Program Level Assessment
Frequently Asked Questions 
1.  What is assessment, exactly?
There are two major discussions of assessment:  course-level and program-level.  There is no universally accepted definition of academic assessment, but the views of Huba and Freed are reflective of the teaching-intensive nature of CSULB:

"Assessment is the process of gathering and discussing information from multiple and diverse sources in order to develop a deep understanding of what students know, understand, and can do with their knowledge as a result of their educational experiences; the process culminates when assessment results are used to improve subsequent learning." 

Source:  Huba, M. E. & Freed, J. E. (2000). Learner-centered assessment on college campuses: Shifting the focus from teaching to learning. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.
2.  What is program level assessment?

At the academic program level, assessment is an ongoing, collegial and collaborative process in which faculty: 

· Establish clear, measurable expected outcomes of student learning. 

· Support students in their pursuit of expected outcomes. 

· Systematically gather, analyze, and interpret evidence to determine how well student learning matches our expectations. 

· Reformulate academic programs based on the results of assessment.

3.  What are program level outcomes of student learning? 
Outcomes are faculty expectations of what students should know, understand, and be able to do at the conclusion of an entire program of study, e.g., bachelors, masters, certificate, credential, etc.
4.  Who formulates program level outcomes?

At the program level, outcomes are formulated by faculty with responsibility for the academic program.  Both program level outcomes should be closely aligned with course level outcomes.
5.  What must individual programs do for assessment? 
A program must view itself as an integrated, coherent educational experience designed to produce specific learning outcomes in the students who experience it. The faculty must agree upon and define these outcomes, agree upon and define the evidence that will enable students to demonstrate their learning, and agree upon and define the level of faculty expectations for the quantity and quality of student learning.  

Once a functional consensus is reached by faculty about what they want students to learn and how they will recognize success in students, they must design and implement a program level assessment plan. 
The plan describes the process for identifying and collecting the demonstrations of student performance on the learning outcomes.  The plan describes what will be collected, when, from which students, by whom, and how often.  The plan describes the process for analyzing and evaluating evidence of student learning.  Finally, the plan describes the process of using assessment evidence for program improvement. 

20.  What is "closing the loop?"

Assessment is a continuous process of collecting, analyzing, and using evidence for improvement of academic programs.  Closing the loop of assessment occurs when faculty members employ assessment results for reflection upon and refinement of students' educational experiences.

5.  Does the University have outcomes?

CSULB has not formally adopted any general outcomes for all students.  The General Education program is in the process of adopting outcomes for the GE program that should be reflected in courses certified for GE.

6.  How are program level outcomes communicated to students?

Course level outcomes should reflect one or more program level outcomes.  CSULB policy statement #04-05 on Course Syllabi stipulates that course goals and/or objectives and/or expected student learning outcomes should be listed in all course syllabi.  In addition, many programs describe program level outcomes on the department or program web page, in the University catalog, in student handbooks, on departmental bulletin boards, and via other media.

7.  Why assess at CSULB? 

The primary reason to assess is to ensure that we offer the best quality education for our students. We want to improve student learning and, at the same time, it helps us to fulfill the requirements of our many accrediting agencies. Assessment efforts include every academic program as well as academic support unit. So, the prime responsibility for assessing academic programs belongs to the faculty and staff. 

8.  Since when did it become my job to add assessment to an already heavy faculty workload?
The accountability culture is here to stay in higher education.  The role of educators has been expanding since the 1980s to include investigating and improving student learning. Just like learning about technology, assessment has been part of the changing professional landscape for educators for years.  The good news is that there are many more resources available today to help faculty learn about assessment.  The bottom line is that we must take responsibility for student learning or else some external body will impose assessment in ways that make no sense to us. 

9.  What program level assessment data should be collected?

Each academic program at CSULB now has an assessment plan and should be in the process of collecting and analyzing student work for evidence of learning.  The assessment plan describes

· the learning outcomes for the degree program

· the type of evidence of student learning to be collected for each outcome

· when, where, how often and how much evidence will be collected

· who will analyze the evidence of student learning

· how the results will be presented to faculty for program improvement

Note that not every outcome must necessarily be assessed each year; nor is evidence of learning necessarily required from each and every student every year.

10.  What do I do with the assessment data my program has collected?
Assessing student learning only makes sense if the program makes use of the results--otherwise, it becomes an empty exercise in data collection. The expectation is that units will use the results of assessment for decision-making that improves instruction, strengthens the curriculum, and informs the periodic program review process that is tied to resource allocation. 
11.  How can assessment data be used for program improvement?

Assessment data can help to address the following questions:
· How well did students demonstrate their learning, in terms of faculty expectations?

· What can be improved to help students demonstrate a higher level of mastery?

· Does the program need to better communicate expectations to students?

· Can different teaching-and-learning strategies be helpful to support students?

· Are there implications for future faculty hiring plans?

· Are new or different resources needed, e.g., technology?
· Are there implications for discontinuing old programs or developing new programs?

· What major changes would you make in next year's assessment activities?
12.  How do we ensure that students are supported in their pursuit of learning outcomes? 
Faculty must give students support in their pursuit of learning outcomes and provide sufficient opportunities for students to demonstrate that they have achieved learning outcomes.  At the individual course level, faculty could actively think about how they expect students to be able to demonstrate their competencies and provide those opportunities as part of the course. Examples of such opportunities include final papers, exams, group and individual presentations or performances, problem-based learning assignments, journals, etc. At the unit level, examples include capstone courses, final papers or presentations, portfolios, and certification examinations. Whether at the course, unit or university levels, it is important that learning outcomes be assessed by more than one method and include at least one direct method. 

13.  What are some of the most common tools or techniques of measuring outcomes at the program level? 

There are two major types of evidence of student learning:  direct, and indirect.  Direct evidence consists of actual student work, such as 

· Behavioral observations (internships, student teaching, clinical work) 
· Capstone project (individual or group)

· Exit exams
· Juried presentations or performances
· Locally developed exams 

· Oral exams 

· Performance appraisals 

· Portfolios
· Professional certification tests 
· Reviews or evaluations by an external examiner 
· Simulations / computer modeling 

· Standardized examinations (GRE, subject matter exams)
· Written work (thesis, papers, essays, journals, poems, plays, capstone projects)
Indirect evidence consists of opinions or perceptions, such as
· Exit interviews or surveys
· Focus groups (with students, employers, alumni, community members)
· Periodic Surveys of students, alumni, employers
14.  What should we do about the learning outcomes that cannot really be measured? 

Some outcomes are difficult to measure with direct outcomes assessment, so we take a different approach and use indirect measurements. Outcomes assessment in these instances requires the use of triangulation and multiple measures.  For example, it is difficult in the short term to measure the outcome that students will become lifelong learners. However, it is possible to demonstrate through alumni surveys that students are still thinking critically and learning. The bottom line is to establish a credible body of evidence using several different tools so as to establish a pattern of proof that one can reasonably infer that an outcome occurred. 

15.  Why can't we just use course grades as course or program assessments? 
A major tenet of program level assessment is that it is a collegial, collaborative effort among faculty.  The expectations of student learning for an academic program cannot be decided by one person is isolation, nor can evidence of student learning be evaluated by only one person.

In contrast, a course grade is assigned by only one person.  A course grade is a combination of a student's learning on multiple outcomes, so a grade does not indicate how well the student achieved on any one outcome.  Course grades are also subject to grade inflation and pressure from students.  A grade does not reveal the actual learning expected by an instructor; rather, it is only a relative indication.  In addition, a course grade does not offer the program any clear evidence of what is going right or what needs improvement.  Finally, course grades are not regarded as a convincing assessment measure in and of themselves; using them raises a "red flag" to accrediting agencies. 

16.  Who is responsible for measuring GE outcomes? 

The GEGC is in the process of adopting program-level outcomes, and the campus GE Coordinator will be responsible for developing a plan for the assessment of the GE program.  

Faculty teaching GE-certified courses are responsible for assessing student learning on the outcomes included in their individual courses.  If assessment evidence is not provided, the course will not be re-certified for GE.

ASSESSMENT AND ACCREDITATION

17.  What role does assessment play in accreditation? 

Evidence of student learning will be a major focus of our next University level accreditation cycle under the standards of the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC).  CSULB already sends an annual report to WASC on student learning outcomes and assessment for every degree program.  These reports will become more specific and more detailed in the next several years.

18.  What will the WASC evaluators "look for" when they come in 2009? 
WASC evaluators will want to find faculty educated about and responsible for assessment and the improvement of student learning.  They will want to see much greater collective and cooperative use of both qualitative and non-qualitative assessment methods.  They will want to look at direct evidence of student learning and how evidence was used for program improvement.  Evaluators will want to see a fully implemented and meaningful assessment of student learning across the GE program.  For a full picture of the standards and criteria for accreditation, see www.wascweb.org.

19.  What is program-level accreditation?
In many disciplines, national academic organizations have set standards for teaching and learning.  Academic programs voluntarily comply with these standards in return for recognition as an accredited program.  Accreditation lets students know what they can expect from these degree programs.  

Programs at CSULB with accreditation include:

College of the Arts:
 All degrees in the departments of Art, Dance, Music, and Theatre Arts

College of Business Administration:  
BS and MBA degrees

College of Education:  
All teaching credential programs

College of Engineering:  
Undergraduate degree programs in Chemical Engineering, Civil Engineering, Computer Engineering & Computer Science, Electrical Engineering, and Mechanical & Aerospace Engineering
College of Health and Human Services:  

degree programs in communicative disorders, Family & Consumer Sciences, Health Care Administration, Health Science, Physical Therapy, Public Policy & Administration, Recreation & Leisure Studies, and Social Work.
College of Natural Sciences and Mathematics:  

BS in Chemistry

What do the academic support units do for assessment? 

As mentioned above, academic support units, such as student services, must also have assessment plans. They way they go about assessing effectiveness is slightly different than the way academic units do it. Support units also articulate outcomes, but not all are of the "skills, knowledge, attitude" nature seen in academic setting. For instance, support units might also set outcomes goals for number of students served, the speed with which certain services are rendered, or the percentage of freshman who participated in mentoring or advising initiatives. [top] 

What is required of me as a faculty member? 

Learning about assessment, participating in the development and implementation of your program's assessment plan and participating in general education assessment, and helping keep everyone's mind focused on the point of assessment, which is the improvement of student learning. All these are part of a faculty member's professional responsibilities. [top] 

What is the likelihood that we could fail to be reaccredited just because of assessment? 

The question of whether or not assessment deficiencies alone will cause a university to suddenly lose accreditation, and the answer if generally, "no." However, this would cause follow up visits, interim reports, and extreme scrutiny that is costly, more time consuming and anxiety producing that having effective and efficient processes in place to begin with. (Of course, that would not happen here!) [top] 

The Middle States visit is not until 2011 so why the fire drill now? 

The perceived "fire drill" is in response to the breadth of work we need to accomplish to develop good educational outcomes measurement processes. This process of identifying outcomes, developing plans, conducting measurements, adjusting outcomes and plans on the basis of results, and continuing the cycle doesn't happen overnight. Even one full "loop" in an assessment process can take many years to achieve from beginning to the end. This fall we will begin by assessing some of the processes for our general education program and First Year Experiences. Our goal is for all academic units to have an assessment plan in place, and for some academic units to achieve a full loop prior to the 2011 visit. [top] 



Campus Assessment Structures

Will there be a campus-wide assessment committee? 

The Provost is establishing a University-wide Educational Assessment Council (EAC). The council promotes an environment that stresses the importance of educational assessment as a means of improving academic quality. Each College will have at least one representative on the Council. Other members of the Council will represent Institutional Research and Planning, the University Faculty Senate, and the Office of Educational Assessment. Additional members may be appointed to the Council. The Council will be co-chaired by the Director of Institutional Research and Planning and by the Faculty Director of Educational Assessment. [top] 

May I attend the meetings, see the minutes, or provide input without being an actual member? 

Yes. And you are welcomed to do so. [top] 

If I am not on the campus-wide assessment committee, will there be other opportunities for me to participate? 

All the work that needs to be done cannot be accomplished by one committee. Separate groups who can focus on a given challenge can best do the work that needs to be done . The 10 ABET-accredited engineering programs have engineering-specific assessment demands placed on them by ABET, including mandated program outcomes common to all. The AACSB Assessment Committee in the College of Business and Economics can make most progress if they collaborate amongst themselves in a focused manner. Likewise Education addresses NCATE along with their Special Professional Organizations and Nursing answers to NLNAC and CCNE. Colleges and academic units may choose to establish their own internal committees to help coordinate the work that needs to be done. [top] 

What authority do the committees have? 

When it comes to assessment "you" are "they" in terms of wielding authority. Assessment is a collective responsibility. If an institution has a top-down mandated system with authority figures policing the process, it doesn't have an assessment process; it has a numbers game. So the answer is probably that the committees have as much authority as they have credibility and good will invested in their efforts by all faculty members. [top]


Getting Assistance 

What roles & responsibilities do the Director of Institutional Research, Mike Midaugh , and the Faculty Director of Educational Assessment, Karen Stein, have? 

Well the roles are changing and will continue to change as our assessment processes develop. In general and right now, Mike is responsible for all things relating to the administration of the campus wide surveys, the Freshman Survey, and the Student Satisfaction Inventory. Kathleen Langan Pusecker is also playing an important role in tracking student success through her work with First Year Experience. Karen directs and coordinates campus assessment activities as half of her duties as Faculty Director of Educational Assessment. She and Kathy work with programs and individual faculty members and manage the work of the assessment committees. [top]
How can I get help? 

This web site also contains vast information, as do the many WWW sites devoted to assessment concerns. The Faculty Director of Educational Assessment, Karen Stein, will work with you during this process; as will Kathy Pusecker, our Outcomes Assessment Analyst. Karen and Kathy work with academic programs and assist the work of the assessment committees. You can contact them at ud-outcomes@udel.edu or use the web-based mail program located here. Colleagues on the assessment committees are also available to give you feedback. As time progresses, there will be more sources of assistance to help you assess student learning outcomes. Watch this web site for updates. [top]
Adapted from the FAQ section at the University of Delaware: http://assessment.udel.edu/FAQ/index.html#assessUD

