Outcomes Assessment FAQs
What is assessment?
Why not just use course grades?
What is a rubric?
What’s the difference between ‘outcomes’, ‘goals’ and ‘objectives’?
What is the difference between direct and indirect evidence?
Why is having an assessment plan important?
How do I decide which data gathering method to use?
What are ‘benchmarks?’
How much data do we need to collect and how often?
Our program is relatively  big, so how do I assess the outcomes of so many courses and students?
Our program has only a few students, so how do I assess student learning outcomes?
How long should I ‘save’ the data after I’ve collected it?
What does it mean to “close the loop?”
Why should I want to be involved in assessment?
What are the benefits of assessment for me or my program?
Won’t doing assessment take a lot of time and mean less time for actually teaching?
Is outcomes assessment really here to stay or just a passing accreditation exercise?
Isn’t outcomes assessment just a few steps along the slippery slope to standardized testing?
Where do I go for help?
Will assessment results be used for individual faculty evaluation?
Does assessment threaten academic freedom?
What is assessment?
Assessment is a very broad term that can have very different meanings depending on the context. For example, a psychologist administering a test to determine personality traits is engaging in “assessment.” In the context of education, the focus of assessment is student learning. Even within education, there are various definitions of assessment. For example, according to Walvoord (2004), assessment is “the systematic collection of information about student learning, using the time, knowledge, expertise, and resources available, in order to inform decisions about how to improve learning.” Another useful definition of assessment in the context of Penn State's student learning assessment efforts is the following, from Linda Suskie (2009) of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education. “Assessment is the ongoing process of establishing clear, measurable expected outcomes of student learning, ensuring that students have sufficient opportunities to achieve those outcomes, systematically gathering, analyzing, and interpreting evidence to determine how well students learning matches the expectations and using the resulting information to understand and improve student learning.” In the context of higher education, the ultimate goal of assessment is to improve student learning. 
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Why not just use course grades?
Course letter grades are usually insufficient for program assessment because:

· Grades alone do not indicate exactly what students have and have not learned (Suskie, 2009). Course grades reflect what students have achieved in a single course.

· Grades are a composite of a student’s achievement of course outcomes and do not differentiate achievement by learning objective.

· Grades reflect the evaluation practices, policies, and criteria of individual instructors.

· Faculty teaching the same course may teach different material.

· Faculty teaching the same course may emphasize different course objectives.

Although the composite course grades are insufficient for program assessment, students' grades that reflect a specific learning objective can be used for program assessment. For example, instructors can link an item in an exam or an assignment to a specific learning objective. Then the corresponding scores can be used to represent students' learning achievement on the objective, which can serve as data for program assessment.
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What is a rubric?
A rubric is a systematic scoring guideline used to evaluate behaviors, written work, or performance through the use of detailed, written standards. Examples of rubrics can be found in the Rubric Repository in the Assessment Resources section.
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What’s the difference between ‘outcomes’, ‘goals’ and ‘objectives’?
Honestly, not much. Traditionally, goals are broad, general statements found in mission and vision statements while objectives and outcomes tend to be more specific, measureable, and stated in behavioral terms. So the difference is mostly along a continuum of generality-specificity, or of abstract-concrete. To avoid confusion it is useful to have common understandings of these terms, but it is not very helpful to get too worked up about whether a particular statement is a goal, an objective or an outcome. 
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What is the difference between direct and indirect evidence?

· Direct Assessment – student work such as exams, projects, logs, portfolios, observations or performances

· Indirect Assessment – how students feel about learning such as surveys, questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, reflective essays.
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Why is having an assessment plan important?
The assessment plan is like a roadmap that keeps you on course and helps you to avoid wasting time by going down the wrong path or gathering unnecessary data. An assessment plan also provides a focus for your efforts and establishes priorities for assessment activities. 
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How do I decide which data gathering method to use?
Data gathering methods should be chosen based on how well they are able to document program outcomes and program quality rather than ease of implementation. Multiple methods should be used to measure each program outcome and direct measures are always preferable to indirect measures. 
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What are ‘benchmarks?’
A benchmark is a standard used for determining whether the performance of your students on a given objective is where you expect or want it to be. Having benchmarks helps us understand the results from our assessments and to ‘close the loop.’ A score or average by itself tells us nothing about how well our students are doing. We need to compare it against something else. 
There are many different ways of choosing benchmarks depending on the purpose or question the results are intended to answer. For example, are we interested in knowing if our students are meeting our own standards? (Local benchmarks), or standards set by an outside accrediting body? (External benchmarks), or if they are showing improvement? (Value-added benchmarks), if our program is improving? (Historical Trends benchmark), How our students compare to peers in other sections, courses, programs? (Internal Peer benchmarks),  and so on (Suskie, 2009).
Typically, you would want to set benchmarks for what you consider to be adequate, exemplary, and inadequate performance. Then look at the information you have collected to see how the evidence of student performance is meeting your expectations.
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How much data do we need to collect and how often?
You should collect enough information to determine whether you are meeting program outcomes and meeting program goals—no more. If you cannot determine how you will use the information to measure student learning or program effectiveness, then do not collect it. The frequency of data collection depends on how you plan to use the results. In general, data collection should be regular and ongoing so that it can be used formatively as well as summatively. However, ongoing data collection does not mean collecting all data constantly. It is best to spread out data collection over time so that you collect certain pieces each semester in a regular cycle that covers multiple academic years. 

Return to Top
Our program is relatively  big, so how do I assess the outcomes of so many courses and students?
Sampling is acceptable and encouraged for all programs. Using samples of student work already being produced and applying rubrics to evaluate the assignments used for assessment can reduce the burden on faculty. 
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Our program has only a few students, so how do I assess student learning outcomes?
Qualitative assessments can yield useful information for improving your program. Rubrics can still be useful, but results need not be quantitative from very small programs. Sometimes a discussion among faculty in the program is sufficient.
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How long should I ‘save’ the data after I’ve collected it?
There is no need to save all the assignments, rubrics, etc, that you collect as part of your course or program assessment after you have looked at the data and reported your findings and actions. To do so would very soon exceed the empty spaces in our offices and filing cabinets. The most important thing to hang onto is the aggregate data, the summary of your students’ performance and what it tells you. 

You may want to keep a few examples of the data you collect, for example a few papers or exams along with the rubric you used to evaluate them, maybe a really good student work sample, one that is adequate, and one that needed improvement. Those samples might be useful in the future to remind yourself of how you evaluating the student work or to show someone else how you collect performance information.
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What does it mean to “close the loop?”
The purpose of assessment is to improve student learning. So, “closing the loop” refers to how we use the results of our assessments. It is not enough to just collect data and present it in aesthetically pleasing formats that only take up space on someone’s bookshelf. Good assessments are those whose results are used. Appropriate uses can vary but include to improve teaching and learning and inform planning and budgeting decisions (Suskie, 2009). Sometimes ‘closing the loop’ should mean celebrating and sharing good results. 
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Why should I want to be involved in assessment?
The short answer is that to those of us who teach because we really care about our students and want them to learn, it’s impossible not to be involved in assessment. We are constantly asking questions and looking for ways to improve what we do. You could not stop good teachers from doing assessment if you tried, although what they do is not always recognized as assessment.

Finding answers to important questions about your program’s curriculum is one of the most important reasons to participate in assessment efforts. Such questions might include: How strong are our students' research skills? Can our students apply what they are learning outside of class? By the time students are seniors, are they ready for their final courses? Should we revise the sequence of our courses to enable students to learn more effectively? Answers to questions like these can help you make data-based decisions about your curriculum. 
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What are the benefits of assessment for me or my program?
When done well, the benefits of assessment are numerous but often not readily apparent in the short-term. Assessment can: 

· Enhance teaching and learning. 

· Inform planning and decision making. 

· Improve the program and its standing in your discipline. 

· Highlight program successes. 

· Provide evidence of need when requesting additional resources. 

· Assist with grant writing. 

· Inform and assist with student recruitment. 

· Assist in meeting accreditation requirements. 
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Won’t doing assessment take a lot of time and mean less time for actually teaching?
While doing proper assessment does take time, the best assessment is ongoing and embedded in regular work processes. As an integral part of your core responsibilities, assessment activities should share their priority. Taking the time up-front to plan assessment activities will minimize the time it requires to implement them and ensure that you won’t waste time collecting information you can’t use. Also, the benefits of assessment to your program and your students make the time spent on assessment worthwhile. 
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Is outcomes assessment really here to stay or just a passing accreditation exercise?

Some experienced instructors believe that outcomes assessment is simply the educational flavor of the month—or year —and can be ignored (or out-waited) because it is likely to go the way of so many other pedagogical dodos. This does not seem likely to happen, however. Assessment is not a recent methodology, and assessment in general is clearly in the ascendancy throughout the country today, an integral measure of institutional effectiveness as defined by every regional accrediting commission. If assessment is a fad, it’s one of the longest-lived fads in American history. At its core, outcomes assessment means looking for evidence about patterns of student learning achievement in an effort both to document and improve that learning. It’s likely that the specific methods we employ to do assessment will evolve in the coming years. But it seems highly unlikely to expect the need to gather evidence and use it for improvement will somehow mysteriously vanish.
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Isn’t outcomes assessment just a few steps along the slippery slope to standardized testing?
No. In fact, the ability to demonstrate student learning and program quality through faculty driven outcomes assessment will help the university to resist political efforts to impose standardized testing as a way to demonstrate student learning. 
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Where do I go for help?
There are many resources available to help faculty plan and conduct good, useful assessments of student learning. At Hilbert College, a starting place might be to contact the Director of Assessment, Ron Eskew, or any of the members of the Outcomes Assessment Committee. You should also take a look at the online resources and documents to be found in the Outcomes Assessment web page.
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Will assessment results be used for individual faculty evaluation?
No. According to Walvoord (2004), assessment of student learning is conducted in order to determine what faculty as a whole can do to improve learning of students in their program. It should not be used as an evaluation of an individual faculty member. When there is evidence of inadequate student learning, faculty members and the department should collectively take appropriate action to address the issues and make improvement. In addition, end-of-course evaluations, aggregated across program faculty, could produce some useful information (Suskie, 2009). 
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Does assessment threaten academic freedom?
If assessment meant standardized instruction, scripted lessons, and mandated common tests, it certainly would. But it doesn’t. Assessment actually leads in many cases to less standardization, not more. Any instructor teaching two sections of the same class will probably find, through the use of classroom-based assessment techniques, that each will require substantially different pedagogical approaches. Nothing in the assessment literature suggests that all instructors should teach

in similar ways. Some departments may find it useful, upon occasion, to employ common prompts (and possibly even common finals or common questions embedded in otherwise instructor-specific finals) in order to generate meaningful assessment results. Others may decide not to do that at all.

Assessment does encourage instructors of the same courses or program to collaborate on the generation of common learning outcomes for the course or program—though each instructor may very well have, in addition, idiosyncratic outcomes of her or his own. Outcomes assessment would suggest that no two Psychology 101 classes will be the same, or have identical learning outcomes—but that any student taking Psychology 101, no matter who teaches the course, will leave it

being able to do or know some things in common. Since no one seriously argues that students shouldn’t expect to get a common core of knowledge and/or skill in a particular course or program no matter who teaches it, it’s difficult to entertain seriously the argument that this threatens academic freedom.
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What should a completed Academic Program Assessment Report look like?

What do I do with the data after I have collected it?

