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I. Assessment FAQs 
 
What is assessment? 
 
Broadly speaking, assessment is a process that involves: 
 

 Studying activities (courses, co-curricular events like lecture series, fieldwork, advising, 
etc.) that are designed to meet specific goals (in this case, learning goals) 

 Determining if goals are being met 
 Adapting activities (and possibly goals) as appropriate if goals are not being met 

 
But my school/program/department already assesses student learning. How is this process 
different? 
 
In the vast majority of cases, assessment is occurring in academic units; however, what is often 
lacking is formal, systematic documentation of assessment activities, assessment results and use 
of assessment results. Furthermore, assessment plans do not always include direct measures of 
student learning (see section II.D.1 and Appendix F). 
 
The Middle States Commission on Higher Education, NYU’s accrediting agency, now requires 
that schools conduct assessment that provides systematic, formal, and explicit evidence of 
student learning in order to meet accreditation standards. While Middle States does not prescribe 
what or how to assess, there are guidelines regarding the types of evidence that are acceptable, 
(e.g., Middle States does not consider that grades provide sufficient evidence of student learning, 
see Appendix A).  
 
Why assess? What are the benefits? 
 
In addition to fulfilling external accountability requirements, assessment can be an internally 
valuable process. The list below presents a range of benefits to students, faculty and 
administrators. 
 
Students benefit because: 
 

 The clear expectations that good assessment requires help them understand where they 
should focus their time and energy. 

 Assessment, especially the grading/scoring process, motivates them to do their best.  
 Assessment feedback helps them understand their strengths and weaknesses. 
 Assessment information documents what they’ve learned; this documentation is beneficial 

in applying for jobs, awards and programs of advanced study. 
 Graduate students who have assessment experience will have an advantage when applying 

for jobs. 
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Faculty benefit because: 
 

 Assessment activities bring faculty together to discuss important issues such as what they 
teach and why as well as their standards and expectations for student learning. 

 Assessment activities help faculty see how their courses link together to form a coherent 
program and how the courses they teach contribute to student success in their subsequent 
pursuits. 

 Assessment creates a common language that engages faculty spanning a variety of 
specializations and disciplines. 

 
Administrators benefit because: 
 

 Assessment information documenting the success of a program or institution can be used to 
convince employers, donors, legislators, and other constituents of its quality and worth. 
(This benefits faculty and students too!) 

 Assessment can help ensure that institutional resources are being spent in the most effective 
ways possible - where they’ll have the greatest impact on student learning. 

 
Suskie, 2004, pp. 11-12 

 
What is the process for assessing student learning? 
 
Develop and implement an assessment plan for your school, department or program. The 
Assessment Plan is the formal, explicit statement of how you will systematically assess student 
learning, including how you will collect, compile, share and use assessment results with the goal 
of improving educational opportunities (curriculum, instruction, academic supports) and student 
learning.  
 
This report will focus on developing an Assessment Plan for program/departmental majors; 
however, the process can be adapted for schools and other categories of students (minors, study 
abroad students, service learning programs, etc.). 
 
What are the components of an assessment plan? What is the process for assessment plan 
development? 
 
The steps for developing an assessment plan are listed below and are described in greater detail 
in section II of this report. Assessment plan development is an ordered process, as illustrated in 
Figure 1. The foundation of an assessment program consists of the student learning goals upon 
which the curriculum is built and against which assessment measures are aligned. A feedback 
loop connects the final step back to the beginning of the process. The assessment plan is 
developed within the context of the stated program mission1 and includes (1) development of 
broad program goals, (2) development of specific course objectives (including educational 
opportunities: curriculum, instruction, academic supports), (3) identification of measures and 

                                                 
1 The broader context of school-level mission and goals is not discussed here; however, it is expected that there will 
be alignment between a program’s mission/goals and, broadly speaking, those of the school. 
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methods for assessing student learning, (4) use of assessment results to improve educational 
opportunities and, if needed, to revise program goals (feedback loop). 
 

Figure 1 Steps in the Assessment Process 

 

 
Rome, 2009 

 
 
How do I know if my program is meeting the standards for assessment practices? Beyond 
meeting the minimum standards, what are the “best practices” in student learning 
assessment? 
 
Table 1 below presents a rubric which describes the minimum standards for student learning 
assessment practices. In addition to the minimum standards, best practices are also described. 
Schools, departments and programs are encouraged to move beyond the minimum standards to 
implement these best practices. Table 1 can be used to gauge the current status of assessment 
practices in your school, department or program in relation to minimum standards and best 
practices. As changes are made to assessment practices, Table 1 can be used to track your 
progress. 
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Table 1 Standards for Assessment Practices 

Assessment 
Practices 

Best Practice: 
In addition to meeting the described standard… 

Meets Standard Needs 
Attention 

Learning 
Goals 

Learning goals are clearly and actively communicated to 
students (on program website, handbook, etc.) and to faculty 
in the program 

Learning goals are described in explicit, observable terms, 
using action words, how students will be able to use their 
knowledge, what thinking skills and disciplinary 
dispositions they will have, and/or what else they will be 
able to do upon completion of the program. 

Learning 
goals do not 
meet the 
described 
standard 

Course 
Objectives 

Course objectives are clearly and actively communicated to 
students (on syllabi) and faculty in the program 

Course objectives are described in explicit, observable 
terms, using action words, how students will be able to 
use their knowledge, what thinking skills and disciplinary 
dispositions they will have, and/or what else they will be 
able to do upon completion of the course. 

Course 
objectives do 
not meet the 
described 
standard 

Educational 
Opportunities 

 
(Curriculum, 

Teaching, 
Learning, 
Academic 
Supports) 

 It is clear that every student in the major has ample 
opportunity to master each learning goal, either through 
multiple courses or through intensive study in one course.  

 Courses are completed by students in a hierarchical 
sequence in which skills to be mastered are presented from 
basic to intermediate to advanced. Earlier skills are 
reinforced in subsequent courses. Similarly, this ordered and 
iterative approach to teaching and learning occurs within 
individual courses.  

 Learner-centered instructional practices are employed (e.g., 
sequenced assignments, detailed assignment guidelines, 
discussion of sample papers, multiple drafts of papers, 
dissemination of expectations (rubrics) to students, etc.) 

Every student has sufficient opportunity to master each 
learning goal through completing at least one course in 
which the learning goal(s) are addressed. 

Educational 
opportunities 
do not meet 
the standard. 

Assessment 
Methods 

Evidence is provided that the assessment methods yield 
truthful, fair information that can be used with confidence 

 Each assessment method clearly matches the learning 
goal being assessed and multiple assessments are used 
systematically (repeatedly, on a schedule) over time.  

 Assessments are conducted for all students in the major 
(or a representative sample) 

 Assessment practices include direct measures of 
student learning. 

Assessment 
methods do 
not meet the 
standard. 

Use of Results 

Standards have been established that clearly describe 
performance levels considered minimally adequate for 
students completing the program, and positive assessment 
results are shared with faculty, students, academic 
administrators, prospective students, and other audiences as 
appropriate. 

Assessment results are shared and discussed with faculty 
teaching in the program and are used to modify learning 
goals, teaching methods, curriculum, and/or assessment 
strategies, as appropriate. 

Use of results 
does not 
meet the 
standard. 

Adapted from Suskie, L. (2004). Assessing student learning: A common sense guide (2nd ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass (pp. 68-69). 
 


