Assessing Readiness for a “Culture of Learning”

	John F. Stevenson 

	Melinda M. Treml

	Thomas Paradis


	Department of Psychology
University of Rhode Island
10 Chafee Road
Kingston, RI 02881
(401)874-4240
jsteve@uri.edu

	Office of Academic Assessment
Northern Arizona University
(928)523-8695
Melinda.treml@nau.edu
	Office of Academic Assessment
Northern Arizona University
 (928)523-5853
Thomas.paradis@nau.edu



Introduction
Demands for accountability in higher education have led to pressures from regional accrediting associations, from state governments in the case of public higher education, and indirectly from the federal government.  Colleges and universities are struggling to meet these demands, and there is now a growth industry of consulting experts, national conferences, and publications to assist with the program-level assessment of student learning outcomes, one major facet of higher education accountability. Formative use of assessment to improve curricula calls for a shift from the initial external-accountability impetus on most campuses, with its threat of summative use and potential for superficial measures, to internal recognition of pedagogical relevance by faculty.  As in the broader literature on learning organizations (e.g. Argyris & Schon, 1978; Bocheva, White & Hufman, 2002; Preskill & Torres, 1999), it is important to have a map for how “utilization” of assessment findings can evolve, and how faculty can become prime movers in the process despite the initial mandate from above. In order to facilitate the change process it may be helpful to view the evolving organizational context as a series of stages.  Investigation of what stage a higher education institution may be in, and identification of factors that are relevant for further progress, call for organizational-level assessment to accompany and complement program-level assessment.  
To operationalize this developmental approach, I have constructed a five-stage model to guide empirical examination of organizational change (see Table 1). The stages are based on the literature dealing with characteristics of colleges and universities associated with good assessment practices (e.g. Angelo, 1999; Axelson & Flick, 2009; Banta, Lund, Black & Oblander, 1996) and more specific designations of possible stages in the development of these practices (Allen, 2004;  Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004; Wehlburg, 1999).  Based on the model presented in Table 1 I have designed empirical approaches to assess the readiness of colleges and universities to engage in mature assessment (productive of genuine internal reflection on assessment findings, with follow-up changes in curricular and pedagogical structure and practice where called for). Two empirical applications of the model are discussed here.
Method
A structured Assessment Climate Survey combines factual and attitudinal indicators across constructs dealing with personal supportiveness, perceived campus norms, perceived leadership commitment, availability of structured support, level of departmental achievement, and level of institutional achievement.  At this point the survey, designed as an interactive web-based survey for department chairpersons at higher education institutions, is still in the pilot stage. The intended use is as a periodic gauge of institutional progress. The following paragraphs provide brief descriptions for each of these.
Faculty norms for assessment:  how supportive are faculty of the value of learning outcome assessment as a useful enterprise; what percent of the faculty (including chairs) would agree that “assessment is here to stay,” accept responsibility for conducting assessment activities for their own majors, and agree that assessment can make a very useful contribution to improving students’ benefit from attending the institution?
Leadership commitment: do administrators practice “learning centered management;” is there an assessment office with sufficient staff, budget, and direct, ongoing supervision and guidance from the administration; is there an actively functioning campus-wide oversight body; do all levels of the administration (President, Provost, and Deans) make consistent, clear statements about the value and priority of assessment and follow through with evident attention to assessment findings; are faculty rewarded for contributions to assessment, and is this work recognized in the annual review and promotion process; are training and guidance readily and routinely accessible to faculty conducting assessment?
Implementation: how far along are departments, colleges and the entire university in conducting the set of activities required for meaningful assessment; what percent of programs have generated annual assessment reports for at least two years; how many program revisions are linked explicitly to assessment findings; how accessible are assessment findings to faculty, students, administrators, alumni, parents, potential applicants; how is internal feedback on the quality of assessment reports managed; how are assessment findings utilized in strategic planning at the department, college, and university levels?
The Assessment Climate Survey consists of 37 5-point Likert-scale agree-disagree items with one open-response item at the end of the scale (see Table 2). The scale combines factual and attitudinal indicators across constructs dealing with personal supportiveness, perceived campus norms, perceived leadership commitment, availability of structured support, level of departmental achievement, and level of institutional achievement, as described above. 

A qualitative analysis of annual program assessment reports provides a second empirical means for examining how programs are moving forward toward internally useful assessment activities. The reports are drawn from a large sample of departments over a two-year period (2007-2009) at Northern Arizona University. A standard rubric for scoring the reports, applied by a faculty committee each year, lends itself to examining a variety of stage-linked predictors of assessment progress toward utilization. Reports are ultimately grouped into three categories reflecting level of assessment accomplishments:  “Seal of Excellence” reports have demonstrated utilization of the assessment findings for significant program refinement (“closing the loop”); “Seal of Achievement” reports have made progress to reporting quantitative outcomes on important learning objectives; the remaining reports are not yet at that stage. Potential predictors, guided by the developmental model and the evaluation literature on utilization, include: contextual factors (e.g. size of department, chair attitudes); developmental readiness (e.g. time since initial plan submission; number of prior submitted reports; internal structures formalizing assessment; number of faculty who have participated in assessment training); triangulation of assessment data collected (portfolio, test, special project/assignment embedded in curriculum); logical links of outcomes to curriculum; and means for engaging key stakeholders within the department in planning and reflection.  For the present paper, the size of the departments, their status as accredited programs, and their activities to promote utilization of assessment findings were examined.
Results and Discussion
The Assessment Climate Survey was administered to the population of chairs (n=50) at the University of Rhode Island in October, 2009.  Although the results are not yet complete, 24 chairs have responded, for a 50% response rate.  The pattern of responses is informative, and has revealed a variety of concerns that will be forwarded to the assessment office and our Learning Outcomes Oversight Committee (a joint faculty-administration committee responsible for steering the assessment process across our campus). Qualitative responses to the open-ended question clarify some of the issues reflected in quantitative patterns. Most respondents have requested copies of an intended internal report on the findings, several have expressed gratitude for the opportunity to provide (anonymous) input, and no one has complained about the survey content or intended internal use.  Future development of the survey will include a priori subscale analyses linked to the developmental stage model.
The Assessment Report Analysis is presented in Tables 3-5.  A total of 60 reports was included.  Program size is somewhat smaller for programs that are scored at the highest level (Seal of Excellence), and accreditation status is more common for them as well.  It is plausible that smaller programs will be able to progress through assessment stages more quickly, as they can achieve faculty consensus on outcomes, methods for assessment, conclusions, and program changes more readily.  However, larger programs would have access to more resources for conducting assessment, and this finding remains to be replicated.  It is widely known that accredited programs have a large head start in conducting assessment, as their accrediting associations have been calling for this activity for some time.  In addition, these programs often have national standards, special national tests for graduating seniors, etc., that lend themselves to serious utilization for program revision.  An examination of the strategies used by programs for moving from the report to actual changes in assessment procedures and curricular design yielded the findings in Table 4.  Seal of Excellence programs employed more detailed and multi-step processes to move from assessment findings to implementation of changes.  There is much to be learned from the obvious attention to detail and careful political process crafted by these programs.  Table 5 provides an array of the actual changes made in response to assessment findings, and demonstrates that “closing the loop” can be a very meaningful and sometimes transformative process. 
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Table 1. Building a Culture of Assessment:  Developmental Stages in Organizational Readiness
	Stage 1: Denial
	

	
	· “No one really cares about this and we all have more important things to do; it’s a passing fad.”

	Stage 2: External Demand
	

	· 
	· Administration:  “We have to!”

	· 
	· Faculty: “You have to!” (denial still rampant for faculty)

	· 
	· Fear/defensiveness

	· 
	· Top-down pressure reduces sense of intrinsic value, “buy-in”

	· 
	· Few resources of any kind devoted to assessment (workload recognition, faculty time, direct funding, staff time, technology (portfolio, web, IR, etc.), training in skills, supportive administrative structures)

	· 
	· Faculty concern about trivialization of learning (reductionist, privileges surface learning, factory model, consumer model) – both genuine and defensive

	· 
	· Administrators starting to send faculty to conferences, consider needs, build capacity

	Stage 3: Tentative Commitment
	

	
	· Early adopters on board (administrators and faculty)

	
	· Strong leadership at the administrative level (key person)

	
	· Initial internal structures (faculty advisory committee, staff resource)

	
	· First round public statement of learning objectives by programs is initiated

	
	· A few faculty accepting responsibility, working with administrators

	
	· Accredited programs ready to go




	
	· Capacity-building (e.g. conferences, workshops) starting to pay off; more awareness of non-trivializing approaches to assessment

	Stage 4: Full-scale Effort
	

	
	· Clear expectations and incentives at the program level – uniform, visible, insistent

	
	· Regular monitoring of assessment progress by program, department, college, university

	
	· Positive rewards for “completing the loop,” recognizing needed improvements and acting on that recognition

	
	· Critical mass of faculty and chairs accept necessity

	
	· Growing recognition of potential pedagogical value of the process (intrinsic motivation)

	
	· Formalization of support structures and decision-making structures with necessary resources

	
	· Models available, peer support and mentoring built in

	
	· Attention to ways of incorporating into strategic planning, aligning with overall mission and vision of the institution, connecting to college deans’ concerns

	
	· Web visibility at department, college, and university levels

	Stage 5: Maintenance and Refinement
	

	
	· Late adopters and resisters targeted

	
	· Mature resources and structures allow longitudinal tracking of outcomes

	
	· Pioneers ready for more sophisticated efforts at alignment, taking risks in questioning the premises in their learning outcomes

	
	· Leadership at every level sees the genuine value and is committed to providing the resources on a stable basis





Table 2.  Assessment Climate Survey
Please answer each question by clicking on the appropriate response. Where you are unsure of an answer, please provide your own impression. In this survey, the term “assessment” is used to refer to the series of steps in defining and measuring students’ learning outcomes in order to draw useful conclusions about the effectiveness of educational programs (e.g. majors) in achieving their intended outcomes and to act on those conclusions.  In this context these “learning outcomes” would be defined at the program level, and be measured in ways that reflect the program faculty’s intentions.

	
	How much do you agree that …
		SD	D	N	A	SA
	1	2	3	4	5

	
	Personal attitudes toward assessment
	

	1.
	Assessment should be the job of the administration, not the faculty
		1	2	3	4	5

	2.
	Assessment of learning outcomes for our majors is very important
		1	2	3	4	5

	3.
	General education outcome objectives are complementary to our objectives for the major
		1	2	3	4	5

	4.
	Assessment of student learning outcomes is here to stay
		1	2	3	4	5

	5.
	We need to keep checking ourselves to improve the chances that our students graduate with the skills and attitudes we believe they need
		1	2	3	4	5

	
	Perceived campus norms
	

	6.
	Most faculty on this campus believe program assessment is unrelated to genuine concern for student learning
		1	2	3	4	5

	7.
	Faculty fear negative assessment findings that could damage individuals or programs
		1	2	3	4	5

	8.
	Most departments here are now taking program assessment seriously
		1	2	3	4	5

	9.
	This is a campus where transparency is highly valued, including open disclosure of our programs’ learning outcomes
		1	2	3	4	5

	10.
	A majority of undergraduate majors across the campus have now gone through at least one cycle of assessment – reporting - program revision (sometimes termed “closing the loop”)
		1	2	3	4	5

	
	Perceived leadership commitment
	

	11.
	Our college dean recognizes and supports the value of assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	12.
	The administration supports assessment from the top down
		1	2	3	4	5

	13.
	There are no rewards or incentives for chairs participating in assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	14.
	There are no incentives for faculty to participate in assessment (e.g. annual review recognition)
		1	2	3	4	5

	15.
	There are few administration-provided resources to help with assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	16.
	Departments that choose not to assess their programs will experience negative consequences 
		1	2	3	4	5

	17.
	Published reports of campus-wide assessment progress track how many programs in my university are assessing their students’ learning outcomes
		1	2	3	4	5

	
	Structured support for assessment
	

	18.
	Faculty and chairs have easily accessible opportunities to learn about how to conduct useful program assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	19.
	Expectations for what is to be done and reported for program assessment are clear
		1	2	3	4	5

	20.
	There is adequate time provided for those who are asked to do the work of assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	21.
	There is adequate training provided for those who are asked to do the work of assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	22.
	There are models for what is expected in an assessment report
		1	2	3	4	5

	23.
	There is an office on campus that provides assistance of many kinds for assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	24.
	There is a helpful website on campus addressing assessment progress and expectations
		1	2	3	4	5

	25.
	There is a policy-setting committee to guide assessment on this campus
		1	2	3	4	5

	
	Level of achievement within department
	

	26.
	My department has a workable assessment plan
		1	2	3	4	5

	27.
	My department uses assessment results in strategic planning
		1	2	3	4	5

	28.
	Faculty in my department have fruitful discussions about our students and our hopes for them in the context of assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	29.
	My department has changed our curriculum design (requirements, courses, course content, etc.) in response to assessment results
		1	2	3	4	5

	30.
	Two or more of the faculty in my department have attended workshops on assessment
		1	2	3	4	5

	31.
	My department has conducted and reported one or more rounds of assessing learning outcomes for our undergraduate major(s)
		1	2	3	4	5

	32.
	Our majors are aware of our department’s learning objectives
		1	2	3	4	5

	
	Level of achievement university-wide
	

	33.
	Strategic planning at the university level uses assessment results
		1	2	3	4	5

	34.
	Our general education program has clear, measurable outcome objectives
		1	2	3	4	5

	35.
	University-wide objectives for students’ learning outcomes are specified,  measured, and reported on a regular basis
		1	2	3	4	5

	36.
	We as an institution are committed to the goal of having every student at the university graduate with abilities and values consistent with our university’s mission and strategic plan
		1	2	3	4	5

	37.
	At this institution, assessment of student learning outcomes has become a highly valued, consistently practiced, aspect of our culture
		1	2	3	4	5

	38.
	Please use this space to share any additional comments you may wish to make about this survey or about assessment in your department or at this institution.
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Table 3.  Assessment Use:  Quantitative Information from NAU Assessment Reports 2007-2009
	
	Number of Program Reports
	Program Size
(n of faculty)
	% Accreditation

	Award Level*
	07-08
	08-09
	07-08
	08-09
	07-08
	08-09

	Excellence
		3
		6
	10.0
	16.7
	100
	33.3

	Achievement
		14
		10
	30.7
	23.8
	42.8
	20.0

	None
		12
		15
	28.5
	21.2
	25.0
	26.7



*	A university-wide faculty committee employs a rubric to assess the reports from every program each year, and programs that achieve high scores, indicting accomplishments of all of the steps in assessment culminating in program improvements in response to findings, receive “Seals of Excellence.”  Programs that make significant progress toward drawing conclusions from findings receive “Seals of Achievement.” 


Table 4.  Feedback on Assessment Reports Delivered within Programs
	SEAL OF EXCELLENCE PROGRAMS
	SEAL OF ACHIEVEMENT PROGRAMS

	I. Attention is paid to design of communication medium
· Findings are reported in an on-line departmental newsletter accessible to students, faculty, and alumni
· Poster displaying findings is prominently displayed in the department
II. Special meetings for feedback 
· Feedback is provided at annual August retreat of department faculty
· Findings are presented at end-of-year reception (or student awards banquet) to faculty and students 
· Findings are presented to the student organization representing majors at one of their meetings
· Findings are presented to a faculty retreat with field supervisors at the end of the semester
· Focus groups of faculty discuss specific findings in their area of the curriculum
· Focus groups bring students, outside professionals, and alumni together to discuss findings
III. Special audiences for feedback (beyond faculty and current students)
· Outside professionals who supervise internships or practica (and make assessment input)
· Alumni
· Program advisory board
IV. Multi-step process to generate practical action steps, gain support, implement
· The assessment report will be distributed to faculty with ample time for review, then discussed in a faculty meeting.
· Special report is submitted to faculty curriculum committee (with student representatives) for recommendations to be presented at first fall faculty meeting
· Findings are presented and discussed with faculty and students at program meetings held in the evening once or twice a semester; curriculum change proposals are generated

	I. Non-specific reporting medium
· Cumulative results from assessments sent to faculty
· Cumulative results of assessment reports e-mailed to all faculty near the end of each Spring semester. Opportunities for feedback and discussion are then available
II. Meetings less focused
· Results and suggestions shared with faculty in a meeting
· Results shared in the assessment committee
· Results are discussed during faculty meetings and retreats
· Feedback provided at area meetings at the beginning of each semester
· Feedback on data provided at meetings that occur throughout the semester
· Findings presented prior to submission of report
· Results discussed at an area meeting for faculty in May
· Feedback provided during area meetings at the beginning of each semester
· Report presented to program steering committee and then to all faculty during fall retreat
· An advisory board including faculty, students, and community practitioners meets to discuss findings and recommend changes to the program
· Results and suggestions for improvement were shared with the department’s Graduate Studies Committee




Table 5. Changes in Response to Assessment Feedback:  Seal of Excellence Programs Only
	Changes in assessment:
I. Methods and procedures
· More faculty/instructors and course sections are recruited to participate in data collection
· Special effort is put into improving return rates (e.g. from off-campus supervisors or alumni)
· New testing of competencies at the course level is introduced to provide formative feedback leading up to an end-of-program examination
· A faculty subcommittee is formed to review student portfolios, apply comprehensive rubrics
· A new online test of knowledge and critical thinking skills required in introductory course and senior capstone course
· Master syllabi redesigned to incorporate agreed rubrics
II. Definition of desired outcomes
· Competencies (learning objectives) for the major are overhauled
· Rubrics for student work are redesigned to be better aligned with intended student outcomes
· Licensing exams for graduates are adapted for use
· New criteria for leadership and managements skills developed
· Changes made in program mission and goal statement. Major integrative themes are clarified. Program outcome competencies are identified with plan to submit to college and university curriculum committees for approval.

	Changes in program:
I. Additions/improvements to courses and other required learning experiences
· Field work requirement is expanded
· Service learning experiences are built into more courses
· Course scheduling is adjusted to accommodate older/working students
· Modules of course content, with student practice opportunities, are added to existing courses
· Lower division courses are strengthened to put more emphasis on statistics and research methodology (in preparation for upper division courses)
· Model syllabi are developed to assure aligned coverage
· More emphasis on in-depth undergraduate research projects
· Timing for capstone changed
II. Changes in curricular structure, requirements
· A course that is reported by alumni to be particularly valuable is made into a requirement
· A missing area of knowledge (as reported by alumni) leads to the design of a new course in the curriculum
· An elective is converted to a requirement
· Requirement structure is changed to add two required lower-division courses to address gaps
III. Other
· A web forum for majors is created to link students, with special emphasis on career-relevant postings to support career planning
· Faculty in-service training is implemented to improve integration of “culture” in courses across the curriculum
· Difficulties reported for transfer students lead to annual meetings hosted by department faculty with community college advisors in Phoenix
· Two under-performing degree programs are deleted, folding aspects of these into other continuing programs
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