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3

1
L AY I N G  O U T  T H E  P R O B L E M

Despite the decades-long history of assessment in higher education,  little  evidence 
indicates that assessment results in improved student learning. To understand 
why this is the case, we must first develop a  common language for discussing 

learning improvement at scale. We then provide a  historical overview of higher 
education and the assessment thereof and provide explanations for the lack of 
evidence of learning improvement in higher education. The chapter concludes 

with an outline of this book’s structure, mission, and goals.

What Is Learning Improvement at Scale? 

This book is a step-by-step guide for improving student learning in higher 
education. We focus on improvement efforts at scale. Each of these terms—
student learning, improvement, and at scale—requires explanation.

By learning, we mean the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that students 
acquire through education. Learning can occur in broad, general areas 
like writing, ethical reasoning, art appreciation, and oral communication. 
Learning can also occur in discipline-specific areas like functional anatomy, 
corporate law, fluid dynamics, and sculpting, or in attitudinal and behavio-
ral domains such as sense of belongingness and ability to collaborate with 
diverse peer groups.

By improvement, we mean demonstrated increases in student knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes due to changes in the learning environment (throughout 
this book, we will refer to these changes as interventions). Of note, to move 
the needle on skills like ethical reasoning or corporate law requires powerful 
intervention that often spans multiple courses.

To demonstrate such improvement, one must gather baseline data, 
change the learning environment, and reassess to determine student 
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4  INTRODUCTION TO LEARNING IMPROVEMENT AT SCALE

proficiency under the new learning environment. The comparison of the 
baseline data and the reassessment must show that students who experi-
enced the changed learning environment perform better than students 
who did not. We refer to this general methodology—assess, intervene, 
reassess—as the simple model for learning improvement (Fulcher et al., 
2014). 

As a basic example, imagine that biology faculty were concerned 
with the bone-identifying abilities of students graduating from their 
program. They presented senior students with a computer-based skel-
eton model and asked them to identify as many bones as they could. On 
average, suppose that they found the assessed group of seniors were able 
to identify 135 out of 206 bones. This measurement would provide the 
baseline estimate of student bone-identification proficiency. The faculty 
could then modify the curriculum, emphasizing practice with identi-
fying bones and providing feedback about students’ bone-identifying 
abilities (constituting a change in learning environment). Then, imagine 
that the next cohort of students, all of whom had experienced the new 
curriculum, was reassessed and found to be able to identify an average of 
197 bones. This would represent a 62-bone improvement over the previ-
ous cohort (i.e., the reassessment showed better performance). In this 
situation, the evidence would demonstrate that learning improvement 
has occurred.

In earlier work, we noted that higher educators often confuse the words 
change and improvement (Fulcher et al., 2014). People are often excited to 
label as an “improvement” any modification assumed or expected to be 
useful, even in the absence of proof that the modification leads to a better 
outcome than its predecessor. Using the bone identification example, the 
faculty members might prematurely (and incorrectly) claim that learning 
improvement has taken place as soon as curricular modifications are made. 
However, we would argue that faculty members merely made a change to 
the learning environment at that point. Only after reassessment demon-
strates better learning (the 62-bone increase in students’ average identifica-
tion ability) than occurred under the old curriculum can faculty claim that 
the change had actually been an improvement.

We have also found that the issue of scale is often overlooked in improve-
ment efforts. While individual faculty members frequently work to make their 
courses better, coordinated efforts that stretch across entire academic programs 
are much more rare. When we refer to learning improvement “at scale”, we 
mean improvement efforts that span an entire program, affecting all affiliated 
students. What is considered a “program” is likely to vary across institutions. 
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LAYING OUT THE PROBLEM  5

For the purposes of this book, we consider “programs” to be academic struc-
tures that have the following characteristics:

 They require a consistent set of experiences, such as a set of manda-
tory core courses.

 They require students to engage with the set of experiences over an 
extended time period (usually multiple semesters).

 They are intentionally structured to achieve some outcome (or, more 
likely some set of multiple outcomes). 

Generally, when we discuss academic programs, we intend for our readers to 
envision academic degree programs or general education programs. University 
structures, of course, are widely varied; other types of programs, such as some 
academic minors, may very well fit these requirements. Similarly, some aca-
demic degree programs might not fit these requirements (e.g., customizable 
majors with few or no required courses or predetermined outcomes).

Given a simple program structure, it is technically possible to achieve 
learning improvement at scale with a single section of one course. For 
instance, imagine a small program that graduates 20 students per year. Many 
of the courses consist of only one section taught by one faculty member. 
If an instructor in such a position made a change to the learning environ-
ment in the single course section, all 20 students would be affected. In this 
special case, making a change to one course section affects all students in the 
program. If those students did learn more as a function of this change, then 
learning improvement at scale would be achieved.

While we acknowledge this possibility, we emphasize more complicated 
learning improvement at-scale efforts. We find that faculty and administra-
tors particularly struggle to conceptualize and implement multisection, mul-
ticourse improvement efforts. Further, for many complex skills like writing, 
students benefit from exposure to vertical interventions weaving through 
multiple courses throughout a program’s curriculum. It is unsurprising that 
ambitious, wide-reaching improvement efforts like these would pose diffi-
culty in their organization and implementation. This is precisely the problem 
we hope to address. Thus, this book especially emphasizes the strategies asso-
ciated with complex cases of learning improvement at scale.

Let’s continue with the biology example to illustrate an effort that 
occurs at scale with a complex structure. The biology program graduates 
150 students per year; therefore, learning improvement at scale should 
focus on developing and implementing interventions that affect all 150 stu-
dents. Furthermore, the faculty felt that the skill was challenging enough 
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6  INTRODUCTION TO LEARNING IMPROVEMENT AT SCALE

that it could not be adequately addressed in just one course. Therefore, the 
 proposed interventions for bone identification spanned two required courses, 
101 and 102. Further, imagine that each of those courses is composed of 
three sections (each of which enrolls 50 students), and that these six sections 
are taught by six different faculty members. This scenario is displayed visu-
ally in Figure 1.1. Each oval represents a different faculty member, while each 
rectangle represents a different course section. 

In this context, pursuing learning improvement at scale would require all 
six faculty to integrate their work through a process we will refer to through-
out this book as alignment. Faculty demonstrating alignment are coordinated 
with each other in their approach to teaching. Horizontal alignment means 
that all faculty teaching sections within the same course work collaboratively 
and have agreed on a common set of outcomes and common strategies to 
accomplish these outcomes. In our biology example, the three faculty mem-
bers teaching 101 would need to demonstrate horizontal alignment with 
each other, as would the three faculty members teaching 102. In Figure 1.1, 
horizontal alignment is demonstrated by the dotted horizontal lines link-
ing across sections within a course. Note that horizontal alignment can be 
viewed on a spectrum where utter alignment means every faculty member 
does everything in a lock-step manner (which we rarely advocate). On the 
other extreme, with no alignment, sections bear almost no resemblance 
except for the course name. 

Vertical alignment refers to the connection among sequential courses that 
are meant to build on one another in the service of program-level outcomes. 
In Figure 1.1, vertical alignment is demonstrated by the dotted  vertical lines 
lining sections of 101 with sections of 102 (note that this is, of course, a sim-
plified visual representation: All sections of 101 would need to be vertically 
aligned with all sections of 102, necessitating strong horizontal alignment 

Figure 1.1. Horizontal and vertical alignment.

Source: Fulcher, K. H., & Prendergast, C. O. (2019). Lots of assessment, little improvement? How to fix 
the broken system. In S. P. Hundley & S. Kahn (Eds.), Trends in assessment: Ideas, opportunities, and issues 
for higher education (p. 169). Stylus.
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LAYING OUT THE PROBLEM  7

between sections within each course). Strong vertical alignment enables 
seamless scaffolding as a student progresses through a program. Faculty 
members in earlier courses prepare students for downstream success. And, 
faculty in later courses of a sequence can count on students having  certain 
skills when they enter the classroom. 

In this case, no single faculty member would have the ability to improve 
the learning of all students. For example, if only faculty member 2 (who 
teaches 101, section B) made substantial adjustments to her section, only 50 
of 150 students would be affected. Although faculty member 2 would deserve 
commendation, learning improvement at scale would not be achieved. Only 
one third of the students would receive an intervention. Furthermore, even 
those students would have only received the intervention in one course (101), 
not in both courses (101 and 102) as intended.

Now, imagine if a learning improvement initiative were attempted for 
all undergraduates of an institution. If 1,000 students are in each graduat-
ing cohort, then the interventions would need to reach all 1,000 students. 
As opposed to six faculty members, as in the biology example, dozens of 
 faculty members would likely need to coordinate with each other. This kind 
of  large-scale collaboration is necessary for most learning improvement initi-
atives, and it is with these situations in mind that this book was written. The 
subsequent chapters will attempt to illuminate considerations and strategies 
for implementing program-wide improvement efforts. 

Contrasting Our Purpose With Another Type of Improvement

In the assessment literature, a growing trend is to speak of “real-time” 
assessment (Maki, 2017). The thrust of real-time assessment is to focus 
on current students by collecting data and making changes to the learn-
ing environments the students experience. This differs from the type of 
improvement discussed in this book, which involves collecting data on 
current students as a baseline, and then making changes to the learning 
environments that affect future students. 

We acknowledge that institutions and the faculty and staff within them 
should do what they can to help current students. Research has demon-
strated the benefits of consistent, timely, and explicit feedback for students’ 
learning (e.g., Evans, 2013; Halpern & Hakel, 2003). Nevertheless, in some 
circumstances, “real-time” change efforts are not feasible. As a rule of thumb, 
the larger and more comprehensive a learning improvement effort, the less 
likely a real-time approach is to work. The following four learning scenarios, 
loosely based on our own experiences, illustrate this point.
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8  INTRODUCTION TO LEARNING IMPROVEMENT AT SCALE

Scenario 1

Two instructors collaborate to teach the two sections of an introductory 
 statistics course. Weekly, they administer cognitive checks to gauge students’ 
learning. The instructors find that most of their students struggle to differen-
tiate the standard deviation from the standard error of the mean. The faculty 
assign a short video that differentiates the concepts, and then have all the 
students email the instructors a brief description of the difference between 
the two concepts in their own words. A few weeks later, 90% of students cor-
rectly explain the concept on the midterm exam. This is an example where an 
initial assessment and pointed feedback likely contributed to better learning 
by the same set of students. In other words, real-time assessment is working 
as it should.

Scenario 2

The same two faculty as in scenario 1 receive disconcerting news midway 
through the course. A colleague who runs the department roundtable noticed 
a hole in students’ statistics skills. The colleague, playing the part of a client, 
asks the students to explain various parts of statistical output (a common 
situation for real-life statistical consultants). The concepts were basic, and all 
students should have learned them, but in this context they struggled might-
ily. Other faculty who were at the meeting confirmed the sobering news.

Upon reflection, this result was not a surprise. The way students were 
being taught in this class was not aligned with the important, real-world 
task the students were asked to complete during the roundtable discussion. 
This problem clearly could not be fixed in a few minutes or even a few hours 
of instruction. The instructors participated in an extended course redesign 
process during the following summer. There, they incorporated considerable 
structural changes to the course to address the weakness. The revision helped 
the next cohort of students to respond more readily and accurately to the 
statistical role-playing task.

Scenario 3

All faculty members in a graduate psychology program meet at the end of 
each semester to evaluate every student. Where are they strong? Where are 
they weak? Are they on track to finish their degree? If not, what problems 
need to be addressed? What is the program’s strategy of giving each student 
feedback about their performance? What does each adviser need to work on 
to support their students? The goal is to catch students before they veer too 
far off track.
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LAYING OUT THE PROBLEM  9

Scenario 4

Prodded by its regional accreditor, university officials endeavored to improve 
the ethical reasoning skills of their university’s 20,000 undergraduate stu-
dents. At the initial stages, the university did not have a common definition 
of ethical reasoning, did not know which colleges and departments desired 
to be part of the project, did not have assessment instruments, did not have 
a grasp of current ethical reasoning programs and pedagogy across campus, 
did not know what interventions were effective in improving students ethi-
cal reasoning skills, and had few faculty and staff trained in teaching ethical 
reasoning. A group of faculty and staff members across the university set 
to work developing interventions, providing professional development to 
instructors, and creating assessment tools.

Unsurprisingly, only in the 4th year of this project did changes to the 
learning environment begin affecting students’ ethical reasoning skills. In 
other words, students did not demonstrate improved ethical reasoning skills 
until three cohorts after the identification of the improvement project. At the 
outset, the institution was years away from providing real-time assessment 
and improvement to the initial cohort of students. The underlying learning 
architecture needed to be built first. 

Focus on Learning Improvement 

This book is aimed to help higher education practitioners think about the 
large-scale, complex learning improvement projects akin to the situations 
described in scenarios 2 and 4, although we commend and endorse the type 
of real-time assessment illustrated in scenarios 1 and 3. Improving student 
learning and development throughout campuses and across the country will 
require a variety of approaches and a broad base of expertise. In this text, we 
will focus on the area we see as underdeveloped—learning improvement at 
scale over the course of multiple student cohorts—not because it is the only 
tool necessary for colleges and universities, but because it is the area we see as 
in most urgent need of attention and development.

The Interconnected Worlds of Accountability and Improvement

The history of American higher education demonstrates that there has likely 
never been a time during which the worth and methods of a college edu-
cation evaded public scrutiny. Controversy over what should be taught in 
 universities—and how that teaching should take place—has been one of the 
system’s few constants. Up until the end of World War II, higher education 
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10  INTRODUCTION TO LEARNING IMPROVEMENT AT SCALE

primarily served the children of the nation’s elite (Bok, 2008). Memorization of 
classic texts and translations of ancient languages were the norm, as was tension 
between students and faculty over the merits of this sort of study (Thelin & 
Hirschy, 2009). These arguments took place in the most revered American 
colleges and universities, including Columbia and Yale (Bok, 2008; Thelin & 
Hirschy, 2009). By the late 19th century, Dartmouth students and alumni 
were so infuriated by college president Samuel Bartlett’s refusal to  modernize 
the curriculum (through the addition of courses in the natural and physical 
sciences, history, and economics, among others) that they put him on trial, 
leading to his eventual removal from his position (Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). 

Academics began to question higher education’s purpose: Was it to 
develop morally “good” people or was it to prepare students to become work-
ers? How faculty and administrators viewed this question greatly influenced 
how courses were established and navigated by students. At the turn of the 
20th century, curricula varied widely across colleges. Some favored tradition-
ally “academic” courses (e.g., classical languages) while others favored more 
practical courses intended to impart vocational skills (Bok, 2008; Thelin & 
Hirschy, 2009). Some schools had strict course sequencing while others 
 consisted of almost all electives (Bok, 2008; Thelin & Hirschy, 2009). These 
debates live on today.

What was being taught, however, was not the only consideration. Scholars 
like John Dewey (1923) drew attention to how students were taught. He was 
an early advocate of “learning by doing” as opposed to strictly memorizing 
information from texts. Despite the 19th- and early-20th-century musings, 
it wasn’t until the 1980s that policymakers began conceptualizing student 
learning as a quality indicator by which to evaluate colleges (Study Group 
on the Conditions of Excellence in American Higher Education, 1984). 
Alexander Astin (1985) pioneered the belief that higher education should be 
evaluated on talent development, which he defined as “changes in the student 
from the beginning to the end of an educational program. These changes 
can cover a wide range of cognitive and affective attributes” (p. 61). In other 
words, Astin was interested in student learning outcomes (SLOs). Up to that 
point, institutional quality was evaluated almost entirely on inputs (e.g., 
number of faculty holding doctoral degrees, test scores of incoming students) 
and outputs (e.g., graduation rates, employment rates of graduates). By the 
early 1990s, the amount and quality of student learning had been insti-
tutionalized as an indicator of quality. The federal government—through 
regional accreditors—mandated that higher education institutions report 
learning outcomes assessment results to demonstrate educational quality 
(Ewell, 2009). By requiring institutions to earn and maintain accreditation 
in order to receive federal education funding in the form of federal student 
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LAYING OUT THE PROBLEM  11

loans, regional accreditation policy serves as a powerful force for transmitting 
government policy into university mandates.

Undergirding these quality assurance efforts is the premise of continu-
ous improvement. Colleges are expected to make the learning environment 
better by responding to assessment results. How (and how clearly) improve-
ment is defined varies across accrediting bodies (Smith et al., 2015), but the 
common spirit is that student learning should be progressively getting better 
through colleges’ efforts. It is worth noting that this goes beyond the expecta-
tion that students will know more at graduation than they did upon college 
entry. Rather, the notion of continuous improvement calls for each successive 
cohort of students to graduate having learned more than the cohort before. 
In other words, the institution is expected to continuously improve its pro-
gramming, as demonstrated by the consistently increasing skills of graduates. 
To provide a sense of scope of the reach of accreditation policies, the regional 
accreditors are responsible for approximately 3,000 U.S. colleges (Council 
of Regional Accrediting Commissions, n.d.). By extension, accreditors 
and their policies influence hundreds of thousands of academic degree and 
 certificate programs, and over 1.5 million faculty therein (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2020). 

At the same time accreditation requirements began to mandate new 
kinds of assessment efforts, institutions began making structural changes 
to support student learning. Colleges had begun to establish faculty devel-
opment offices in the 1960s and 1970s, but most faculty development 
was assumed to take place during periods of unpaid leave (McKee et al., 
2013). The  faculty development offices that did exist were largely technol-
ogy  centered, serving as resources for audiovisual support in the classroom 
(North & Scholl, 1979). By the early 2000s, such offices had proliferated 
in colleges around the United States (Lewis, 2010). Assessment offices, too, 
began to appear in universities around the 1980s. 

According to Ewell (2002), the first assessment practitioners in higher 
education faced multiple hurdles. They lacked shared language, quality 
assessment measures, and expertise. In fact, he referred to these early assess-
ment adopters as “happy amateurs” (Hutchings & Marchese, 1990). In the 
intervening decades, both faculty development and assessment have become 
more sophisticated (Beach et al., 2016; Ewell, 2009; Jankowski et al., 2018). 
Professional organizations, scholarly outlets, and professional development 
opportunities have emerged to support these maturing fields. The tools at 
their disposal, including instructional technology and assessment instru-
ments, have advanced and diversified. 

Radical shifts have also occurred in the structures and entities linking 
universities in the intervening decades. With institutional, regional, and 
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12  INTRODUCTION TO LEARNING IMPROVEMENT AT SCALE

national support networks emphasizing the importance of high-quality 
teaching and assessment (and accreditation standards requiring the same), 
universities have more support for learning and higher expectations for 
assessment quality. On the surface, there is reason to assume that assessment 
results are being used for learning improvement, as the accreditors intend. If 
regional accreditors are “requiring” evidence of assessment as well as improve-
ments based on assessment, we would expect every institution to have its 
fair share of program-level improvement examples by now. Indeed, a recent 
national study found that chief academic officers reported using assessment 
for  program improvement “quite a bit” (Jankowski et al., 2018). 

Unfortunately, a more careful investigation reveals that surface impres-
sions do not reflect reality. Conducting assessment with the intent of improv-
ing, while noble, is not the same thing as actually improving student learning. 
Jankowski et al. (2018) did not mince words:

While use of assessment results is increasing, documenting improvements 
in student learning and the quality of teaching falls short of what the enter-
prise needs. Provosts provided numerous examples of expansive changes at 
their institutions drawing on assessment data, but too few had examples of 
whether the changes had the intended effects. (p. 26) 

In other words, the assumed “improvements” are not accompanied by 
 evidence of increased student learning or development. 

To further illustrate the point, Trudy Banta and Charlie Blaich (2011) 
were asked to write an article in Change magazine highlighting institutional 
examples of assessment leading to learning improvement. These experts—
two of the best-known in higher education—could not find enough exam-
ples to write the article as intended. Instead, the article morphed into an 
essay describing obstacles to learning improvement.

Leaders in faculty development have noted a parallel challenge. At about 
the same time that Ewell was reflecting on the lack of learning improvement 
from the assessment perspective, Angelo (2000) provided a similar critique 
of faculty development:

Since the beginnings of the current higher education reform movement 
in the mid-1980s thousands of American faculty developers, adminis-
trators, and faculty leaders have promoted change under the banners of 
assessment, continuous quality improvement, active learning, strategic 
planning, distance education, and other related movements. Much has 
changed as a result of their efforts and much has improved, of course. 
Nonetheless, there are still surprisingly few well-documented  examples 
of significant, lasting gains in student learning at the department or 
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LAYING OUT THE PROBLEM  13

 institutional level. More broadly, nearly 30 years of organized faculty 
development efforts in the US have reaped rather modest rewards, if 
e vidence of improved student learning is the relevant indicator. (p. 98) 

According to Condon et al. (2016), this problem still persists. To 
 contextualize the lack-of-learning-improvement issue, Condon et al. 
(2016) offered a logic model of how faculty development should impact 
student learning:

Step 1: Faculty member participates in professional development.
Step 2: Faculty member learns how to teach better.
Step 3:  Faculty member integrates better teaching approach in course 

section(s).
Step 4:  Students learn better as a function of the improved learning 

environment.

Condon et al. (2016) point out that the evidence supporting the logic 
model becomes scarcer and scarcer progressing from step 1 to step 4: 
Plentiful evidence exists for participation rates in faculty development (step 
1), but evidence is scant that student learning improves as a result of faculty 
development (step 4). Steinert et al.’s (2016) review of faculty development 
studies in medical programs further reinforces that evidence of learning 
improvement is rarely investigated in faculty development. Only five of 
the 111 studies the authors reviewed examined changes to student learning 
(i.e., Condon et al.’s (2016) fourth step). 

Concerns about learning improvement have been voiced beyond circles 
of assessment experts and faculty developers. For example, The Chronicle 
of Higher Education and the New York Times recently published editorials 
 critiquing assessment on several fronts, including its inability to make higher 
education better (Gilbert, 2015, 2018; Worthen, 2018). The Washington 
Post featured two articles about the wastefulness of teacher training in K–12 
 settings (Layton, 2015; Strauss, 2014).

For clarity’s sake, a lack of learning improvement at scale is not merely an 
assessment concern, a faculty development concern, or even a higher educa-
tion concern. We argue that it is a societal concern. Educational experiences 
and, by proxy, learning have been linked to downstream benefits for indi-
viduals like higher-paying jobs, greater lifetime earnings, and even greater 
well-being (Daly & Bengali, 2014; Ray & Kafka, 2014). At aggregated levels, 
similar patterns hold. A country’s economic wealth is correlated positively 
with the education level of its citizens (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2010). In 
the United States, the average college graduate contributes over a quarter of 
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14  INTRODUCTION TO LEARNING IMPROVEMENT AT SCALE

a million dollars more in lifetime taxes than the average high school graduate 
without a college education while receiving far less money in direct finan-
cial benefits from the government (Trostel, 2015). In other words, college- 
educated people present a net benefit to the health of the U.S. tax base. 
College graduates are also more likely than nongraduates to volunteer, work 
in the nonprofit sector, and donate to charity (Trostel, 2015). It stands to 
reason that better learning outcomes can be expected to positively affect indi-
viduals and society. 

However, the benefits of higher education should not be taken for 
granted. Like Jankowski and Marshall (2017), we believe it is our respon-
sibility to continuously seek improvements to higher education by striving 
to create systems in which students can learn more effectively. Without 
ongoing learning improvement, these benefits will eventually become stale 
as we fail to adapt to changing economies and sociopolitical landscapes. 
Improvement, then, should be every college’s explicit mandate rather 
than the rarity it is today. This book proposes solutions by which higher 
educators can address the lack of improvement in our current learning 
systems. Given that every institution is supposed to show learning improve-
ment but virtually none does, this is a problem faced by millions of faculty, 
staff, and administrators. But before offering solutions, we need to provide 
a deeper description of the problem. 

Why Is Learning Improvement So Evasive?

Recall the story of Banta and Blaich (2011), who scoured the national land-
scape for examples of assessment leading to learning improvement in higher 
education. After coming up short, they decided instead to examine why learn-
ing improvement might be so rare. They began by first acknowledging that 
engaging faculty is critical: Faculty create the space where learning happens, 
so their involvement in the assessment and improvement processes is non-
negotiable. They then listed three specific obstacles to learning improvement. 
First, they argued that external mandates don’t facilitate campus engagement. 
If faculty feel that the pressure to improve is coming from outsiders, they 
may respond in a minimalist fashion: What’s the least we have to do to keep 
the accreditors at bay? As Banta and Blaich (2011) argue, “Whether institu-
tions are building their own assessment measures or adopting standardized 
measures, the key is to build the connection to local campus concerns inten-
tionally” (p. 25).

Second, they pointed out that turnover rates are high in faculty and 
administrative leadership for assessment. Good assessment and learning 
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improvement require consistent leadership. In reality, leadership is often 
in flux, from presidents to provosts, to institution-level assessment direc-
tors, to the assessment coordinators within programs. How can faculty be 
expected to use assessment results when the expectations for assessment 
frequently change? For example, the first author consulted with an institu-
tion that had three different university assessment directors in 5 years. Each 
had a different approach and different expectations for assessment. The 
faculty wondered how they could work on improving their program when 
they were constantly trying to figure out the assessment expectations. Their 
experiences were not isolated. Banta and Blaich (2011) argue that “changes 
in administrative leadership, faculty, and staff often have a more profound 
impact on institutional assessment work than on other functions. . . . This 
shows that using evidence to promote improvement is not yet a core insti-
tutional function” (p. 26).

Third, they argued that timelines for change are often unrealistic. Banta 
and Blaich (2011) recognize that the mere act of carefully collecting and 
reviewing data can take years, and—in the context of the assessment cycle—
these processes happen before changes to the learning environment. This 
multiyear process stands in contrast to oft-employed yearly reporting cycle 
for assessment (Lyons & Polychronopolous, 2018). Faculty, then, are operat-
ing within a structure that may explicitly prevent them from the sort of long-
term reflection, inquiry, and targeted refinement that successful improvement 
efforts require.

We agree that the three areas referenced are indeed obstacles to improve-
ment. Nevertheless, we posit that there is another more fundamental obstacle 
to improvement: Higher educators, administrators, and assessment profes-
sionals do not know how to improve student learning at scale. 

Here, the first author will come clean. I have a PhD in assessment and 
measurement, and it wasn’t until I was a dozen years into the profession that I 
came to grips with the fact that while my work may have helped demonstrate 
what learning was happening, it did not actually improve learning at my 
institution (at least, I had no evidence that it had).

The sobering epiphany prompted action. A team of graduate students 
and I investigated the literature (Smith et al., 2015). There was little in the 
way of good strategies for improving student learning at scale. We examined 
the most popular assessment books, rubrics used by universities to evaluate 
assessment practice (known as meta-assessment rubrics), and the standards 
of six regional accreditors. Even though most of these resources referenced 
the terms learning and improvement, few mentioned the necessity of reas-
sessment in evidencing improvement. Even fewer gave tangible advice for 
integrating curriculum and pedagogy into an improvement model at scale. 
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In short, these references did not provide enough detail to guide learning 
improvement efforts. 

Around the same time, we began experimenting with how to actually 
improve learning at the academic program level. As opposed to speculating 
what improvement might look like or analyzing the obstacles, we dove into 
the machinery of programs. Perhaps from the inside we could figure out 
how to make improvement work. But somewhere along the way, we real-
ized that the learning improvement problem could not be solved by meth-
odologically minded assessment experts toiling away on their own. We 
began partnering with our campus’s faculty development office and willing 
faculty partners. As doctoral programs tend to do, we threw dissertations 
at the problem (e.g., Smith, 2017). We consulted with upper administra-
tion. In other words, we were getting smarter and integrating our efforts. 
Since 2013, we have had success with several academic programs seeking 
to improve student learning. And, importantly, we believe we now have a 
deeper understanding of what it takes to achieve improvement and what 
barriers stand in the way of success.

We weren’t the only group examining assessment’s role in improvement. 
The National Institute of Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA) pro-
filed nine institutions with a strong track record of using assessment results 
(Baker et al., 2012). All nine made logical changes to the learning environment 
informed by assessment results. Good (2015) found that two of the nine insti-
tutional examples explicitly referenced better performance of students upon 
reassessment (i.e., improvement as defined in this book): Capella University 
and Carnegie Mellon University. More recently, the Learning Improvement 
Community (n.d.) website has collected and profiled learning improvement 
stories. As of this writing, programs from five institutions have been pro-
filed: University of Alabama, University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, James Madison 
University, Waubonsee Community College, and York College of Pennsylvania.

While these examples give hope that improvement at scale can be 
achieved, their scarcity begs the question: Why is improvement so difficult to 
achieve? The biggest problem—and most exciting opportunity—we see is a 
lack of coherent strategy for how to improve learning at scale. Kristen Smith 
(2017) spoke eloquently about the issue, opening her dissertation by arguing 
that higher education today is in a similar position to Sony at the turn of the 
millennium. At the time, Sony owned the rights to a huge music catalog, 
sold products that played digital music, and controlled a large market share 
of both areas. Nevertheless, Sony failed to successfully integrate these parts 
of their company. Simultaneously, another company with a much weaker 
market position began developing a product that seamlessly integrated the 
music-technology experience: Apple’s iPod. The rest is history.
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Similarly, today’s colleges have access to expertise in content areas 
( faculty), instructional design (faculty developers), student learning evalu-
ation (assessment experts), and learning sciences (educational research-
ers and cognitive scientists). Nevertheless, colleges are mishandling these 
“ educational parts” much like Sony mishandled its music and technology. As 
currently configured, the whole of higher education’s learning system is no 
better than the sum of its parts. 

From our vantage point, we—assessment professionals—were approach-
ing the lack-of-improvement problem from the assessment perspective. We 
thought the most important question was how to better use assessment 
results for improvement. This question is not a bad one, but it is far too nar-
row. We were asking a question about an isolated part, hoping the answer 
would solve a system-sized problem. 

Assessment professionals’ failure to ask (and answer) the right questions 
has had insidious consequences. The question we focused on—how to better 
use assessment results for improvement—implies that the learning improve-
ment problem would be solved by making assessment results more accurate 
and useful. Indeed, many of us in the assessment community (including our-
selves) conceptualized the lack-of-improvement problem as a methodological 
issue. If we could only increase the validity of assessment claims; if we could 
only make the results easier for faculty to digest; if only the results provided 
diagnostic feedback. 

Make no mistake, we do need high-quality assessment practices in order 
to support learning improvement efforts. But good assessment is merely a 
necessary condition for improvement, not a sufficient one.

Of course, assessment is not the only “part” that has viewed the improve-
ment system too narrowly. Other necessary—but, alone, insufficient— 
questions include the following:

 How can faculty work together to improve student learning?
 How can administrators such as department heads, deans, provosts, 

and presidents help faculty prepare for improvement?
 How can faculty development opportunities be used to support 

improvement efforts?
 What changes in the learning environment (i.e., learning interventions) 

have been shown to reliably move the needle on student learning? 
 How can institutional and accreditation policy support learning 

improvement?

All of these questions must be addressed within the context of a larger question: 
How do we build more effective learning systems to positively affect student 
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learning at scale? This question subsumes the others, and the search for its 
answer forms the basis of this book. We endeavor to help faculty and admin-
istrators reconfigure their educational parts to create more effective learning 
environments, which in turn will facilitate improved student learning at scale. 

The Structure of This Book

This book provides practical strategies for learning improvement, enabling 
faculty to collaborate, and integrating leadership, social dynamics, curricu-
lum, pedagogy, assessment, and faculty development. 

Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate the gestalt of our learning improvement 
strategy. In chapter 2 we tell a program-level improvement story from the 
perspective of a faculty member. We follow her inspiring story as she and 
her colleagues

 identify a concern with students’ writing;
 build a coalition of colleagues who also want to improve writing at 

the program level;
 create a vision of what good writing looks like;
 examine the current learning environment, including current student 

performance and alignment between the current learning environment 
and the vision;

 design a new learning environment at the program level;
 implement the new learning system; and
 assess and determine that the team’s efforts caused statistically and 

practically significant improvement in students’ writing abilities.

Chapter 3 inverts chapter 2. We begin from the reassess stage and work our 
way back to the individual faculty member first pondering whether they can 
do something to impact students’ writing skills. We peel back each layer 
of the process and imagine how learning improvement efforts might be 
thwarted at each stage. Often, we learn as much about a system by examining 
its failures as we do when studying its ideal form. For example, imagine that 
the faculty do not reassess students after an effective intervention has been 
implemented. Even if learning improvement occurs, there will be no data to 
verify the story. The learning improvement process is unforgiving. One large 
misstep, at any point, could neutralize the entire effort. 

Chapters 4 through 9 dig deeper into the learning improvement steps 
introduced in chapters 2 and 3. Each chapter provides strategies to help 
higher educators climb each step successfully. Chapter 10 paints a picture of 
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what higher education could look like in 2041 if learning improvement were 
embraced. And, finally, chapter 11 describes what you can do to support the 
movement.

The suggestions provided in this book for learning improvement at scale 
are not easy. They require leadership, expertise, and persistence. We ask you, 
the reader, to apply a simple litmus test when evaluating whether you will 
embrace these concepts: Will your students be better off if you do?

Exercises

At the end of each chapter in Part One we provide exercises intended to 
increase your facility with the concepts covered therein. The exercises can be 
completed by you alone but may be more useful (and fun) if worked through 
by a small team. The following exercises pertain to chapter 1:

 1. This book is about learning improvement at scale. What is meant by each 
one of these terms?

 a. Learning
 b. Improvement
 c. At scale 
 2. A basic example of learning improvement was provided via biology 

 students’ ability to identify bones. Create a similarly short, hypothetical 
example of learning improvement situated in a program with which you 
are familiar.

 3. What is real-time assessment? How does this approach differ from a 
learning improvement at-scale approach?

 a. In what situations is real-time assessment appropriate? 
 b. In what situations is learning improvement at scale appropriate?
 4. Provide three reasons why learning improvement at scale is important.
 5. Provide three reasons why learning improvement at scale is rare in higher 

education.
 6. In the past, some assessment professionals conceptualized learning 

improvement too narrowly, viewing it primarily as a matter of using 
assessment results better. In addition to using assessment results, what 
other factors should be considered for learning improvement at scale? 
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