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1

INTRODUCTION

Putting Assessment Into Context 

Over the last few years, institutions of higher education have been 
experiencing increased pressure to provide evidence of student learn-
ing. It’s no longer suffi cient to say that our students complete the 

required courses, graduate, and get jobs. Don’t get us wrong—these things 
will always be necessary for an institution to be considered successfully func-
tioning. What we are saying is that the outside world now demands more. In 
other words, assessment of student learning has become essential. 

External demands that colleges and universities engage in assessment 
of student learning have been around since the mid-1980s; however, these 
demands for accountability have intensifi ed more recently as public concern 
about high costs, high student debt loads, and low completion rates have 
led to questions about whether college is worth it. Publications such as Aca-
demically Adrift (Arum & Roska, 2011), Our Underachieving Colleges (Bok, 
2006), and the report from the Spellings Commission (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2006) have also led to questions about what students really 
gain from a college education. These public concerns have translated into 
requirements that institutions not only engage in assessment but also provide 
evidence of what students have learned as a result of their education.

At the same time, regional accreditors have a goal of fostering continuous 
improvement and, as a result, they are increasingly demanding to know how 
institutions are using information about student learning to guide institu-
tional improvement. For example, the WASC Senior College and  University 
Commission (2013) has the following as part of its criteria for review state-
ments: “Assessment of teaching, learning, and the campus environment . . . 
is undertaken, used for improvement, and incorporated into institutional 
planning processes” and “Faculty and other educators take responsibility for 
evaluating the effectiveness of teaching and learning processes. . . . The fi nd-
ings from such inquiries are applied to the design and improvement of cur-
ricula, pedagogy, and assessment methodology” (p. 21).

In addition, institutions are operating with increasingly constrained 
resources in a rapidly changing, increasingly competitive environment. In 
an effort to gain a competitive edge in this environment without breaking 
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2  INTRODUCTION

the bank, institutions are turning to strategic planning and prioritization 
processes, as well as marketing campaigns, that focus on academic quality. 
All of these processes can benefi t from (and ideally should involve) evidence 
of what students gain from their college experience.

All of these pressures have resulted in increased assessment activity on 
most college and university campuses. Yet, those who are responsible for 
leading assessment often need clear instruction for how to go about the work. 
They need guidance on how to measure student learning, how to engage their 
faculty colleagues in the work, and how to ensure that assessment results are 
actually used for improvement. Once they get it going, they need advice on 
how to ensure the sustainability of their assessment work. 

While all of us share the need to engage in sustainable, meaningful 
assessment, it is important to keep in mind that assessment work is carried 
out within individual institutional contexts. Each institution is at a different 
stage of development in terms of assessing student learning, and each has its 
own mission, culture, organizational structure, and educational focus, all of 
which have implications for how you approach assessment of student learn-
ing in your program.

The Purpose of This Book

This book provides faculty, current academic leaders, and aspiring academic 
leaders with the information they need to design and carry out successful 
program assessment plans within their unique institutional context. It pro-
vides a straightforward overview of assessment concepts and principles, as 
well as practical, easy-to-follow instructions for multiple assessment measure-
ment tools and key steps in the assessment process. In other words, we view 
this book as a handy, all-in-one, how-to guide. In this respect, we believe it 
will be particularly helpful to faculty members who are charged with leading 
assessment efforts in their respective departments. For example, the chair of 
a program assessment committee might take this book to meetings and use it 
as a guide to help the committee work through the practical steps of getting 
program assessment done.

In addition, the text guides readers toward the development of a culture 
of assessment. For example, it includes tips for making the assessment process 
meaningful, suggestions for how academic administrators can recognize and 
support faculty assessment work, and strategies for embedding assessment 
into ongoing institutional processes. The development of such a culture, one 
in which internal interests drive assessment activity, will help institutions to 
meet today’s external demands with ease and be well prepared for the next 
evolution in external assessment requirements. 
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INTRODUCTION  3

Everything presented in this guidebook has been developed by the 
 authors in our work as assessment leaders on college and university cam-
puses. As the director of assessment at Loyola Marymount University (LMU) 
for nine years, Laura has provided consulting support, workshops, and other 
resources to increase faculty capacity to engage in meaningful assessment. 
She has seen fi rsthand how the approaches described in this guide have made 
a positive difference for faculty and academic programs, for example, when 
the assessment process leads to faculty conversations about what is really 
happening in their curriculum and how they can use that information to 
improve their work as educators. Margaret has more than 14 years of experi-
ence in academic administration with an additional 10 years of experience as 
a full-time faculty member. As such, she has served in several different roles 
that have informed her approach to assessment. In her current role in the 
provost’s offi ce at LMU she was the architect of the recent strategic planning 
process and led the campus through a very successful reaccreditation process. 
Through these and other experiences she has witnessed the importance of 
institutional context; leadership; and developing structures, processes, and 
resources in creating a culture of assessment and improvement.

The text is inspired by and fi lled with tips and examples from our work. 
We have tried to capture the conversational tone that has helped us to suc-
cessfully teach assessment principles and practices to faculty and administra-
tors from a variety of academic disciplines and institutions. We hope that 
when reading this guide you feel as if a friendly, supportive assessment pro-
fessional is by your side.

In short, the goal of this guide is to provide readers with a straightfor-
ward approach to doing assessment in a way that is meaningful, manageable, 
and sustainable over time.

Organization of This Book

This guide begins with an overview of the assessment process, as well as key 
assessment concepts and principles. Subsequent modules provide detailed 
instructions and specifi c tips for carrying out each step of the process, includ-
ing three modules focused on creating and implementing specifi c assessment 
measurement tools. In the fi nal module we compile all of the tips we pro-
vided throughout the book—tips that we hope will help you to avoid com-
mon assessment pitfalls and ensure your assessment efforts are successful.

We recommend that you begin by reading module 1, “An Overview of 
Assessment Concepts and Principles: Improving Student Learning,” which 
provides a framework that will enhance your understanding of each of the 
steps of the process that are spelled out in detail in subsequent modules. 
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4  INTRODUCTION

However, after that, each of the modules is designed to stand alone. You do 
not need to read the modules in order, nor do you need to read all of them, 
to benefi t from their guidance. For example, your program may already have 
a good list of student learning outcomes, so you might want to jump straight 
to the module about how to construct and use curriculum and outcome 
maps (module 4, “Curriculum and Outcome Mapping: Understanding the 
Path to Student Learning in Your Program”). Or, perhaps you have already 
collected some assessment data but you’re not sure how to interpret the 
results and use them for improvement. In that case you might want to start 
by reading about how to summarize and present your evidence (module 10, 
“Organizing, Summarizing, and Presenting Your Evidence: Using Microsoft 
Excel to Make Sense of Your Data”) or you might even want to jump ahead 
and start by reading about how to interpret and use your fi ndings (module 
11, “Closing the Loop: Interpreting Results and Taking Action”). Wherever 
you go next, you’ll fi nd that each module includes references to modules on 
related topics. That way, if you fi nd you need additional guidance on some-
thing, you’ll know where to look for it. Above all else, we hope that you fi nd 
this book helpful in developing meaningful, manageable, and sustainable 
assessment of student learning in your program.
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