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1

INTRODUCTION

Daniel A. Bureau and Rosie Phillips Bingham

Stakeholders in higher education, both internally and externally, have 
increasingly called on the profession of student affairs to focus atten-
tion on and implement an evidence-based culture. For decades, these 

stakeholders have issued urgent appeals for including assessment in a more 
formal way in divisions of student affairs. Across higher education, adminis-
trators want to be certain that every dollar spent has a high return on invest-
ment in order to benefi t students. Stakeholders want to be assured that the 
programs and services involved in student affairs are highly effective and 
effi cient in contributing to the mission of higher education. Not only parents 
and families, but also donors and federal and state agencies are demanding 
accountability for their dollars. However, the demand is not just from others; 
it is part of who we are as a profession. Most student affairs professionals we 
know want to provide highly effective and excellent programs and services 
that help students succeed in college as well as beyond graduation. As pro-
fessionals, we need to tell our stories in ways that use evidence to refl ect our 
infl uence on student retention, graduation, and overall success. These goals 
are why we wrote this book, to provide a direct and practical message about 
creating a culture of assessment in student affairs.

What has been missing are directions for division leaders about how to 
create and sustain such a culture. The authors in this volume are all experi-
enced senior-level leaders who have established programs that have led to a 
culture of evidence-based practice. Grounded in assessment literature, the 
authors have outlined ten tenets designed to focus senior leaders on commit-
ting to student learning and assessment, to leading culture change, and to 
implementing sound assessment practices.

The tenets are outlined here for ease of reference and so the reader 
may begin to understand the structure of this book. The chapters are fur-
ther grouped around three overall themes: “Philosophical Commitments” 
( Chapters 1–2), “Division Leadership and Culture” (Chapters 3–6), and 
“Sound Assessment Practices” (Chapters 7–10). We end with an epilogue 
that serves as a summary and a nod to the future. A major premise of the 
book is that the senior student affairs offi cer (SSAO) must be the primary 

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



2  LEADING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

leader and spokesperson for this effort. The SSAO sets the tone and pro-
vides leadership to the team participating in implementing a comprehensive 
assessment program. Therefore, each chapter/tenet listed begins with a testi-
mony or thoughts from an SSAO about the tenet addressed in the chapter.

Chapter 1: Tenet One: Understand the “Why” of Assessment
Chapter 2: Tenet Two: Commit to Student Learning as a Primary Focus
Chapter 3:  Tenet Three: Lay the Foundation for a Sustainable  Assessment 

Culture
Chapter 4:  Tenet Four: Develop Strategies to Engage Staff in a Commit-

ment to Assessment
Chapter 5:  Tenet Five: Implement Accountability and Support  Structures 

to Encourage Assessment
Chapter 6: Tenet Six: Anchor Cultural Change
Chapter 7: Tenet Seven: Develop Assessment Plans
Chapter 8:  Tenet Eight: Connect Assessment Plans to Institutional and 

Divisional Goals
Chapter 9:  Tenet Nine: Determine the Appropriate Methods for 

 Assessing Programs and Services
Chapter 10:  Tenet Ten: Disseminate Data to Leverage buy-in and Promote 

Utility to the Campus Community

In Chapter 1 Bingham and Bureau set the stage for why assessment mat-
ters. They clarify terms so that readers understand the differences among 
concepts such as assessment, evaluation, and research. Although research is 
a component of any useful assessment program, this book is solidly focused 
on assessment and using evidence to evaluate and inform decision-making. 
The authors provide a brief historical and professional overview that demon-
strates the role of an evidence-based culture in even the early formation and 
professionalization of student affairs.

If assessment is essential, then learning is core. Chapter 2 opens with 
SSAO Henley clearly declaring that student affairs professionals are educa-
tors. She states, “After all, we are members of the academy, a learning organi-
zation, and we work in a learning environment” (p. 23). The business of the 
academy is learning. Chapter author Barber states , “We must implement 
effective assessment practices to document how our work is actively promot-
ing college student learning” (p. 24). He calls on student affairs professionals 
to adopt a learning paradigm and to understand the role of theories in shap-
ing and assessing student learning. He goes on to provide summaries of two 
theories that readers will fi nd clear and helpful. Furthermore, this chapter 
provides resources that can be used to formulate and assess student learning 
and outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION  3

The third tenet, in Chapter 3, explains the need to educate staff in divi-
sions of student affairs about the culture of assessment. Garrison Duncan 
and Holmes talk about the importance of the leader infl uencing staff to 
become part of the assessment movement. They say that it is important to be 
cognizant of the fact that many in student affairs have not been educated in 
assessment methods and are therefore embarking on learning a new skill or 
process, which can be daunting. They provide introductory remarks about 
the four elements necessary to start a culture of assessment: commitment, 
consistency, connection, and communication.

Woods and Schafer maintain that it is essential to get staff “buy-in” in 
order to implement an assessment culture, which is the focus of Chapter 4. 
The SSAO must understand the unique culture at his or her institution in 
order to understand what it will take to get the entire staff on board and 
committed. They maintain that the SSAO must create an environment of 
trust, accountability, and transparency. Equally important is building strong 
interpersonal and collaborative relationships among the staff.

Chapter 5 focuses on the broad tactics of how the SSAO strengthens 
culture. Burris Hester and Kepler use Sanford’s classic student development 
theory of challenge and support to focus on specifi c approaches to ensuring 
that assessment is a part of a division’s culture. As assessment becomes less 
of a nice thing to do and more of a necessity, implementing approaches to 
rewarding staff while also holding underperformers accountable will be vital.

In Chapter 6, the fi nal chapter in “Part Two: Division Leadership and 
Culture,” Adams-Gaston and Kennedy-Phillips elucidate the importance of 
sustaining a culture of evidence. Building on the same elements discussed 
in Chapter 3 on starting a culture, they emphasize the need for commit-
ment, consistency, connection, and communication to sustain it. Efforts to 
develop, implement, and sustain an assessment culture must be consistent. 
We must remain committed to assessment and communicate to internal and 
external stakeholders in a way that connects with their needs and tells the 
student affairs story.

The next part of the book, “Sound Assessment Practices,” summarizes 
the essential assessment practices that senior leaders should be aware of in 
order to effectively reinforce them along with the culture strategies previ-
ously discussed. Although there are many books on assessment practices, the 
authors of this section have sought to provide SSAOs with practices that 
ensure assessments of services, programs, and student learning are  organized 
and systematized. In Chapter 7, Roberts makes the case for establishing an 
assessment cycle that is linear, predictable, consistent, and stable. She main-
tains that the assessment cycle must be tied to the information needed by 
internal and external constituencies, including the timing of programs, 
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4  LEADING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

services, and budget cycles. In this practical chapter, readers will fi nd exam-
ples of assessment cycle templates that can be applied across departments in 
student affairs.

Chapter 8 calls for linking student affairs assessment plans with the insti-
tution’s mission and strategic plan. Blaisdell and Chamberlain state that it 
is the strategic plan that ensures “that people, facilities, capital, and other 
resources are deployed most effectively” (p. 96) to maximally affect student 
success. They explain that culture is an important consideration when con-
necting assessment to divisional and institutional strategic plans. These 
authors help the reader understand the language of strategic planning and 
the importance of tying the student affairs strategic plan to the overall col-
lege or university strategic plan. Linking assessment plans in this way should 
provide information that helps the division to know if work is fulfi lling the 
vision, mission, and strategic plan of the overall institution as well as the 
division.

Equally important are the tools used to gather the data as outlined in 
the assessment plans. We must utilize diverse approaches to collecting evi-
dence within student affairs programs, which requires that staff understand 
how approaches to collecting evidence differ based on the questions we have 
to answer. Additionally, SSAOs must be prepared to ask for qualitative and 
quantitative as well as direct and indirect methods of assessment. In Chapter 
9, Wise offers building blocks to help determine types of assessments that 
will be effective in producing data about programs, services, participants, 
and learning. She calls attention to methods that allow us to go beyond the 
 typical survey and suggests using such approaches as observation, rubrics, 
tests or quizzes, document analysis, and so on. She champions mixed meth-
ods that rely on quantitative and qualitative approaches to measurements. 
She underscores how much of what student affairs staff already do in their 
day-to-day work could be considered aspects of assessment practice.

Data on a shelf are useless. That is the position of Christakis and Dem-
eter in Chapter 10, which concerns itself with how to publish and make 
data resonate with key decision makers. Data give voice to the experiences of 
students that can be shared with stakeholders in ways that demonstrate the 
impact of student affairs. The authors offer the following essential elements 
for effective information-sharing: ensuring information authenticity, know-
ing your audience, presenting user-friendly information, using high-quality 
visuals, choosing outlets wisely, not becoming stale, making information 
actionable, and following up. Christakis and Demeter argue it is the SSAO 
who is the most compelling champion and communicator of student affairs 
assessment information. The chapter ends with examples of very compelling 
best practices for sharing data.
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Lastly, Garrison Duncan and Kruger, speaking specifi cally of larger 
higher education priorities and initiatives that will drive the work of stu-
dent affairs, provide thoughts on the future of assessment in the book’s epi-
logue. Affi rming the previous ten tenets, they look to how the evolution of 
student affairs assessment, discussed in Chapter 1, will continue to become 
a part of the culture of this fi eld. Through her work with the Lumina Foun-
dation, Garrison Duncan has seen how higher education has been some-
times responsive but at other times inactive toward societal priorities. She 
advocates for student affairs to continue to take on the tough topics, collect 
evidence on student learning in the cocurriculum, and demonstrate where 
our services have made a difference for student success.
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