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1
A D VA N C I N G  A S S E S S M E N T

Currents of Movement, Eddies,  
and New Paths

Amy Driscoll

I began this first chapter by reflecting on the experience of writing about 
assessment more than 10 years ago. I felt both exhilaration and anxiety. 
My coauthor at that time, Swarup Wood, and I felt certain that there had 

been significant advances in assessment, that the practices we described in 
2007 are much more sophisticated today, and that many more faculty and 
institutions are engaged in the “best practices” we had previously described. 
We saw assessment truly advancing! Now with new coauthors, we are  setting 
out to push our thinking and that of our colleagues to a new level, but only 
if our work strengthens the movement to improve student learning. We 
agreed from the first that improving student success was essential to this 
book project.

Parker Palmer’s Wisdom

Just before opening my computer I turn to a faithful source of courage, direc-
tion, and support. Parker Palmer’s Courage to Teach (1998) was ready for 
me. In talking about evaluation, Palmer said it is one of “those functions of 
education that upholds standards” (p. 138) but urges us to “use grades and 
other forms of distinction to emphasize learning instead of judging and to 
support collaboration instead of competition” (p. 138). He is bothered by 
the way our assessment represents power and the way we have been trained 
and accustomed to work in “utter autonomy” (p. 139). He envisions com-
munities within classrooms and connecting faculty and students much as 
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2  ADVANCING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

we will in this book. We support his subtle reminder for us to make sure 
that we assess what is worth assessing. Worth measuring or assessing is an 
essential criterion for checking our outcomes. With apologies to Palmer, we 
insist on attention to our purpose for assessment; that is, we assess in order 
to improve our work—our teaching, our curriculum and cocurriculum, our 
assessment—to ultimately improve student learning, to promote student 
success. Through each of the chapters that follow, we will remind ourselves 
and you, our readers, of that commitment. It’s an intention that can get lost 
in faculty resistance, in budgetary decisions, in compliance with accredita-
tion, and even within the assessment practices that we promote. It must be 
the raison d’être for best practices in assessment.

Who Are We?

Your coauthors have committed to a specific approach to assessment—
outcomes-based assessment (or learning outcomes assessment) within the 
bigger picture of outcomes-based education (OBE), for almost 30 years. 
I (Amy) have spent those years teaching/presenting and mentoring others 
on campuses all over the country and sometimes internationally. For the 
last 11 years, I have coordinated and been lead faculty of the Assessment 
Leadership Academy (ALA), a yearlong professional development program, 
so I have rich examples and ideas from participants. I will identify those 
participants as they describe their successes, their experiments, their wisdom. 
Each ALA graduate has engaged in almost a year of intense study of assess-
ment,  collaborated within cohorts of 34+ colleagues, and continues in a net-
work of support with more than 400+ graduates. They can be good resources 
for you as they consistently guide and mentor others. We will identify them 
with (ALA) after their names to honor their contributions to this book. 
Our coauthor Swarup Wood has been working with faculty and students 
as he guides general education and First Year Seminar at California State 
University, Monterey Bay (CSUMB). He has always mentored new faculty 
and shares his wisdom on other campuses. Our coauthor Dan Shapiro, in his 
prior role as director of teaching, learning, and assessment, facilitated profes-
sional development for faculty at CSU Monterey Bay. He currently serves as 
interim associate vice president for academic programs and dean, University 
College and Graduate Studies. Dan also coordinates mentoring for the ALA 
and presents regionally and nationally. Our coauthor Nelson Graff is a pro-
fessor and director of communication across the disciplines. He supports 
faculty across the institution to improve their teaching of reading and writ-
ing. Wood, Shapiro, and Graff have collaborated extensively in supporting 
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ADVANCING ASSESSMENT  3

CSUMB’s efforts to advance assessment and student achievement of critical 
thinking, information literacy, quantitative reasoning, written communica-
tion, and oral communication skills. As we said in the preface—and we hope 
you read it—we write our chapters independently, but our collective work 
on assessment has been intertwined for so long that each chapter represents 
our collective thinking.

Swarup says that assessment is like “the gift that keeps on giving.” We 
have learned at least as much as we have taught—from faculty colleagues, 
from students, and from administrators, and from being engaged in assess-
ment. We intend to share insights from their stories, their successes and 
advice, and examples and resources from their work. It is also clear from 
those sources that assessment is truly advancing. Our commitment to current 
assessment approaches that ultimately improve student learning responds to 
the why of this book.

In addition to that commitment, we thread two themes through our 
chapters. The first theme is one of connections—connections integrated 
across assessment, teaching, curriculum, and cocurriculum. The second 
theme is one of collaboration—among faculty themselves, between faculty 
and staff, between administrators and faculty, and between faculty and stu-
dents. The collaboration with students is especially important as we urge 
a more active role for students in assessment so that we are doing assess-
ment with students, not to them. Assessment books (our previous publica-
tion included) typically focus primarily on assessment, but we made a clear 
decision to spread our focus to pedagogy and curriculum and cocurriculum.

Intentions of This Introductory Chapter

I think that it is important to give you an overview of what is happening in 
assessment at the time of this writing, especially as efforts advance to bet-
ter support student success. This first chapter will paint a big picture of the 
currents that characterize assessment today as a context for the chapters that 
follow. Those currents flow through assessment efforts, occasionally slowing 
or sidetracking, often encouraging creativity or swirls, and less frequently 
stirring resistance or getting stuck in eddies. They also effectively engage fac-
ulty and students, inform policy and practice, and improve our pedagogy 
and curriculum. While I describe those currents in this chapter, I will guide 
you, our readers, into the chapters that follow. You will get a preview of the 
content and thinking of those chapters. The currents begin with accredita-
tion followed by the variation in assessment approaches. From there we sub-
merge ourselves in the expanding current of equity in assessment, followed 
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4  ADVANCING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

by the eddy in “closing the loop” and the need for inquiry and reflection in 
our assessment practices. A new swirl in the currents is the idea of integrating 
assessment efforts with professional development in general. A strong move-
ment characterizes the current of student assignments and related rubrics, 
and attention to alignment and coherence. Finally, swirling underneath 
the currents are the efforts directed to communication and transparency in 
assessment.

In our thinking throughout the chapters, we address assessment as a 
major component of a learning system with teaching and curriculum, with 
academic and cocurricular faculty and other stakeholders. We insist that col-
laboration is essential among all the participants in education—faculty, staff, 
students, administrators—and with extensions to many other stakeholders. 
We encourage high-quality communication—with transparency and pur-
pose—for both internal and external audiences. We observe assessment prac-
tices improving, becoming creative and effective, and providing a valuable 
source of information about students and how to improve their learning. 
Unlike some thinking about change and ideas going away, assessment is here 
to stay, and it is clearly advancing. Those advances lead us closer and closer to 
student success. I find the examples, conversations, practices, and approaches 
stimulating, encouraging, and definitely worth writing about.

I have encountered both obstacles and successes (or eddies and swirls) 
to include in this overview. Both are full of insights to support your use of 
learning outcomes assessment, perhaps more carefully but certainly with a 
watchful eye to what is happening. If you are a faculty or staff member, this 
book is written primarily for your use in teaching courses or organizing pro-
grams. If you are an assessment director or coordinator or a faculty member 
new to assessment, this chapter will also provide guidance for your efforts. 
We intend that the chapters provide a context in which to review and evalu-
ate your own assessment progress and to plan for continued and improved 
practices. I begin with the “elephant in the room,” as some would say, or the 
role of accreditation as the first current.

Prominence of Accreditation

The powerful prominence of accreditation is reflected in the why of assess-
ment for some institutions, in the way assessment work proceeds, and in the 
kind of evidence suggested by regional or disciplinary requirements. Some 
resistance to assessment may be due to the discouraging and ever-linger-
ing perception that accreditation provides the primary rationale for doing 
assessment. Peter Ewell (2009), in his ongoing reflections on “the tensions 
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ADVANCING ASSESSMENT  5

around assessment” experienced by institutions of higher education, agreed 
and observed powerful impact from the resulting compliance approach. He 
described the impact of how faculty view assessment as added work only 
being done to satisfy accountability requirements and external pressures 
with no real benefits for faculty or students. That kind of campus mind-
set impeded efficacy, efficiency, and sustainability, according to Ewell, and 
even more worrisome, it jeopardized the foundational purpose of assessment 
to improve student learning. Another view of accreditation, however, is that 
many of those requirements for accountability encourage us to use  assessment 
well, with quality practices that have connection to student achievement. 
A  colleague once said, “I like to be compliant if it means I am using assess-
ment practices that promote student success.”

So I ask you, what kind of rationale for assessment dominates your cam-
pus thinking? Do you hear those compliance complaints from your faculty 
colleagues? And if so, do you feel like you are constantly rowing against that 
compliance thinking current? Although compliance is not what we hope for, 
it’s kind of like the wind that drives currents and keeps water circulating. As 
a result, faculty continue in their assessment efforts, often discovering the 
value of their work as they learn more about their students and their learn-
ing. In our interactions with faculty on different campuses, we have heard 
of approaches that provide a contrast to compliance thinking. It helps to 
connect with those individuals who “get it” and are enthusiastically assessing 
student learning and excitedly describing insights about their teaching—or 
even better, about student success. When we find those faculty, we need ways 
to make their efforts public—feature them on a website, or at a professional 
development session, or with a poster gathering. Find ways to make the 
 success of your peers contagious.

Listening to Faculty

I personally have witnessed a difference in how faculty talk about the why of 
assessment. Ten years ago, if I asked a faculty group why they were imple-
menting outcomes-based assessment, there was immediate discomfort in the 
room. I either heard a soft-spoken faculty say, “We have to do it for our 
accreditors,” or some version of that reason stated with annoyance. I won’t 
pretend that I don’t hear that answer anymore, but I hear it less, and I hear 
other reasons, compelling reasons, from faculty who have experience with 
learning outcomes assessment:

“When I use outcomes for my courses, I am more intentional about how 
I teach and what I teach.”
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6  ADVANCING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

“Outcomes really help me with planning, with decisions about what to 
include in my course.”

“I like being able to provide students with specific intentions for their 
learning. And then I take responsibility for supporting those intentions.”

“We have learned so much about our program, about its strengths and 
weaknesses since we specified and assessed the outcomes we have for 
students.”

It helps us when we hear our colleagues express those rationales even amid 
accreditation compliance sentiments. I urge you if you are able to ask your 
students about how outcomes-based assessment affects them, and make their 
comments public.

Listen to Responses to Faculty

If you are an assessment director, I urge you to acknowledge the culture of 
resistance or compliance if it exists and provide space for faculty and admin-
istrators to express those sentiments. I’ve learned through experience that 
they need to be expressed or they are carried around in people’s heads and 
will interfere with the actual work. Some faculty resistance flows along with 
the accreditation current as additional rationale. The accreditation concerns 
are there along with other rationales for resistance. Be sure to listen well and 
respectfully. Do acknowledge them as legitimate and understandable before 
you propose other possibilities:

“Yes, you are right, Ellen, you have been assessing ever since you started 
teaching. You will probably be able to use some of your well-designed 
assignments.”

“I agree, this does add more work to your life. And I know how much 
time you give to committees and other responsibilities. We will work to 
be as efficient as possible.”

“You are definitely entitled to that feeling about compliance—it doesn’t 
feel good to have requirements coming from external sources.”

Once faculty concerns and resistance are affirmed as legitimate, they are more 
likely to try out some of the assessment approaches. I encourage those of you 
with assessment leadership positions to listen to those conversations with fac-
ulty about assessment in chapter 6 when I discuss using student evidence to 
improve our practices. Inquiry and discussions begin to build a culture that 
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ADVANCING ASSESSMENT  7

is most amenable to analyzing student evidence to determine where learning 
could be improved and how to be sure it is working. In that same chapter, 
I share the experiences of colleges that have developed an inquiry culture and 
how they advance their use of student learning evidence for improvement.

In response to the accreditation and compliance currents, assessment 
experts and scholars believe that issues of compliance will resolve themselves 
if institutions maintain a focus on quality, no matter how quality is defined 
for a particular campus (Jankowski & Marshall, 2017). They also urge fac-
ulty to stay student-centered in their assessment practices and to continue 
to raise questions about student learning. The most recent national study of 
provosts affirms that both compliance and improvement drive assessment 
(Jankowski et al., 2018). Although accreditation continues as the main use 
of institution-level information about student learning, efforts such as pro-
gram review and program improvement regularly use those results. Lessons 
from an impressive case study of Washington State University’s assessment 
progress remind us that “assessment means living with and managing two 
goals” (Hutchings, 2019, p. 9). Pat Hutchings also described that state as 
“being able to tell your story—with data—in ways that speak to a diverse set 
of stakeholders, while at the same time supporting meaningful and honest 
inquiry to explore areas that need further development” (p. 9). Hutchings 
reminded us that there is wide variation in the stories, the data, inquiry, and 
exploration.

Learning Outcomes Assessment Comes in Varied Approaches

The second current, and it’s an enormous one, is that even though learning 
outcomes assessment is composed of a common set of practices, it takes a 
multitude of forms and variations. It sounds simple, but it is complex and 
overwhelming, and at the same time, considered advantageous for its success. 
The last thing we ever want to urge you as teaching faculty to use is a stand-
ardized model for implementing assessment, although there is some hunger 
for what Peter called “a magic bullet that will satisfy all the demands” and 
“leave faculty free to attend to their classrooms” (personal communication, 
June 4, 2016). Instead, institutions are urged to design a model that emerges 
from or aligns with their missions, visions, and values. Within that variation, 
there is agreement that student learning should be the “root of all assess-
ment systems” and “at the forefront of every conversation and decision”—a 
“ common thread across institutional assessment plans” (Kolb et al., 2015, 
p. 82). As faculty, you will probably concur with those characteristics but will 
want ownership in how assessment is developed, creating further variation.
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8  ADVANCING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

I learned early in my experience at CSU Monterey Bay that faculty must 
have ownership in the design and purpose of assessment if we want their 
commitment to using it. That characteristic holds true today as some of the 
same faculty participate in the current design and assessment of institutional 
learning outcomes. In chapter 3, Wood describes the variety of ways faculty 
derive learning outcomes as well as the diverse sources of those outcomes. 
He provides advice for us to use in the design of outcomes and adds creative 
examples in both academic and student affairs.

With mission influences, faculty ownership, and different institutional 
cultures, approaches to outcomes-based assessment must be varied, could not 
possibly be a “one model that fits all.” Before I move on, I want to extend 
this current of wide variation in approaches to assessment with a sensitive 
concern. I think that there is a noticeable amount of assessment being done 
poorly and frequently with assignments that are not aligned with the learning 
outcomes. I bump into that situation fairly regularly. It is understandable in 
the big picture—learning to teach is not often part of doctoral programs and 
thus is rare for most faculty. Clearly many faculty have not been prepared 
to design and use assessment practices well before joining an institution of 
higher education. I have all my degrees in education and I will admit that 
I was not prepared to assess learning well. Early in my career, I coauthored a 
book on teaching strategies and when it came time to write the final chapters 
on assessment, neither my coauthor nor I wanted to write those chapters, 
feeling unprepared for authoring them. I lost the coin toss and began an 
intense study of assessment.

There are also situations in which faculty must work with learning out-
comes they had no voice in developing. There’s currently an emphasis on 
consensus with program learning outcomes among faculty in a department. 
It provides an opportunity for faculty who designed the outcomes to discuss 
rationales and for new faculty to come to some common meanings of their 
intentions. To achieve both ownership and consensus, I suggest that you 
identify locations in your institutional or departmental plan for assessment 
where faculty voice will strengthen and ensure ownership. Be clear that your 
input to a departmental assessment plan will be valued and significant.

The wide variation I described as this current has been addressed at 
a national level in a process called tuning. Tuning is a means of encour-
aging quality in our education by defining essential learning within spe-
cific disciplines through collaboration. Faculty from multiple institutions 
come together to articulate core competencies and/or learning outcomes 
and then map career pathways (Jankowski & Marshall, 2017). One of the 
benefits of this process is a shared description of what students understand 
and are able to do when they finish a specific disciplinary degree program. 
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ADVANCING ASSESSMENT  9

It provides comparability for student transfers and explicitly equips stu-
dents to transition to contexts after graduation. You can find tuning projects 
completed by the American Historical Association (https://www.historians 
.org/teaching-and-learning/tuning-the-history-discipline) and the National 
Communication Association (https://www.natcom.org/LOC/).

In the meantime, I urge you to take advantage of this flow or current of 
variation by visiting other campuses for observation or reviewing their web-
sites and discussing assessment models to get new ideas. Or we encourage you 
to access the NILOA (National Institute of Learning Outcomes Assessment) 
website for cases of good practices. I intentionally mention that resource 
now because if you haven’t joined NILOA, this is the time. It’s free—just 
sign up—and every month you will receive updates in the form of research 
reports, occasional papers, awards, conference schedules, and collections of 
assignments, assessments, and so on. It keeps me updated on the newest 
information and useful readings to inform my practice and I’ve heard similar 
valuing from others.

In addition, if you are an assessment director, consider assembling a rep-
resentative committee of colleagues—send them to workshops, conferences, 
and other events for learning about assessment—so that you are surrounded 
by expertise, support, and different perspectives. And you will want to attend 
some of those professional development sessions yourself so that you have 
language and understandings in common with your colleagues. Many of 
those sessions are currently devoted to a powerful current of both interest 
and commitment, a current of equity in assessment.

Equity in Assessment

This current is one that is immersed in huge higher education waves and the 
search for increased diversity in higher education. Equity in assessment is a 
major focus of my leadership work and, like many of my colleagues, I’ve been 
searching for answers, for strategies, and for new thinking about assessment 
that will achieve equity. That search is infused in all aspects of higher edu-
cation, in coursework, in programs, in student affairs, and in institutional 
culture. For chapter 2, I’ve adapted the work of Geneva Gay on pedagogy 
that achieves equity in classrooms with diverse student populations. I’ve also 
analyzed our current teaching and assessment practices for the dynamics of 
power and privilege that influence our effectiveness and equity in student 
success. I will provide strategies to ensure student agency in assessment—one 
approach to achieve equity in our practices. My intent is to encourage you 
to engage in inquiry, to study, to listen to students more intensely, to learn as 
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10  ADVANCING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

much as possible about their differences, and to engage them in important 
decision-making about assessment, pedagogy, and curriculum as much as 
possible. You will need to become a learner along with your students and 
they will teach you well.

Speaking of the need for learning and engagement, there is a phrase, 
“closing the loop,” which means using student evidence for improvement, 
and it is the next major current in assessment today.

Use of Assessment Evidence: A Struggle

This is a current filled with concern and surging, a slow-moving current even 
though we strive to use student evidence to improve student achievement. 
It is also a current that varies in the ocean of higher education. In chapter 6 
I describe the kind of institutional culture that encourages that use of student 
evidence, along with the features that discourage that use. I provide practical 
examples and strategies that will engage you and your students in the search 
for how to improve student achievement. There are multiple reasons for the 
disappointing pace of use, but Jessica Jonson at the University of Nebraska–
Lincoln and her colleagues have some different thinking about that current. 
As a motivation for their research, they join us with a powerful expression 
of the status quo of use: “A fundamental goal of student learning outcomes 
assessment in higher education is to use student learning evidence in decision 
making to improve educational programs. Such use of assessment findings, 
however, is atypical” (Jonson et al., 2014, p. 22).

With that situation in mind, Jonson and her coauthors have suggested 
that the often-neglected use of assessment evidence may be due to a nar-
row conception of what use is. They pose that “when definitions of use are 
too narrow, we may miss actual transformative or slowly evolving ways that 
result from some of our assessment efforts” (p. 18). Following Trudy Banta’s 
(2002) lead, they have proposed a model of influence from the evaluation 
field—“a model that can be useful to faculty, administrators, and the bodies 
that accredit postsecondary institutions when determining the implications 
of assessment evidence for improving educational practices” (Jonson et al., 
2014, p. 19). I want to explore the idea of influence more with examples 
from the research that Jonson and her colleagues conducted.

There are two main influences in their study—the influence of stu-
dent achievement data and the influence from participation in assessment 
processes. From there, they investigated the effects of those influences. As 
I perused the study and the description of the effects, I had memories of 
examples of each influence from our early work at CSU Monterey Bay. 
I also remembered Wood’s interview studies of faculty following some of 
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ADVANCING ASSESSMENT  11

our assessment processes (Driscoll & Wood, 2007). You may find these ideas 
connected to the reflection approaches in chapter 7. When you look at the 
effects, you will probably have some examples from your work with col-
leagues or students, or from your own thinking.

Instrumental effects often took the form of faculty deciding to make a 
change in their practice:

“I can see how using a rubric will help my students.”

“I’m going to be very conscientious about writing my assignment direc-
tions from now on.”

Cognitive effects took the form of new understandings, new ways of thinking 
or processing new information. I remember hearing their ideas:

“I am becoming so much more learner-centered now that I study these 
assignments from the student’s standpoint.”

“I realize that I am not very clear about the outcomes that are really 
important in this program.”

“I now understand that my pedagogy is communicating a priority to my 
students that is not what I intended.”

Affective effects include emotion, tendencies, and dispositions:

“We have to continue doing this work—even though it takes time—I 
am so excited about what I am learning.”

And finally, affirmation effects are a confirmation of existing or new practice:

“Those alignment grids really opened my eyes to how I teach to the 
learning outcomes and mostly I’m satisfied with the way they are repre-
sented in my class time.”

The researchers (Jonson et al., 2014) proceeded to examine whether those 
effects led to pedagogical transformation or professional development pos-
sibilities. At this point, I must express enormous gratitude to researchers 
Jonson, Guetterman, and Thompson for their brilliant scholarship, careful 
study, and powerful insights. I decided to include their work here because 
I believe that they offer a way to understand how faculty use student achieve-
ment evidence. In chapter 6, you will find numerous approaches to encourage 
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12  ADVANCING ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT SUCCESS

that use, but for now, think about the idea of influence as a path to follow 
when pursuing the use of student evidence to improve your practices. You 
will also find examples and a connection to a related study in Dan’s chapter 
7 on reflection. I’m enthused about the influence idea, and I encourage you 
to get the complete article by Jonson et al. and organize a reading/discus-
sion group. There is so much to talk about, and I expect your colleagues will 
contribute many rich examples. Listen well, record the comments, encourage 
their use of the categories of effects, and build scholarship around the think-
ing about influences. Here are some questions to guide your leadership:

 Are there differences in the effects described by faculty in different 
disciplines?

 Do the descriptions of effects vary among experienced and new 
faculty?

 What kind of effects do you hear most often? Least often?
 Do certain kinds of effects align with certain kinds of student learning 

evidence (written, oral, projects, presentations, exams)?

I feel certain that you can expand that inquiry and that your observations will 
enrich the possibilities for such study. It’s an opportunity to contribute to 
the literature describing the impact of learning outcomes assessment. Urging 
you to expand that inquiry leads me to the next current in assessment—a real 
swirl in the need for more inquiry and reflection.

Need for More Inquiry and Reflection

Shapiro’s chapter 7 addresses this need and guides our thinking about why 
and how. He describes how reflection goes hand in hand with assessment 
practices for increased understanding and connections to our teaching. You 
will find practical strategies for use in promoting reflection as an integral 
part of your own and of others’ assessment efforts. Reflection and a spirit of 
inquiry don’t often accompany our assessment practices for varied reasons. 
In our earlier book, we described the faculty learning communities that were 
an integral part of our initial assessment efforts. Those communities really 
supported reflective conversations about assessment. CSU Monterey Bay 
continues that tradition, and Dan will share examples of the practice. Pratt 
Institute in New York currently funds and coordinates a series of faculty 
learning communities to “make meaning” of assessment practices (Lewis, 
2017–2018). The communities are directed to finding commonalities in 
their pedagogical and assessment practices and learning from each other as 
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an alternative to siloes. One community decided to study critiques, or “crits,” 
a mainstay assessment in the arts and in related fields. Their study agenda 
began with literature on critique (Buster & Crawford, 2010) and included

 producing a comprehensive definition of critiques,
 studying scaffolding of critique,
 checking the differences in critiques in different disciplines,
 studying the timing and specificity of critiques, and
 recording, documenting, and mapping questions, comments, answers, 

and “applause” in critiques.

Their conversations were powerful in terms of analyzing and understand-
ing evidence of student achievement. Most of the communities conducted 
literature searches as a first step, acknowledging that they felt unprepared and 
not very knowledgeable about the particular practice of focus. Most recently, 
the Western Senior College and University Commission supported 12 “com-
munities of practice” with funding from Lumina to study and strengthen 
current assessment practices. Check their website (http:/www.wscuc.org/
content/wscuc-community-practice-projects) for ideas.

Before moving on with this encouragement of reflection, I want to elab-
orate on a significant factor that contributes to the lack of reflection. I visit 
many campuses where faculty are truly worn, exhausted by the requirements, 
and wary of movements that change often. And I often feel that they are 
entitled to resistance. I observe a practice in which programs have adopted 
a model of addressing one or two program outcomes each year—requiring 
intense design, implementation, data gathering, analysis within that year—
and then move on to another set of outcomes the next year. The intention to 
use data to improve the programs gets lost in that swift movement through 
a set of program outcomes—or in the lack of real time to reflect on what 
students are learning or not learning. That kind of scheduling for assess-
ment, often to prepare for accreditors’ visits or to satisfy an institutional 
assessment plan, does not support reflection. I propose that institutions 
must build appropriate blocks of time into the schedule for assessment—
deliberate blocks in which faculty have time and energy for that kind of 
thinking—blocks of time to make changes for improvement and then assess 
their effectiveness. Dan will add additional encouragement in chapter 7 on 
reflection. In chapter 6, I discuss this scheduling issue as well as describe the 
importance of collaboration with students for improvement. I also provide 
a taxonomy of possibilities for making changes/improvements in our teach-
ing, curriculum, and even assessment—a time-saver as well as a guide for the 
improvement process.
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I do want to share one example of “making meaning” that is unique and 
was most effective for Phillips Graduate Institute some time ago. One year, 
when all programs focused on outcomes related to ethics, the faculty invited 
students to join them in analyzing their data. They approached the task with 
the intent to really listen and “make meaning” of the data. I attended the 
session, and there were such insightful explanations by students about the 
results. I’ve encountered a number of institutions that make interpretation 
of data the consistent focus of faculty gatherings with students included. 
In those meetings, faculty learn from students, from the process, and from 
each other. A constant reminder to me and my assessment colleagues is that 
many faculty members have not been prepared for the major responsibili-
ties of this assessment role. It’s a powerful subcurrent; it slows regularly, not 
talked about or acknowledged, but it must guide our assessment advances 
and related professional development. We join next with a current that is 
becoming a powerful force in advancing assessment and supporting faculty 
in that advancement.

Turning to Professional Development for Assessment

Like many of your colleagues, you may have learned to teach from your 
graduate school models and the assessment approaches they experienced. As 
I said previously, I came into the faculty role with minimal understanding 
of assessment. A recent and emerging current that goes hand in hand with 
the lack of preparation for assessment is one that is encouraging us to blend 
assessment preparation with the contributions of professional development 
centers. Those new possibilities for collaboration can integrate the efforts of 
professional development centers and assessment directors—bringing them 
both “in from the margins to more essential, central and valued functions” 
(Schroeder & Associates, 2011, p. 20). With institutional commitment to 
student success, we need more integration in our approaches to improve 
student achievement. With the intent of our book to integrate teaching, 
curriculum, and assessment, the connections between assessment and profes-
sional development are a natural fit. The blending is truly a direction for the 
collaboration and campus culture we encourage in our chapters. A recent 
Change article (Kinzie et al., 2019) described the integration as “one in which 
it is difficult to discern the distinction between assessment and professional 
development” (p. 50). That’s the case at CSU Monterey Bay’s Center for 
Teaching, Learning, and Assessment (TLA). Dan and I both served as direc-
tor of the center, and he will share the TLA culture—one of reflection and 
communication—in his chapter 7.
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Even the recent national survey of provosts (Jankowski et al., 2018) 
affirms the need for faculty professional development to support faculty use 
of assessment results. The study’s authors pointed out that provosts are most 
interested in finding ways to help faculty and staff develop the “attitudes and 
tools to produce actionable results along with the skill set to use results to 
improve learning” (p. 13). They reported that provosts have shifted from just 
focusing on engaging faculty in assessment toward providing professional 
development to improve faculty expertise in conducting assessment and 
using assessment results.

One of the major areas of professional development is the design of 
assessments/assignments, a task most faculty have learned independently. 
When provosts were asked about assessment approaches with the most value 
for improving student learning, their most frequent response was classroom-
based performance assessments and assignments (Jankowski et al., 2018). 
Their responses affirm the critical importance of well-designed assignments, 
aligned with learning outcomes and pedagogy.

Student Assignments and Aligned Rubrics

The design of student assignments used to be “a private practice but it has 
become a collaborative (faculty and faculty, faculty and students) process 
yielding more authentic/actionable forms of assessment” (Hutchings et al., 
2018, p. 13). That shift has promoted both national efforts, such as NILOA’s 
“assignment library,” and campus efforts, with tool kits of resources for sup-
port as well as institutional workshops and faculty discussions. Along with 
the design of assignments is the development of a rubric that is aligned 
with the assignment. Nelson focuses chapter 5 on a fine point for assess-
ment design—prompts for students. He describes a campus-wide process 
for designing assessments with those prompts and related rubrics and shares 
examples and insights from the work. His work illustrates how the design pro-
cess can engage faculty in conversations about planning, sharing, and refining 
assignments. A very important potential of that process is the creation of a 
culture of inquiry and reflection, thus a good fit with the CSU Monterey Bay 
campus. An important consideration in that process of design is alignment 
between learning outcomes and the actual assignment and  curricular coher-
ence achieved in those practices.

Alignment and Coherence: Expanding Their Presence

An essential current, one that developed early in the assessment picture, is 
the concept of alignment. It has been with us for a long time without much 
discussion, kind of like still water for a time but like currents, it has begun 
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advancing recently to provide more depth of information. In  chapter 4, 
I write about that development and provide examples of its potential. 
Alignment is about the connections between your learning outcomes and 
your pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment. In chapter 3, Swarup’s descrip-
tions and examples may refresh your thinking about learning outcomes and 
their sources. Later in chapter 4, I introduce the concept of coherence along 
with strategies for making connections across our curriculum, pedagogy, and 
assessment. I describe what learning is like for students when connections 
aren’t evident and provide practical strategies for spotlighting those connec-
tions. Additionally, in chapter 4 you will find exciting student involvement 
in alignment and insightful collaborations for coherence. Many of our efforts 
in alignment and coherence demand clear communication and transparency 
with each other and with students as we communicate assessment results. 
Communication and transparency have become significant for making sure 
that “evidence of student learning is meaningful, useful, and consequential” 
to multiple audiences (Jankowski & Cain, 2015, p. 201). It is a current that 
has become more expansive and demanding of our attention.

Communication and Transparency

We have begun to use varied approaches to communicate assessment—web-
sites, reports, presentations, publications, newsletters, and forms of social 
media—to inform multiple audiences. Jankowski and Cain (2015) described 
a number of purposes for our communication: “provide context, inform deci-
sions, share and disclose information, answer questions, respond to needs, 
convince others, create change, and market our programs and institution” 
(pp. 201–211). I could go on because there are so many uses and audiences 
and data/stories. Both internal and external communication with transpar-
ency are prominent responsibilities for higher education, especially when it 
comes to assessment. Shapiro prepares you for this ever-expanding work in 
chapter 8 with examples and strategies.

Riding the Currents of Assessment in Higher Education

As I move to a brief section of “big picture” advice to send you into those 
chapters about specific assessment practices, I wonder which of the currents 
I’ve described you have experienced or witnessed. Have you been able to 
move through or use those possibilities? I hope and urge you to discuss them 
with your colleagues or administrative staff. I also urge you to collaboratively 
review some of the ongoing practices in assessment which have taught us well.
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What We Have Known About Our Assessment Practices

In her “Characteristics of Effective Outcomes Assessment,” Trudy (2002) 
described the need for

 involvement of many stakeholders;
 sufficient time for development;
 knowledgeable and effective leadership;
 faculty development to prepare individuals to design and implement 

assessment and use the findings; and
 an environment that is receptive, supportive, enabling, and rich with 

continuous communication. (pp. 262–263)

That’s a lot, but Trudy’s characteristics are connected with the currents in 
today’s assessment we have just discussed. Often, however, assessment is 
developed and implemented in situations that lack those qualities. When 
those qualities are missing, we struggle to use assessment to improve student 
learning.

Review all of Trudy’s characteristics—they are very much needed today 
just as they were in 2002. In your leadership role, maintain high-quality 
professional development for yourself, your faculty, and your administrators. 
A favorite assessment director of mine at Concordia University attends all 
of the WASC Senior College and University Commission–sponsored work-
shops that are offered, and each time she comes with a provost, a dean, and 
even her president. She is so wise because they leave those workshops with 
assessment understandings and can then provide the support she needs to do 
her job (Deborah Lee [ALA], personal communication, October 20, 2018).

At the same time that Banta was describing those characteristics, Ewell 
(2002) was optimistically summarizing his thinking about assessment with 
encouragement: “Assessment will gradually become an integral part of each 
faculty member’s reflective practice . . . and faculty will increasingly collabo-
rate in this work, reflecting their growing assumption of collective responsi-
bility for student learning” (p. 25). I was glad to see the word collaborate in 
his thinking. Earlier in the chapter I described collaborative arrangements—
faculty learning communities and communities of practice—and I reiterate 
the importance of involving others in your assessment practices, especially 
students. If you are in a leadership role, do make that a priority. Both Banta’s 
and Ewell’s thinking were published in 2002 and their guidance was “right 
on”—we just need to listen and use their wisdom to shape our practice. Our 
hope in this book is to provide enough guidance and examples of assessment 
practices that faculty, staff, students, and administrators are able to follow 
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that early advice and experience the kind of satisfaction that reflective prac-
tice can provide. You will notice that those early themes are continuing or are 
transformed with the advances in assessment.

Honoring Our Mentors

In 2007 when Swarup and I wrote our first assessment book, there were two 
national assessment front-runners guiding our efforts at CSU Monterey Bay 
and all over the country—Banta and Ewell. Banta filled our bookshelves 
with volumes of wisdom, especially encouraging us to think of the “big pic-
ture” of assessment and to work as scholars. I can still remember her urg-
ing us to “take baby steps” in our early assessment efforts. Ewell recorded 
the history and paths to where we are today as curriculum for our learning 
(Ewell, 2002). His voice has been and continues to be prominent in major 
assessment achievements. As for my coauthors and our peers, we were experi-
menting, struggling, making mistakes, questioning, occasionally innovating, 
and consistently working to convince faculty of the importance and value 
of assessment. We were not necessarily efficient, didn’t always write good 
outcomes, were just beginning to have a common language, and made early 
attempts at the contents of rubrics while not yet using the word. In contrast, 
today, we are surrounded and supported by assessment peers with impres-
sive expertise, models of institutional assessment, assessment authentically 
embedded in courses and programs, and consistently advancing practices. 
We are grateful to our peers and their work as we write this book so you will 
find tributes at the end of some of our chapters. Without them, this book 
would be less vibrant, rich, or inspirational, and would be confined to our 
voices. They support the themes of this work—collaboration with each other 
and with students, and placing assessment in a learning system of teaching, 
learning, curriculum, and cocurriculum. We expect that their contributions 
will expand the learning potential of this work and we are grateful.
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