Assessing Your Program-Level Assessment Plan
Susan Hat eld, Assessment Director « Winona State University

By now, most academic programs have an assessment



learning outcomes, with a growing emphasis on efforts
made to assess student learning.

Who is Responsible for Assessment in
Our Program?
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At the academic program level, these outcomes may be
adapted to the speci ¢ technology of the particular eld of
study, using the knowledge of the eld to analyze context-
speci ¢ situations. However, it is not usually practical or
helpful to adapt all general education outcomes to the
program level.

Are the Outcomes Written in an Appropriate Format?
At the core of any program-level assessment plan are the
student learning outcomes. If well written, the outcomes
can provide the foundation for a solid assessment plan.
Unfortunately, many program-level student learning
outcomes contain issues that not only make them dif cult

to understand, but nearly impossible to assess. For instance:
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at the request of the regional accrediting agency, most
outcomes are retro tted to an existing curriculum rather
than driving it.

Curriculum mapping is an opportunity to check for the
alignment in the curriculum. It can identify, for example,
outcomes that may not be supported adequately by the
curriculum, areas of overlap, and outcomes that have
been overlooked. It provides a conceptual framework for
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(usually at an additional fee), allowing for additional
analyses focused on the outcomes speci ¢ to the program.
In this case, the relevant question set would need to be
selected in advance so as not to have the results impact
the decision about whether a particular question should be
included in the analysis.

Randomly pulling questions out of a textbook’s test bank
creates essentially the same problem — students are
being tested on issues that may not relate to the identi ed
course or program outcomes. The questions in the test
bank might be legitimate questions, but to be useful for
assessment purposes, the questions need to be matched
to the program-level student learning outcomes.

A number of schools are using portfolios to document and
assess student learning. A portfolio can be an effective
assessment tool, if the portfolio is organized around the
program’s student learning outcomes. Speci ¢ artifacts
evidencing each of the learning outcomes must be included
in an organized manner.

There also needs to be a structure or process, and tools,
for actually assessing the portfolios. While many schools
have their students create portfolios, a high percentage

of portfolios are never actually assessed due to timing

and resource constraints. Typically, students turn in their
portfolios upon graduation, leaving faculty with a stack of
documentation and no compensated time over the summer
to actually review them.

Another common problem with using portfolios is that
assessment often is focused on the portfolio itself,

in terms of its layout, navigation, and design. It is the
individual artifacts in the portfolio that need to be
assessed in relation to the learning outcomes of the
program. Generally a set of rubrics are used for this
purpose (see Georgia State and Winona State examples in
the Resources section).

Capstone courses also may provide evidence of student

learning if created with the program-level outcomes in mind.

These courses are less effective as evidence of student
learning if any of the following apply: (1) the course was
established before the program identi ed outcomes, (2) no
student learning outcomes at the program level have been
developed yet, or @3) the course is really not a “capstone,”
but simply the course that the majority of students wind

up taking during their last semester on campus. Capstone
courses and projects can be very effective in assessing
student achievement of program-level learning outcomes,
but only if the course — and the assignments — have been
carefully constructed to do just that.

Is There a Systematic Approach to
Implementing the Plan?

Effective assessment plans are implemented in an
ongoing, systematic manner. While assessment activities
tend to pick up in frequency and intensity in the year or

two prior to an accreditation visit, effective assessment
plans rely on patterns of data collected over time. In those
programs, there is a collective understanding among faculty
as to which outcomes are being examined and over which
period of time, who is collecting the data, and who will be
discussing it. Analysis is based upon data collected over
several semesters or classes or contexts, allowing for the
examination of patterns in the data, as opposed to a set of
data collected one time by a single faculty member. A sure
tip-off to a site team that a program might not be doing a
legitimate job of assessing their program is when all of the
data presented was collected in the six months prior to the
accreditation or re-accreditation visit.

What is the Method for Collecting and
Organizing Data?

Assessment is as much an organizational exercise as an
intellectual one. Analysis of data is more ef cient and
effective if the data is collected systematically and is well
organized.

For instance, consider the complexities of assessing

an “across-the-curriculum” initiative like critical thinking
or writing. Not only do you need to engage faculty from
multiple departments, but you also have to systematize
the data collection so that faculty are assessing the same
concepts in the same format within a speci ed timeframe.
This task will be both time-consuming and potentially
overwhelming unless you develop a system for the
collection of data.

Many schools have created or purchased commercial
technological infrastructures for collecting, organizing, and
assisting in the data analysis. These tools can be effective
in aggregating data across a campus, assuming that a
common rubric or scoring method has been devised. On
campuses that have not invested in a technological solution
for data collection, individual programs will need to develop
their own data collection techniques and databases.

How Are Faculty Trained to Use Assessment
Tools?
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agreed upon as representing excellent, acceptable, and
unacceptable work. Meetings should be scheduled regularly
for faculty to share and discuss student work. Faculty

can even exchange student work to enhance objectivity in
assessing student achievement.

Do the Assessment Tools Distinguish Among
Levels of Achievement?

An assessment tool is only as strong as its ability to
distinguish among levels of achievement. Rubrics are a
common method for assessing student learning outcomes
at the program level. In fact, a search on the web will
yield literally hundreds of rubrics for assessing a wide
array of learning outcomes. While rubrics can be excellent
assessment tools, it is important to make sure that the
rubric being used actually distinguishes among levels

of student performance. If scores on a rubric indicate

Page 6



important. Many faculty, especially those in smaller
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Prompt Feedback Feedback is an important part of the
learning process: guiding, directing, and suggesting — in
addition to evaluating. Feedback aimed at helping students
improve their learning is more useful to the student than
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