such.

What I do care about are our stu-
dents—that we can effectively demon-
strate to them, as well as to others,
that their education (not their degrees
or diplomas) matters. As an educator
and, I hope, a role model, I want to
provide the same thoughtful, precise,
and documented evidence that I de-
mand from students regarding their
own claims in the research papers they
write. To do any less would be hypo-
critical, requiring students to provide
evidence of their claims to me, but
then letting me off the hook in a criti-
cal message to them about the value
of higher education and, more specifi-
cally, of an education at my university.
In that sense, if in no other, I think the
work is well worth it.@
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