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• Decentralized
• 10 schools, 3 campuses, international sites

– 3 undergraduate liberal arts colleges
– 1 undergraduate business school
– Graduate schools in Arts & Sciences, business, 

education, law, religion & religious education, social 
work

• Regional and national accreditations
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Commonalities:
• Highly resistant
• Accreditation provided initial motivation 



Thorough & Systematic

• Specialized accreditor provides well-
developed SL standards

• Faculty committee developed and 
implemented system for measuring 
attainment

• Computer system: Strong administrative and 
peer support for training

• Data collected on all objectives at every level 
every semester using multiple measures
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A common 
approach

• Departmental faculty committees developed 
broad goals and objectives. 

• Area coordinators (faculty) receive stipends to 
conduct assessment annually.

– Determine how to measure attainment

– Report results to area colleagues
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Some 
differences

• Planned assessment of 
competencies

• Training in measurement 
strategies limited

• Assessment reports 
submitted to low-level 
administrator

• Assessment results rarely 
used

• Faculty buy-in low and 
decreasing

• As-needed assessment 
focused on program 
priorities

• Question-driven training

• Assessment reports 
submitted to deans and 
incorporated in annual 
reporting/planning

• Faculty buy-in increasing
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• Meets accreditation 
requirements
– Probably (use of results 

low)

– Clean & bureaucratic

• Harder to sustain 
faculty motivation

• Administrative effort to 
obtain compliance

• Risky
– Potentially less thorough

– Organic and messy

• More easily sustained

• Administrative effort to 
support work
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Themes

• Administrators’ attitudes influence faculty 
attitudes

• Keep faculty working as teachers, scholars, 
researchers

– Minimize their functions as bureaucrats

• Keep assessment about learning and teaching

– Keep managerial demands in the background

• Value usefulness most



Teachers, Scholars, Researchers

• Deeply involved in teaching

• Concerned about learning

• Responsible for course and 
program curricula

• Possess research and reasoning 
skills

• Creative

• Experts in their fields

• Intellectually active and engaged



Obstacles & 
Loss of (Intellectual) Power

• Language of assessment 
is unfamiliar

• Intellect & expertise 
ignored

• Purpose of assessment 
is disconnected from 
teaching and learning
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• Focus on dissertation quality

• Rubric generated using Barbara Lovitts’ Making 
the Implicit Explicit and Developing Quality 
Dissertations examples

• Assesses knowledge accumulated throughout 
graduate career

Example: Theology Department



Theology Department

Program goal and student-learning objectives
Excellent dissertations should clearly define a compelling problem

Outstanding (4)
- well written
- succinct, interesting, 
and compelling
- provides a clear 
statement of the 
problem
- shows independent 
thinking about the 
problem
- explains why the 
problem is important 
and significant
- places the problem in 
scholarly and 
intellectual context so as 
to illuminate its 
importance

Very Good (3)
- competently written 
but not eloquent
- interesting; has 
breadth, depth, and 
insight
- poses a good question 
or problem
- explains why the 
problem is important 
and significant
- makes some attempt to 
situate the problem—
albeit in a less 
interesting or compelling 
way

Acceptable (2)
- is not well written or 
well organized
- makes a standard case 
for a narrow or 
pedestrian problem
- does not do a good job 
of explaining why it is 
important
- provides minimum of 
poor context for the 
problem
- has a routine 
introduction of the 
problem
- lacks a careful and 
thorough attempt to 
situate the problem in 
its intellectual context

Unacceptable (1)
- poorly written and 
organized
- not clear or succinct
- provides no motivation 
or justification for the 
problem
- does not state the 
problem (or it is wrong 
or trivial)
- does not make the case 
for the importance of 
the topic
- does not provide or 
does not put the 
problem in a clear 
context 



• Alumni Survey – Feedback from graduates

• Reveals

– What department is doing well

– Where it could use improvement

Informed by  
experience in job 
market and 
employment

Example: Philosophy Department





Survey Revealed Student Needs
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Survey Revealed Success of Changes:
Preparing for Interviews
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Outcomes & Implications

• Most programs choose assessment-for-
improvement

– Not for public consumption

• Sometimes projects are not about  
(traditional) student learning 

• BUT programs that chose assessment-for-
improvement sustain commitment to 
assessment



Make Assessment Matter

• Annual reporting by programs includes 
assessment reports

• Annual planning documents prompt for 
assessment results as related to planning

• Deans provide feedback on assessment 
projects

• Internally-funded projects require assessment 
plans and reports



Administrative Flexibility 
is Essential

• Engages faculty in research/scholarship rather 
than bureaucratic exercise

– Taps faculty expertise

• Supports diverse foci and methods

• Yields information faculty value and use

• Minimizes obstacles

• Makes assessment sustainable & meaningful



Costs of Flexibility

• More work for administrators

– Reduces standardization

– Requires thought and judgment



Engage Critics & Skeptics

• Avoid polarizing positions

– Establish common ground

• Values?

• Concerns and worries?

– Invite opponents to work toward shared goals
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Administrative Flexibility: 
Assessment Reporting 
Guidelines and Optional 
Templates



Assessment 
integrated into 
planning 
documents.


