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Learning Outcomes

Participants will be able to:

• … clarify with colleagues common 
myths and misconceptions about 
assessment

• … define assessment and differentiate 
it from research and evaluation
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Learning Outcomes

Participants will be able to:

• … explain the alignment between mission, 
goals, & outcomes

• … write measurable outcomes using the 
ABCD model

• … identify appropriate measures of student 
learning
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Common Myths 
and 
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Common Questions and 
Answers

“Why not use grades in courses?”

Grades in courses include more 
than student learning

Single grader

Results not specific enough for 
most program improvements
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Common Questions and 
Answers

“We have a capstone course; isn’t that 
assessment?”

Vehicle for assessment

Capstone projects vs. capstone 
courses
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Common Questions and 
Answers

“We do surveys and course evaluations to 
assess our students satisfaction; isn’t that 
sufficient assessment?”

Surveys are good measures of 
confidence, not competence

Surveys are good measures of satisfaction, 
not student learning
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Common Questions and 
Answers

“What about academic freedom?”

Faculty have a responsibility to cover 
common learning outcomes

Faculty can add learning outcomes and 
decide how to teach common learning 
outcomes most effectively

Assessment is not a form of faculty 
evaluation . . .
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Unit of Analysis
• …. Is NOT the faculty member

• Is NOT the student

• IS the PROGRAM
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Drivers of Assessment
• A revolution in education:  the learning-

centered paradigm
• Calls for accountability
• Federal requirements for regional accreditation
• Disciplinary accreditation
• Supports for faculty and students to improve 

their performance
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What is Assessment?
• “Assessment is the ongoing process of:

– Establishing clear, measurable expected
outcomes of student learning

– Ensuring that students have sufficient 
opportunities to achieve those outcomes

ÂÂSuskie, p. 3Suskie, p. 3
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What is Assessment?
• “Assessment is the ongoing process of:

– Systematically gathering, analyzing, and 
interpreting evidence to determine how well 
student learning matches our expectations.

– Using the resulting information to understand 
and improve student learning.”

ÂÂSuskie, p. 3Suskie, p. 3
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Assessment is not …
• Research designed to test theories –

assessment informs practice
• Evaluation designed to determine the quality 

of a program – assessment focuses on 
improvement

• Grading students…

22

Grading vs. Assessment

• Grading and assessment 
criteria appropriately differ 
(e.g., attendance)

• Grading standards may be 
vague or inconsistent (or, at 
best, idiosyncratic)

• Grades alone may give insufficient 
information on student strengths 
and weaknesses

• Grades do not reflect all learning 
experiences (whole curriculum)
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Jim Nichols’ Grade Book Analogy:

“How you can use student performance to 
assess course and/or program strengths 

and weaknesses? “

- a way to conceptualize the process

Why Not Course Grades?
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Typical Grade Book

#9

#10

#8

#7

#6

#5

#4

#3

#2

#1

Student
PerformanceFinalPaper 2ParticipationAttendanceMidtermPaper 1Student

Grading Dimensions
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Typical Grade Book

• Rows represent individual students

• Dimensions across the top most typically represent 
measures of student performance at various points 
in time and/or results of different measures or 
instruments

• Student performance at the end of the semester is 
summarized and a course grade results.
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Typical Grade Book:
Focus on the Rows

• Student performance may vary across the columns, 
but, in general, is not important in summarizing 
individual student performance in each row.

• If all/most students pass the course, presumably, 
the targeted learning objectives have been met --
BUT have they?
– Need to focus on columns
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Substituting Program Student 
Learning Outcomes as Column 
Dimensions

• Unit of analysis changes from an individual course to 
the academic program

• Achievement of each outcome may be measured at one 
or more times and in one or more ways during the 
course of the program

30

Substituting Program Learning Objectives
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Typical Grade Book Summary

• Rows focus on...
– Individual student performance

• Columns focus on …
– Course student learning outcomes
– Program student learning outcomes

• Once particular strengths and weaknesses are 
identified, analysis of how the course or 
curriculum is delivered should ensue.

32

What is Assessment?
• “Assessment is the ongoing process of:

– Establishing clear, measurable expected 
outcomes of student learning

– Ensuring that students have sufficient 
opportunities to achieve those outcomes

ÂÂSuskie, p. 3Suskie, p. 3
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What is Assessment?
• “Assessment is the ongoing process of:

– Systematically gathering, analyzing, and 
interpreting evidence to determine how well 
student learning matches our expectations.

– Using the resulting information to understand 
and improve student learning.”

ÂÂSuskie, p. 3Suskie, p. 3

34

Goals and 
Outcomes 
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Goals express…

Á Goals are broad and abstract statements that flow 

out of the mission

Á Goals indicate the destination in which we are 

headed, not the path by which we get there

38

Goal Examples
“Develop and demonstrate effective use of 
language
• Develop written communication skills.
• Develop oral communication skills.
• Develop ability to use a foreign language.
• Develop written communication skills in the major at the upper 

division level.”



Academic Assessment Workshop

Worth Pickering & Tisha Paredes 20

39

Goal Examples
“Develop an understanding of human behavior,
society, and culture, with specific attention to 
technology, international perspectives and
issues related to ethnicity, race and gender.
• Develop an understanding of history and an ability to think 

critically about the past.
• Think critically about beliefs, values, and moral issues that have 

shaped human society…..
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Goal Examples
…..
• Critically analyze the fine and performing arts and their 

contribution to culture.
• Critically analyze literature and its contribution to culture.
• Develop an understanding of behavioral, political, economic, 

and social systems.”
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WEAVE Practice

42

Assessment Planning and Reporting 
Process

1. Become a learning organization
2. Define the mission and goals of the department
3. Write expected outcomes / objectives
4. Define the intended student learning outcomes of 

the department
5. Establish measures and criteria for success
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Assessment Planning and Reporting 
Process

6. Identify assessment targets
7. Assess performance against criteria
8. View the results
9. Effect improvements through actions
10. Start the process over again (continuous quality 

improvement)

44

Outcomes articulate…

Á
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Goals and Outcomes

• Goals are broad

• Goals are general

• Goals are intangible

• Goals are abstract

• Goals cannot be validated

• Outcomes are narrow
• Outcomes are precise
• Outcomes are tangible
• Outcomes are concrete
• Outcomes can be validated 
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Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive 
Development

Evaluation

Synthesis

Analysis

Application

Comprehension

Knowledge



Academic Assessment Workshop

Worth Pickering & Tisha Paredes 24

47

The Purpose of Learning Outcomes

• To communicate to ourselves, students, and others:
– What we intend for students to learn

• So they can organize their efforts toward accomplishing the 
desired behavior

• So they can assess their own performance

– Whether students have gained appropriate skills, attitudes, 
and/or knowledge

– How successful an activity has been

48

Characteristics of Learning 
Outcomes
• Always expressed in terms of the learner.
• Are precise and support only one 

interpretation.
• Describe an observable behavior
• Use concrete action verbs
• Specify criteria for accomplishment
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ABCD Model

Questions a good outcome answers
• Audience: Who will be performing the behavior? 
• Behavior: What behavior should the learner be able to 

do? 
• Condition: Under what conditions do you want the 

learner to be able to do it? 
• Degree: How well must it be done?

52

ABCD Model

• Audience - Identify who will be learning   (not the 
instructor)

• The Learner 
• The Staff member
• The Student
• The Participant
• The Employee
• The Trainee
• The Organization Member
• The Audience Member
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ABCD Model

Audience

• “The ____ will be able to______.”

54

ABCD Model

• Behavior (Performance)

– Should include an action verb indicating what the 
learner will be able to do

– Should be something that can be seen or heard
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Conditions

• Givens
• Resources
• Environment
• Directions
• Format
• Deadlines

58

ABCD Model

• Degree (or criterion)

– A degree or criterion is the standard by which performance 

is evaluated.
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Degree

• Accuracy/Tolerance
• Speed
• Number
• Reference or Standards
• Permissible Errors
• Degree of Excellence

60

Writing

“The student will be able to write an essay
that includes the following components:
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Oral Communication

Content – The SWBAT:
• Identify a speech topic that is appropriate for the specific 

purpose of the speech context and the audience.  
• Develop the topic so that the goal and main points are clearly 

differentiated and supported by credible research.  
• Explain facts, statistics, examples, experiences, and professional 

perspectives, to support the main points.

62

Critical Thinking

“The student will be able to write an essay that includes the
following components:
• A clearly stated objective. The writer’s purpose or position 

(thesis statement) is clear and is the primary controlling force
throughout the paper. The essay addresses the question 
directly. 

• Supporting evidence. The writer satisfactorily develops the 
ideas presented in support of the purpose of the essay. 
Generalizations are supported by details or specific explanation.

• Logical consistency. The ability to develop an argument that 
is internally consistent and logically arranged.  The writer avoids 
sweeping or hasty generalizations, false dichotomies (either/or 
fallacies), personal attack, and appeals to fear or ignorance.
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• ODU general education objectives
• SCHEV Competencies
• Colleagues, professional organizations, etc.
• Examples: 

http://assessment.uncg.edu/departmentplans.htm

Where Can We Find 
Measurable Outcomes

64

WEAVE Practice
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Good Assessment Practices

• Set clear expectations
• Minimize the burden of assessment
• Start small
• Start with successes
• Use assessment results for program improvement 

70

Good assessments…

• Measure what we intend to measure (validity)
• Give us useful, reasonably accurate information 
• Yield results specific to the learning outcomes

so that improvements can be made
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Types of Assessment
Objective
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Types of Assessment

Qualitative
• Flexible, naturalistic 

methods that are usually 
analyzed by looking for 
recurring patterns and 
themes

• Often underused, 
underappreciated

• Can give fresh insight and 
help discover problems 
and solutions

Quantitative
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Course Embedded Assessments

• Developed and implemented within the context of individual 
course(s)

• Required courses in the major, capstone course ideal
• Completion of assessment measures part of course grades
• Contrast to separate session assessment – issues of motivating 

students to complete assessment

80

WEAVE Practice
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Sample Tools

82

Common Assessments

• Tests
• Rubrics & Prompts
• Portfolios
• Surveys
• Focus Groups
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Sample Assessment Tools: Tests

• Examples:
– Licensure examinations
– GRE content examination
– Comprehensive examinations
– Technology and Information Literacy
– Quantitative Reasoning
– Scientific Reasoning

• Other examples???
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Sample Assessment Tools: Rubrics 
& Prompts

• Direct measure of student learning
• Qualitative
• Subjective – professional judgment required
• Multiple raters – calibrated 
• If appropriately developed, can result in 

consistent results (inter-rater reliability)
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Sample Assessment Tools: 
Portfolios

• Examples:
– Art samples
– Writing sample portfolio to evaluate for value 

added in writing skills over completion of 
program

• Other examples???

90

Sample Assessment Tools: Surveys
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Sample Assessment Tools: Surveys

• Examples:
– Transition to College Inventory – diagnostic tool 

which identifies at-risk first year students
– Student Satisfaction Surveys (required of all 

graduating students)
– Alumni Surveys
– Employer satisfaction with graduates

• Other examples???
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Sample Assessment Tools: Focus 
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We start out with the aim of 
making the important measurable 

and end up making only the 
measurable important.


