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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A ssessment in higher education seeks to understand 
what students learn and what they get from the 
larger experience that wraps around that learning: 
life in residence halls, study-abroad programs, in-
ternships, and student clubs. But for many faculty 
members, assessment is a word with drab conno-
tations, associated with spreadsheets, long forms 
to fill out, and rigid standards not under their 
control. 

Assessment proponents say the process doesn’t 
have to be painful. They say assessment can be a chance for reflection 
led by faculty members on what they are trying to teach, what students 
are actually learning, and how to map a road through the curriculum 
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so students’ educational journeys leave them with the knowledge and 
skills needed for employment and life writ large. 

As higher education comes under increasingly fierce attack from 
parents and policymakers about its value, assessment professionals 
say they have the key tools to prove the worth of college degrees. 

Given the central role of assessment, The Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation, with support from Watermark, conducted a national survey 
about the topic with administrators and faculty members at two- 
and four-year institutions. The survey was conducted from March 25 
to April 8, 2024, and 871 people responded, with an almost-even split 
between administrators and faculty members. Additional research 
and more than a dozen follow-up interviews helped provide fresh 
insights on the role of assessment on college campuses today. 

iStock
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T he Chronicle survey  
found generally 
positive views of as-
sessment at colleges 
but also revealed a 
sharp divide between 
faculty members and 
administrators’ views 
of the process.

Seventy-three 
percent of administrators agreed or 
strongly agreed with the statement 
that assessment develops “data that 
is insightful and helpful to the insti-
tution, including individual depart-
ments or academic units.” But only 52 
percent of faculty members agreed or 
strongly agreed with that statement. 

Sixty-two percent of administrators 
believed assessment had improved 
at their institution over the last five 
years, while only 48 percent of faculty 
members felt that way.

In follow-up interviews, academics 
had either a “glass-half-full” or “glass-
half-empty” view of the survey’s 
results. Some said that assessment 
had come a long way in winning over 
faculty members in the last five or 10 

INTRODUCTION

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement?
“Assessment develops data that is insightful  
and helpful to the institution, including 
individual departments or academic units.”

23%

50%

13%

3%

11%

10%

42%

23%

15%

9%

Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Unsure

Administrator Faculty

62%

16%

22%

48%

35%

17%

Yes

No

Unsure

Administrator Faculty

In the last five years has the assessment 
process at your institution improved?

Administrator

Administrator

Faculty

Faculty
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years and lauded the largely positive views of it in the survey. Other inter-
viewees, particularly administrators, were disappointed that more faculty 
members are not seeing assessment in a positive light. 

“Faculty tend to see assessment as a bureaucratic nightmare,” says Laura 
Palucki Blake, assistant vice president for institutional research and effec-
tiveness at Harvey Mudd College, in Claremont, Calif., “and it just doesn’t 
have to be that way.” 

“In an ideal world,” she adds, “assessment is a collaborative inquiry into 
student learning — and I think both administrators and faculty members 
could get behind that.”

Part of the faculty-administrator rift appears to be caused by poor com-
munication and a lack of knowledge 
among academics about the state of 
assessment at their institutions. Many 
survey questions had a high proportion 
of administrators or faculty members 
who said they were “unsure” about 
their response. Thirty-one percent of 
faculty members said they were “un-
sure,” for instance, if administrators 
at their institution found assessment 
outcomes to be insightful and helpful.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement?
“Administrators at my institution find the 
assessment outcomes to be insightful and 
helpful.”

15%

53%

14%

3%

15%

7%

39%

15%

7%

31%

Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Unsure

Administrator FacultyAdministrator Faculty

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.

“ Faculty tend to see assessment as 
a bureaucratic nightmare, and it 
just doesn’t have to be that way.”
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Likewise, 25 percent of ad-
ministrators were unsure if fac-
ulty members found assessment 
outcomes to be insightful and 
helpful. Twenty-two percent of 
administrators and 17 percent of 
faculty members weren’t sure if 
assessment had improved at their 
institution over the last five years. 
(Please see chart, page 6.)

Commenting on the results, 
Kate Drezek McConnell, vice 
president for curricular and 
pedagogical innovation at the 
American Association of Col-
leges and Universities, says: “It 
is striking the number of faculty 
respondents who honestly didn’t know or didn’t have an opinion on some 
of it, which I think speaks to how assessment hasn’t necessarily permeated 
institutions.” 

Those who track assessment across multiple institutions say it’s easy to 
become obsessed with data collection and analysis, but harder to follow up 
with communication and reflection. “Often, we think that collecting data to 
satisfy an accreditation requirement or compliance report is sufficient,” says 
Darlena Jones, senior director of analytics, research, and education for the 
Association for Institutional Research, an organization that supports the use 
of data and analytics in higher education. “But we’ve lost an amazing oppor-
tunity to be better stewards of our institution’s resources and to better serve 
our students.”

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement?
“Faculty members at my institution find 
the assessment outcomes to be insightful 
and helpful.”

8%

42%

20%

5%

25%

5%

37%

32%

18%

7%

Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Unsure

AdministratorAdministrator Faculty
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Institutions, she says, need “to shine a light on everything we do, to not 
have ‘sacred cow’ programs, to be willing to examine and ask questions of 
everything. When we have accomplished that, then we can safely say we 
have achieved a culture of assessment.”

Catherine Wehlburg, president of Athens State University, in Alabama, 
calls herself “an assessment geek” who thoroughly enjoys the process and 
thinks it can do “fabulous, wonderful things.” But she believes many insti-
tutions become obsessed with the process and don’t shape it so that it can 
give colleges priorities to move forward with. “Assessment,” she says, “has 
become more important than learning from assessment.”

Some experts trace the birth of assessment back to the First National Con-
ference on Assessment in Higher Education, held in 1985. Later, accreditors 
began requiring colleges to measure student learning, a move that had both 
positive and negative consequences. Assessment soon became something 
all colleges had to do, but faculty 
members resented the extra work it 
required when they saw no goal other 
than satisfying accreditors. 

In the Chronicle’s survey, those 
original attitudes seem to still per-
vade some institutions. When asked 
whether assessment at their insti-
tutions was “weighted more toward 
compliance with accreditors or to-
ward institutional improvement,” 31 
percent of administrators and 41 per-
cent of faculty members said “com-
pliance.” “I find that disappointing,” 
Wehlburg says. 

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.

Is assessment at your institution weighted 
more toward compliance with accreditors 
or toward institutional improvement?

31%

23%

40%

7%

41%

15%

34%

10%

Compliance

Institutional improvement

About equal

Unsure

Administrator
Administrator Faculty

https://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Assessment-Briefs-History.pdf
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Taken as a whole, the survey results and subsequent interviews pointed to 
three major themes: the search for ways to make faculty members enthusi-
astic assessment participants, the efforts to streamline and improve assess-
ment so it is less burdensome and more powerful, and the attempts to use 
assessment to actually improve learning. 
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Healing the 
Faculty-
Administrator 
Divide
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J eremy P. Reich, assistant 
director for assessment 
and accreditation at the 
New Jersey Institute of 
Technology, said that 
when he looked at the 
results of the Chronicle 
survey, he felt that “both 

sides want the same thing, but we’re 
not quite achieving it.”

Assessment administrators most 
want to measure learning. The key 
to improving assessment, then, is 
faculty members’ willingness to 
participate, since they are closest to 
students.

Assessment’s roots in accreditation 
mean many faculty members view 
assessment as an effort to comply 
with external standards they had no 
part in shaping. One respondent to 
the Chronicle survey spoke for many 
others when he wrote in a survey 
comment box that assessment 
“should be eliminated. … It is a big 
waste of time, instituted only to pla-
cate accrediting organizations.”

“Assessment data has often been 
used as a stick against people,” says 
Jones, of the Association for Institu-
tional Research. “If administrators 
create a culture where assessment 
is being used for improvement — as 
a way to lift up faculty members, to 
give them autonomy and ways to 
improve what they’re teaching, then 
I think you would see a much more 
positive outlook on assessment.”

Some administrators try to compel 
faculty participation by requiring 

assessment work in employment 
contracts and including it in perfor-
mance evaluations. Some admin-
istrators use the “compliance ham-
mer” by saying data is needed by a 
certain deadline or the institution 
risks losing accreditation. Other ad-
ministrators encourage assessment 
by recognizing and rewarding it, 
including it as part of faculty mem-
bers’ service obligations, and dis-
cussing innovation or improvements 
that faculty members have made 
campuswide. 

Better communication is an of-
ten-recommended solution to the 
faculty-administrator divide. “Com-
munication sounds so easy, but it is 
so challenging,” says Terry Barmann, 

“ If administrators create a 
culture where assessment 
is being used for 
improvement — as a way 
to lift up faculty members, 
to give them autonomy 
and ways to improve 
what they’re teaching, 
then I think you would 
see a much more positive 
outlook on assessment.”
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executive director of institutional 
effectiveness at Arapahoe Com-
munity College, near Denver. “The 
mode of communication, the con-
tent of communication: Should this 
be a meeting, or should this be an 
email? I think that’s a challenge in 
higher ed across a whole lot of the 
work that we do.”

In the Chronicle survey, 55 per-
cent of faculty members disagreed 
or strongly disagreed with the idea 
that “administrators do a good job 
communicating why assessment is 
important to the institution.”

The midlevel academic manag-
ers laboring on assessment seek 
campuswide messaging from those 
higher up the management chain 
that their work is worthwhile. “It’s 
incumbent on the leadership,” says 
McConnell, of the American Asso-
ciation of Colleges and Universities, 

“to help explain the value of the 
work and the value of the informa-
tion that comes out of assessment 
to multiple campus constituencies.” 
That includes explaining that as-
sessment should be a key part of 
strategic planning, she says.

One of the key messages academic 
leaders need to communicate, ad-
ministrators say, is that learning, 
not the professors themselves, is 
what’s under the microscope. “At the 
beginning, faculty are very nervous 
that they’re being evaluated,” says 
Kathleen Gorski, dean of learning 
outcomes, curriculum, and program 
development at Waubonsee Com-
munity College, which has three 
campuses in Illinois. “We’ve really 
had to work on emphasizing that 
this has nothing to do with faculty’s 
teaching evaluations. It’s evaluating 
the learning.”

Barmann says when he began 
working to use assessment to seek 
areas for improvement at Arapa-
hoe Community College, he got 
quiet pushback. Faculty members, 
he says, seemed to think, “Wait a 

“ We’ve really had to 
work on emphasizing 
that this has nothing 
to do with faculty’s 
teaching evaluations. It’s 
evaluating the learning.”

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement?
“Administrators do a good job 
communicating why assessment is 
important to the institution.”

13%

47%

25%

7%

8%

8%

34%

35%

20%

4%

Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Unsure

Administrator
Administrator Faculty
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minute, if I’m identifying areas for 
improvement, I’m shooting myself 
in the foot, because I’m admitting a 
weakness.” 

Starting assessment with what 
matters most to faculty members in 
their departments, majors, courses 
or programs helps bridge the divide, 
says Palucki Blake at Harvey Mudd 
College. Administrators also need 
to give faculty members time, she 
says. “We all know in our own disci-
plines that research takes time,” she 
says. Faculty can’t come up with a 
new agenda every year for studying 
learning outcomes; fewer, but more 
meaningful research projects would 
be better, she adds.

Along with more time, faculty 
members also want more help. For-
ty-five percent of faculty members 
responding to the Chronicle survey 
said they felt their institution didn’t 
help them enough with assessment. 

Assessment directors working in 
institutions where the process is 
regarded positively make comply-

ing with accreditation standards 
their responsibility. They seek to 
make it invisible to faculty members 
except the handful who need to 
play an active role. “I’ll worry about 
the accreditors,” says Colleen Kar-
nas-Haines, director of assessment, 
planning, and accreditation in the 
College of Computing and Infor-
matics at the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte. Instead, she 
tries to stimulate debate about fac-
ulty work with students. “If we have 
all those important discussions,” 
she says, “we will meet all of our 
accreditors’ requirements.”

Integrating faculty into assessment 
from the beginning is crucial, she 
and other assessment directors say, 
because when suggestions for ad-
justing learning outcomes or chang-
ing curriculum arise later on, faculty 
members will be leading the charge. 

At Washington State University, 
William B. Davis has been on both 
sides of assessment. He is a bio-
chemistry professor and has worked 
in administrative posts. He’s cur-
rently the interim vice provost for 
academic engagement and student 
achievement. Assessment is a diffi-
cult task at Washington State, with 
its large array of colleges, campuses, 
and academic departments, he says. 
As at other larger research institu-
tions, some departments — such 
as engineering and nursing — have 
outside accreditors. ABET, the orga-
nization that accredits engineering 
programs worldwide, for exam-Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators 

and faculty members

Does your institution do enough 
to help faculty members with the 
assessment process?

45%

27%

28%

45%

45%

10%

Yes

No

Unsure

Administrator
Administrator Faculty
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ple, provides its own set of desired 
student-learning outcomes and has 
strong ideas about how assessment 
should work. Humanities depart-
ments, however, are freer to draft 
their own desired outcomes. 

Davis sees both positive and nega-
tive aspects of disciplines having de-
partment-specific accreditors. It can 
make the assessment more informed 
and structured, he says, but the risk 
is that it becomes a “box-check-
ing exercise” without discussion of 
what additional bespoke assessment 
might be valuable, such as examin-
ing how students feel about their ex-
perience at a particular institution. 

Davis and other administrators 
say that once faculty members fully 
get behind assessment — a process 
that can be as slow as turning the 
proverbial aircraft carrier — assess-
ment can steer into calm and even 
pleasant waters. 

Some of the “most productive and 
joyful moments in assessment” that 
Palucki Blake has experienced at 
Harvey Mudd, she says, “are when 

I’ve worked closely with faculty on 
a project designed to understand 
something that matters to them.”

Having helped develop a culture of 
trust and innovation, she says, she is 
now reaping the rewards. “Nothing 
makes me feel better than when a 
faculty member comes into my of-
fice, sits down, and says, ‘I’ve got an 
assessment question for you.’”

Five years ago, she says, “People 
weren’t stopping by my office saying, 
‘Hey, do we have any data on that?’”

Some of my “most 
productive and joyful 
moments in assessment 
are when I’ve worked 
closely with faculty on 
a project designed to 
understand something that 
matters to them.”

https://assessment.abet.org/
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A t many colleges, 
assessment directors 
are refining their 
data collection to 
ease the burden on 
those who have to 
gather information 
and make sure the 

institution only collects data it can 
use productively. It’s easy to get into 
a rut, they say, with the same data 
being collected year after year just 
because the task is on someone’s 
calendar. 

Faculty members and adminis-
trators both agree that assessment 
could use some streamlining. In the 
Chronicle survey, only 46 percent 
of administrators and 41 percent of 
faculty members agreed or strongly 
agreed that “the assessment process 
at my institution is efficient and not 
terribly time consuming for faculty 
members.” On the positive side, solid 
majorities of both faculty members 
and administrators believed their 
institution, department, or academ-
ic unit has developed new tools to 
evaluate student learning.

Assessment directors are now 
more often trying to obtain a broad 
portrait of student life. Student 
wellness, both physical and mental, 
is front and center in the post-Covid 
era. Assessment officials are trying 
to discover when students become 
deeply engaged, where they find joy, 
and how they balance life and work.

One of the ways administrators are 
trying to ease the data-collection 
burden while still getting a wide lens 

on students’ lives is to set up assess-
ment in three- or four-year cycles, 
so faculty members don’t repeat the 
same tasks year after year. One year 
might be dedicated to collecting 
data, the next year to designing an 
intervention to remedy a poor learn-
ing outcome, and a third year to an-
alyzing and reflecting on new data.

At the College of Computing and 
Informatics at the University of 
North Carolina at Charlotte, admin-
istrators say moving to a three-year 
assessment cycle revolutionized 

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement?
“The assessment process at my institution 
is efficient and not time consuming for 
faculty members.”

6%

40%

22%

6%

25%

5%

36%

35%

19%

5%

Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Unsure

Administrator
Administrator Faculty

In the last five years has your institution, 
department, or academic unit developed 
new tools to help evaluate student learning?

58%

21%

20%

56%

33%

11%

Yes

No

Unsure

Administrator Faculty
Administrator Faculty
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their process. “It’s seen more as an 
opportunity, rather than an obli-
gation,” says Karnas-Haines. “That 
has been a big change in our col-
lege, and assessment has gotten a 
lot more participation.” In study 
years, faculty members decide if 
they are satisfied with the learning 
outcomes, note where the learning is 
taking place in the curriculum, and 
decide if they are satisfied with how 
the outcome is being assessed. 

The longer cycle of data collec-
tion also reassures faculty that the 
assessment is accurate and a new 
pattern in the data is not just a fluke. 
“We know after two years, it’s not 
an aberration,” says Karnas-Haines. 
“It’s not a blip.”

Technology can ease the burden of 
assessment or introduce obfuscation 
and frustration. “There’s a lot of real-
ly great software out there to help in 
the recording and the warehousing 
of information,” says McConnell at 
the American Association of Col-
leges and Universities. “But what you 
never want is the tail wagging the 

dog.” She says institutions risk using 
default software settings, which in 
turn become the institutions’ default 
approach to assessment. That is not 
the outcome that the software de-
signers intend, she says. 

In the Chronicle survey, support 
for technology was underwhelming. 
Only 56 percent of administrators 
and 37 percent of faculty members 
agreed or strongly agreed that “new 
technology tools are making the as-
sessment process more efficient.”

Assessment professionals say they 
hear complaints at conferences that 
technology vendors overpromise 
but underdeliver, particularly in 
their products’ ability to connect to 
other university data systems and 
disaggregate data so that adminis-
trators can discover gaps in student 
performance. 

At Arapahoe Community College, 
Barmann decided to ditch com-
plex assessment-related software 

“ There’s a lot of really 
great software out there 
to help in the recording 
and the warehousing of 
information. But what 
you never want is the tail 
wagging the dog.”

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and faculty members

How much do you agree with the following 
statement?
“New technology tools are making the 
assessment process more efficient.”

11%

45%

18%

5%

21%

6%

31%

27%

17%

19%

Strongly agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Unsure

AdministratorAdministrator Faculty
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because faculty members only 
dealt with it once a year and had 
to relearn how to use it each time. 
He now has faculty members work 
with routine word-processing and 
spreadsheet software that they are 
more comfortable using. 

Administrators in the University of 
North Carolina at Charlotte’s Col-
lege of Computing and Informatics 
say they have automated 80 to 90 
percent of their assessment data 
collection. Administrators planted 
“probes” in the learning-manage-
ment system that collect and output 
data to the assessment database. 
The administrators say they set the 
system up so the data they collect 
are direct measurements of individ-
ual learning outcomes and not vague 
measures like grades on midterm ex-
ams. “What we actually found is that 
grades are highly subjective,” says 
Karnas-Haines. “If you dig below the 
surface of the grades, you get more 
meaningful information.” 

Students might be learning the 
right skills and knowledge but get 
poor grades because their class at-
tendance was poor, they didn’t par-
ticipate in discussions, or they didn’t 
turn in their work on time. By avoid-
ing relying on grades and focusing 
more on direct, detailed assessment 
of learning outcomes, she says, “We 
can actually see how our students 
are performing with skill acquisition 
and understanding of concepts.” 

The hottest topic in technology 
is generative artificial intelligence. 

Discussion about its possible uses 
and risks pervades the assessment 
world as it does the rest of higher ed-
ucation. But the biggest signal sent 
out about AI in the Chronicle survey 
was one of uncertainty: Fifty-one 
percent of administrators and 47 
percent of faculty members said 
they didn’t know if generative AI 
tools could improve assessment.

Wehlburg at Athens State says AI 
might be useful in analyzing large 
amounts of text, such as student 
comments on course evaluations. 
Academics could ask a generative-AI 
tool for highlights, such as, “What 
are three things we need to do more 
of or less of?” While such results 
would need to be checked by hu-
mans, she and others say, they could 
provide a useful starting point for 
discussion. 

Analyzing qualitative data might be 
AI’s first, best use, experts say, since 
strong statistical methods for analyz-
ing quantitative data already exist. 
“If I give my students an open-ended 
question, and I get 100 responses, 

Do you see ways that generative artificial-
intelligence tools can help improve the 
assessment process?

37%

12%

51%

23%

29%

47%

Yes

No

Unsure

Administrator Faculty
Administrator Faculty

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and 
faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.
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how do I start to make sense of that?” 
says Davis at Washington State. “AI 
can help me start to synthesize.”

“If AI can help us lower some of 
those barriers for people to start to 
engage with data at a deeper level,” he 
adds, “then that’s a real value added.”

Responses to the Chronicle survey 
also showed contrast between fac-
ulty members and administration 
about whether assessment was help-
ing to develop ideas to close equity 
gaps at colleges. Fifty-nine percent 
of administrators and 37 percent of 
faculty members felt that such de-
velopment was taking place.

“I wouldn’t say assessment is the 
way to close equity gaps,” says Con-
stance Tucker, president-elect of the 
Association for the Assessment of 
Learning in Higher Education and 
vice provost of educational improve-
ment and innovation at Oregon 
Health and Science University. “But 
it is an essential part of identifying 
if one even exists.” Closing gaps, she 
says, takes multiple cycles of try-
ing interventions, measuring them, 
working with academic partners, 
and celebrating positive change 
when it happens. 

But even identifying gaps can 
be challenging. Many campus-
es struggle to effectively connect 
demographic data with assessment 
results, says McConnell. “They have 
the data,” she says. “It is just in dif-
ferent buckets on campus.”

At Washington State, Davis says it 
can be difficult to close gaps once 

they are discovered. Enough data 
may exist to know there is a prob-
lem, he says, but there is not always 
enough data to get insights into 
causes and contributing factors. 

He experienced this himself when 
he was teaching an introductory 
biology class that routinely had about 
500 students from as many as 50 
majors. He could find achievement 
gaps between groups of students, 
such as first-generation students 
and students with parents who had 
attended college. But fixing the gaps 
was another matter.

His only home run, he says, was 
getting rid of formulaic “cookbook 
labs” which, while they might teach 
the necessary skills, were not that 
exciting for many students. He 
switched to project-based labs and 
had his students participate in a 
national undergraduate research 
program known as Sea Phages, in 

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and 
faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement?
“Assessment develops ideas that help close 
educational-equity gaps among students.”
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which students do environmental 
sampling — digging in soil to find 
new viruses, including those known 
as bacteriophages that infect bacte-
ria, and then identifying and nam-
ing those viruses. Reflecting on why 
that approach made such a differ-
ence in closing equity gaps, he says 
“it was the real-world application. It 
was making it real. This is what it’s 
like to be a scientist.”

Other successful innovations in in-
troductory science classes have been 
“argumentation sections,” during 
which students debate about data, 
and shaping faculty messaging to 
students. He says if professors effec-
tively communicate to students, “I 
believe every one of you can suc-
ceed, and I’m here to support you,” it 
encourages disadvantaged students 
to persist.

When he talks to faculty members 
about improvements that can be 
made through assessment, he em-
phasizes that their nature is “small, 
incremental changes. … It takes en-
durance, persistence, and patience.”

At Harvey Mudd College, faculty 

members noticed a gender gap in 
achievement in a mandatory intro-
ductory engineering course. The 
faculty redesigned the course with 
a “flipped classroom” approach, in 
which material that once was cov-
ered in lectures was now learned by 
students outside of the classroom. 
Time in class was spent more on ex-
periential learning. In addition, pro-
fessors sought out a practical engi-
neering experience that would have 
broad appeal. Building a rocket, a 
previous project, was tossed out in 
favor of working with an underwater 
robot. As a result of those changes, 
faculty found that students learned 
more of what they needed to know, 
and the gender gap was closed.

Increasingly, assessment directors 
are trying to find a way to measure 
the learning that happens outside 
of formal courses, or “co-curricu-
lar learning.” This includes student 
time spent at conferences, in career 
centers, in student clubs, on “alter-
native spring breaks,” or in under-
graduate research. Those activities 
often don’t have traditional assign-
ments attached to them, such as 
papers or tests, so it can be trickier 
to measure results.

The New Jersey Institute of Tech-
nology’s strategic plan seeks to make 
sure all students will have at least 
one pass through experiential learn-
ing. But Reich, the assistant assess-
ment director there, is not yet sure 
how he will measure success. “It’s an 
open question,” he says. 

“ I wouldn’t say assessment 
is the way to close equity 
gaps. But it is an essential 
part of identifying if one 
even exists.”



24institutional assessment: trends and challenges

“Do you have some sort of common 
outcomes for experiential learning 
that you can assess them all on? Hon-
estly, no,” he says.

The Council for the Advancement 
of Standards in Higher Education 
has developed standards for univer-
sity offices and programs and devel-
oped self-assessment guides that can 
be a starting point for institutions.

Some activities can be more eas-
ily measured than others: Tracking 

students who attend debt-manage-
ment counseling can be linked to 
later data about the proportion of 
students who default on their loans. 

John C. Crepeau, a professor of 
mechanical engineering at the Uni-
versity of Idaho, says that institution 
has good relations with industrial 
partners, alumni, and an advisory 
board. Those partners are not shy 
about telling faculty members or 
deans when student performance in 
internships or jobs comes up short, 
he says, and he believes such feed-
back from stakeholders is a valuable 
kind of assessment.

At Washington State, many activ-
ities that were once “co-curricular” 
are becoming part of the formal 
curriculum. Introductory cours-
es are building partnerships with 
the university’s Center for Civic 
Engagement to embed what might 
once have been internships, vol-
unteer opportunities, or service 
learning. Not only does that widen 
access to experiential learning, 
Davis says, but it places formerly 
co-curricular activities into a con-
text where it can be easier to mea-
sure their contribution.

Increasingly, assessment 
directors are trying to 
find a way to measure 
the learning that happens 
outside of formal courses, 
or “co-curricular learning.” 
This includes student time 
spent at conferences, in 
career centers, in student 
clubs, on “alternative 
spring breaks,” or in 
undergraduate research.

https://www.cas.edu/standards.html
https://www.cas.edu/standards.html
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A ssessment, when 
coupled with re-
flection, can result 
in new courses, the 
reshuffling of cur-
riculum, and new 
teaching and learn-
ing content that can 

be introduced across a wide number 
of courses. 

Engineering students at the Uni-
versity of Idaho responding to a 
graduating senior survey said they 
wished they had more training in 
responding to ethical issues they 
might encounter in their profession. 
Professors, considering such topics 
as the speed-over-quality debates 
at the Boeing Company and the 
crashes of self-driving cars that have 
resulted in fatalities, readily agreed 
to introduce more ethics discussions 
into engineering classrooms.

At Arapahoe Community College, 
an open-access institution, assess-
ment revealed that many students 
struggled with comprehending 
graphs and understanding how 
they showed relationships among 
variables. The math department 

produced some explanatory content 
to help with that, says Barmann, 
which was then distributed widely. 

Wehlburg at Athens State says she 
thinks many substantial curricular 
improvements don’t come through 
formal assessment — but that such 
informal means should still be 
regarded as part of assessment. At 
an institution where she worked 
previously, she recalls the econom-
ics faculty noticing students’ meth-
odology in their capstone projects 
was weak. The faculty created a new 
methodology course and made sure 
that the topic of methodology was 
scaffolded throughout the econom-
ics curriculum. She says the faculty 
told her they didn’t have time to do 
assessment because they had been 
too busy reworking the curricular 
foundations for the capstone project. 
To which her response was — “That 
is assessment.” 

When it comes to writing up as-
sessment data, Wehlburg likes to see 
a vivid portrait that can encourage 
change. When she became assess-
ment director at Athens State, before 
she was president, she read past 
assessment reports. “I knew amazing 
things were happening across cam-
pus,” she says, “And I read the assess-
ment reports, and they were boring.”

To get to that level of excitement, 
she and others say, faculty members 
need the freedom to consider what 
they want students to be able to do, 
instead of just looking at what can 
be easily measured.

When it comes to writing 
up assessment data . . .  
a vivid portrait can 
encourage change.
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Bojan Cukic, dean of the College 
of Computing and Informatics at 
the University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte, said that when he was 
a department chair, he worked 
with his colleagues on assessment 
of an introductory computer-sci-
ence class, which was then taught 
in many sections. Scrutiny of the 
course found there was no rea-
sonable pattern of student grades 
across the sections. He and others 
realized students were being treated 
differently in different sections of 
the same course. The goal of giv-
ing faculty members independence 

seemed to result in too much vari-
ety in how students were taught — 
and even, to some extent, what they 
were taught. 

The solution was to create a class 
of about 1,000 students who met just 
once a week but broke into labs of 
roughly 50 students. Lots of grad-
uate teaching assistants, prepared 
and supervised closely, taught those 
labs, and other Ph.D. students sup-
ported the undergraduates. “Now all 
of a sudden, the grades make sense,” 
says Cukic. “The material is highly 
synchronized; the experience and 
teamwork is easier.” 
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If assessment at its best 
is informed self-reflection, 
then when, if ever, does 
assessment reflect on itself? 
In the Chronicle survey, 49 
percent of administrators said 
their institutions evaluated 
assessment, while 22 percent 
said they didn’t. Thirty percent, 
surprisingly, were unsure.

“What we have not done well in 
higher ed is to evaluate the process 
itself,” says Jones, of the Association 
for Institutional Research.

At the American Association of Colleges and Universities, McConnell 
says institutions haven’t always “built in reflective space about what to do 
with the evidence that we have,” versus just wanting to collect more data. 
And in analysis, she believes, administrators can lean too much toward 
looking at the average student, and miss analysis of outliers: Who is 
“knocking it out of the park”? Who is struggling at the bottom? 

There is also the risk that institutions are being too easy on themselves. 
“I’ve talked to fellow presidents and provosts,” Wehlburg says, “and they’ll 
say, yeah, all of our learning outcomes are met and that’s a good thing.” 
But she thinks to herself, “That’s a terrible thing,” because those leaders 
can’t set a direction for improvement.

“One of the biggest problems that I see in assessment,” she says, “is that 
we’re not asking the difficult and hard questions.”

CONCLUSION

Does your institution evaluate the 
assessment process itself?

49%

22%

30%

39%

28%

33%

Yes

No

Unsure

Administrator Faculty
Administrator Faculty

Source: Chronicle survey of 871 college administrators and 
faculty members
Note: Due to rounding, figures might not total 100 percent.
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In the end of March and the beginning of April, the Chronicle emailed 
surveys to administrators and faculty members working at two- and 
four-year colleges in the United States. Eight hundred and seventy-one 
people responded. Of those, 455 were faculty members and 416 were 
administrators. 

METHODOLOGY
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