The examination of student learning
outcomes provides business schools
with the data to assess the quality
of their programs and offers
educators the opportunity

to truly practice what
they teach.




was once a professor of political science, and I’ve spent hours grading papers. After read-
ing a paper, I would sometimes recognize that the student had a good argument but that
he had gotten many of his facts wrong. I’d write my feedback on the paper and sign it off
with a B-minus. Then, I would pick up the next paper, read it over, and give it a B-minus
for a completely different set of reasons. But what data went into my grade book? Two B-
minuses. After collecting and recording a wealth of data on how the students had responded
to the assignment, I threw it all away when I handed the papers back. I had no record of
where, in general, learning was going right and where it wasn’t—or what I could do about it.

The new emphasis on the assessment of learning outcomes
in higher education is meant to address this condition.
Assessment practices offer educators and their institutions the
opportunity to gather systematic evidence about their stu-
dents’ learning and evaluate the effectiveness of their educa-
tional offerings. In fact, many accrediting organizations are
now asking institutions to provide evidence of student learn-
ing and achievement.

Even so, I have found that many institutions—business
schools included—are still at a fairly early stage of grappling
with assessment and assurance of learning. Although a major-
ity of schools have begun to specify learning
goals for their students and gather information
on student performance, many share the mis-
conception that gathering the data is the most important part
of the process. They often neglect to use that data to improve
student learning and experience. They fail to ask, “What can
we learn from these results to make our courses better?”

Setting up a workable assessment approach is no easy task,
as it often involves exchanging long-held attitudes and habits
for new approaches to teaching. But once the need for learn-
ing assessment is recognized, the next step is actually using
that information for improvement. By creating what I call a
“community of practice,” continuous assessment and ongo-
ing improvement can become an integral and seamless part of
the educational process.

Making the Grade

Creating a community of practice based on the consistent
evaluation of student work is somewhat new to American
higher education institutions. In Europe, on the other hand,
educators are much more accustomed to objective systems of
assessment, because many European schools have external
examiner systems; in addition to the professor, an external
reviewer also reads examples of student exams and projects.
As a result, European educators have developed consistent
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consensual judgments based on standards that are implied in
their communities of practice.

In the American classroom, there has long been an atmos-
phere of exclusion, where an educator’s classroom is his or her
own private domain—others are rarely invited inside. As a
result, we’ve created an environment that makes it extremely
difficult to align standards. It is in this area that learning
assessment initiatives are trying to make headway.

In the early days of learning assessment, it was most often
seen as something external to the learning process. Educators
tended to approach it one of two ways: They either added a
test or survey of students that was implemented
outside the standard curriculum, or they used
an existing standardized examination to meas-
ure students’ knowledge of the material. Although these eval-
uation-based methods can be valid, they bring with them sev-
eral problems.

First, faculty often dismiss such methods as disconnected
from what they are doing in the classroom. After all, faculty
often have little to no input into a standardized exam, and the
results of the exam usually have no influence on student per-
formance in the course. Second, because these “extra” tests
are given outside the standard curriculum, students often
don’t take them very seriously. Finally, using such exams often
adds extra expense to a school’s budget.

The main problem with traditional faculty-generated
assignments and grades, on the other hand, is exactly what my
initial example illustrated. Faculty members mark students
individually, but gather no information about what aspects of
course content a class as 2 whole has mastered and what aspects
a class has generally failed to grasp. Not only that, but the fac-
ulty also grade subjectively and idiosyncratically. They each
use their own standards and create their own assignments.

The alternative to “add-on” assessment methods and
inconsistently awarded grades involves the use of “course-
embedded assessments”—questions and assignments worked
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into each faculty member’s existing syllabus. Not only do
embedded assessments involve faculty on an integral level in
the process, they provide a school with a written record of
course performance over time.

Using an embedded approach, a faculty comes together
and decides what the learning objectives for a particular
course should be. Then they study the assignments in those
courses to identify or include questions that systematically
measure student mastery of those learning objectives. Finally,
they establish consistent ways of evaluating student respons-
es to those questions—for example, a scoring guide that
details the attributes of a good answer, perhaps on a level of
one to five.

Course-embedded assessment practices serve an institu-
tion in several ways. They offer a systematic way to measure
its success in teaching students that is related to what its fac-
ulty are already doing. They do so in a way that is integrated

On the Road fo Assessment

Texas A&M University-Commerce
Commerce, Texas

In the summer of 2000, the college of business and technol-
ogy at Texas A&M University in Commerce, Texas, initiated
its course-embedded assessment program (or CEAP) for
courses in its core curriculum. To begin, faculty committees
determined objectives for each course and then wrote
objective-specific questions to be integrated into its exams
and assignments. With these objectives defined, students’
overall success in answering embedded questions is now
evaluated and given a pass rate based on a 100 percent
scale. Similarly, the rates of all questions are averaged for
an overall assessment of the course.

Questions and courses that achieve a pass rate of 70
percent or higher earn an “acceptable” rating. However,
those that earn a pass rate of between 50 percent and 70
percent must be monitored, and any question that results in
a pass rate of less than 50 percent is “unacceptable” and
requires action on the part of the professor.

The process has been both arduous and enlightening.
Professors are given a clear idea of the strengths and
weaknesses of their courses and are eager to take steps
to improve, says the school’s dean, Harold Langford.

The results of the CEAP, however, have been undeniably
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into the coursework and assignments students already must
complete, ensuring that students will do their best. And, best
of all, it adds very little expense to a school’s budget.

Progress, Not Penalties
Business faculty, perhaps more than other educators, may be
wary of assessment. After all, they have seen the misuse of
performance indicators in the corporate world. They know
that employees who are managed by the numbers often suf-
ter the wrath of their superiors. As a result, faculty may be
worried that assessment results will be used, not to improve
curriculum, but to winnow out the “bad seed” among them.
Wrestling with such perceptions frequently generates what I
like to call a “paranoia shift” among faculty when it comes to
learning assessment practices.

Paranoia No. 1: Faculty worry about their jobs.
Institutions that view learning assessment as a means to pin-

positive, says Langford, who adds that such assessment prac-
tices will now be an ongoing and integral part of his school’s
curriculum. In a recent interview, Langford explains what it
took to plan the program and put it into practice.

Our primary motivation to include assessment practices
in our program was the increased emphasis AACSB was
placing on assessment—Texas A&M University-Commerce
was pursuing AACSB accreditation at the time. Secondarily,
we have a faculty member here who is also an examiner for
the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. He pointed
out that the assessment process was becoming more important
in SACS affirmation.

Until 1996, our college had been East Texas State
University. We then became part of the Texas A&M system.
We were suffering from declining enrollment, and we were
having significant financial problems. We faced a number of
years of uncertainty about where the ship was headed. Our
faculty was more than willing fo try something new to improve
the college and move us in a positive direction.

We had tried administering a standardized test in business
as an assessment measure, but we had a problem—it's virtu-
ally impossible to use it as a grade in any course. The test is
fairly lengthy and offered only at certain times of the year;
furthermore, the results do not come in until long after the
semester is over. So students would say, “What do | care?”

So, we decided to move to course-embedded assessment.
We first looked at what we were doing in the college and
decided that the best place to start was in our core curricu-



Allowing learning assessment
to become punitive defeats its

very purpose—which is to help

all educators improve their games.

point—and even punish—underperforming faculty will find
themselves in an Enron-like situation very quickly. When per-
formance is measured to reward the good and punish the bad,
employees not only become resentful and anxious, they also
learn very quickly to tell administrators what they want to
hear. Allowing learning assessment to become punitive
defeats its very purpose—which is to help all educators
improve their games.

The main challenge in the early stages of implementing an
assessment program is thus to reassure faculty that such retal-
iation for weak performance is not going to happen.

lum. Each business major took those courses, so it seemed
logical to focus our efforts there and develop a methodology
to chart their progress.

Initially, the biggest challenge for faculty was to determine
what the objectives for each course were. Many of our faculty
had been teaching a long time—they knew what they wanted
to teach and what they wanted to accomplish, but it was real-
ly all in their heads. It was like cooking without a recipe—
we know what it looks like when it's finished, but we’re not
sure how we got there! To have the faculty come together to
write down specific objectives in a formal statement was a
difficult task.

We recently received our outcomes assessment for the
fall semester of 2002. Our operational management course
received an overall score of 71 percent, with seven out of
20 questions in the “watch” category, and four requiring
action. The interesting thing with this course is that we have
new faculty teaching it, so we need to revisit the objectives
to make sure they still match the objectives of the current pro-
fessors. We have another course in managerial accounting
that has caused us concern. Of the 11 objectives we have
set for the course, two fell below 50 percent, and five were
between 50 and 70 percent. The overall score for the course
was 62 percent.

That 62 percent shows that there is still much room for
improvement, but the course started with a rating of 42 percent!
As a result of assessment practices, the professor began to mon-
itor what he was teaching and examine his objectives to make

Administrators must assure faculty that the data collected
through assessment will not be used for promotion and
tenure decisions, but rather, are tools for the collective
improvement of the business school’s educational offerings.
Paranoin No. 2: Even after they are successfully reassured
about Paranoia No. 1, faculty members start to worry about
their time investment. No faculty member wants to waste
time on something that will never be used. Therefore, the
next challenge in putting assessment practices in place is to
make clear that the extra effort faculty members invest will
result in positive change. Learning assessment must eventual-
ly be consequential, leading to changes in curriculum and
approaches when course objectives are not being met.
Mature assessment systems do have built-in levels of
accountability—after all, if a professor shows poor per-
formance for a long period of time, he should not be
allowed to continue. But, in most cases, assessment pro-

adjustments in the course. We've been doing much better,
and we will continue to take steps to develop the course.

We have another faculty member whose first score was
in the upper 80s. Even though his course was well past the
“acceptable” rating, he still wanted to improve. So, he used
the results to make his class better. His score is now at 93
percent.

In many cases, however, | might be as concerned with a
course that consistently stays in the 95 percent-range as |
would with one that falls in the 60-percent range. You have
to monitor both high and low scores for a period of time to
make sure the course is really working.

Our next step is to expand course-embedded assessment
to the rest of the business curriculum to include electives and
required courses for business disciplines. Eventually, it will
go campuswide.

It's a long process, but schools just need to start some-
where—pilot a small program in just the core classes, or
even in just one class. What schools will probably find is
that setting up course-embedded assessments is as time-
consuming as setting up Internet-based learning. But such
assessments will provide benefits in the long run, giving
schools a track record of how they’re doing.

| do feel that we’re among the pioneers of learning
assessment. Many people will do it differently and perhaps
do it better than we have. But we will continue to improve
our process—and | believe it's very important that we've
been brave enough to look.
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New AACSB Standards Include

‘Assurance of Learning’

32

The new accreditation standards recently passed by
AACSB International members further emphasize the
organization’s atfention on assessment in management
education. Of the 21 standards, seven are directed to
assurance of learning.

“This area represents one of the major sections
of the new standards,” explains Milton Blood, AACSB
International’s managing director of accreditation servic-
es. “We wanted to draw attention to the importance of
assurance of learning by enhancing its role in our stan-
dards for accreditation.”

The assurance of learning standards are not intended
to dictate an institution’s offerings, explains Blood. Rather
they encourage each school to determine the learning
objectives that are most in line with its mission. This point
is emphasized in AACSB's recently revised document
titled Eligibility Standards for Business Accreditation.
“Because of differences in mission, student population,
employer population, and other circumstances, the pro-
gram learning goals will differ from school to school.
Every school should enunciate and measure its educa-
tional goals,” it reads. “Few characteristics of the school
will be as important to stakeholders as knowing the
accomplishment levels of the school’s students when
compared against the school’s learning goals.”

Those who have worked to develop the new stan-
dards believe that accreditation is not the most important
reason for schools to begin to focus on assessment,
Blood points out. More important are the learning
achievements of their students and the continuous
improvement of their faculty.

Blood adds, “These new standards certainly encour-
age schools to give heightened attention to defining and
assessing the learning goals they have for their degree
programs.”

To read more about the new accreditation standards
for AACSB International, visit www.aacsb.edu/
accreditation/brc/standards-4-25.pdf. AACSB also
hosts assessment seminars featuring presenters with
firsthand experience in putting assurance of learning
practices into place.
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vides that educator the opportunity to document his teach-
ing process, observe his strengths and weaknesses, and
make the necessary adjustments to improve. Accountability
means that he can learn from the process without fearing
short-term punishment.

Once these two aspects of the “paranoia shift” are
addressed, faculty will often participate in assessment with
enthusiasm. The vast majority want to improve and often
realize they need to change some aspect of their teaching.
What they require are the tools to discover what that “some-
thing” should be. As an institution moves into a culture of
assessment, educators begin to feel invested in the process
without feeling personally at risk. More important, they are
excited about pinpointing specific areas to focus on to
improve their teaching skills.

Ask the Right Questions

Building an assessment culture is less about engaging in
“scientific” measurement and more about determining the
most important questions to ask. If educators ask too many
questions, they’ll be overwhelmed; too few, and they won’t
have an appropriate basis for assessment. Therefore, it’s up
to educators to establish a set of core questions—five or ten,
perhaps—that reflects their perceptions of where problems
may lie.

Institutions can also make the mistake of being overly pre-
cise with their measurement, looking only for “statistically
significant differences.” This may be more sophisticated than
the type of information that a school most needs to discov-
er. Assessment results do not need to be reported to the hun-
dredth decimal place. Rather, they need to have, as one of
my professors used to say, “interocular significance.” That is,
they need to produce data that hits educators right between
the eyes.

Most important, embedded assessments can involve stu-
dents in the process in a myriad of ways. Assessments can be
contained not only in quizzes and exams, but also in highly
interactive, project-based assignments. For instance, Miami
University of Ohio runs an interdisciplinary program in
which students from the business school, school of graphic
design, and school of communications work in teams to
respond to RFPs from real companies about designing a
marketing campaign. What is the embedded assessment in
such an assignment? It’s whether or not the company buys
the campaign. Although companies may not choose to pur-
chase the campaign each time, if the work students produce
is consistently rejected, the school will know it needs to
tweak its offerings to improve their students skills.



CEOs all administer examinations to
potential hires to test their knowledge and
skills, so why couldn’t they just coordinate
among the Fortune 100 companies to
publish their collective results? They could

publish the names of the colleges whose

graduates do well. The annual U.S. News
& World Report rankings of colleges
would pale by comparison!

Likewise, King’s College in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania,
participates in an institutionwide general education assess-
ment. The faculty from cach discipline identify a set of com-
mon cross-disciplinary core competencies that all undergrad-
uate students graduating from the college should acquire by
the end of their four years. Like the faculty of other programs
at the college, business school faculty have mapped these abil-
ities onto specific assignments that occur periodically
throughout a student’s academic career. They then take sam-
ples from students” work to determine whether those compe-
tencies are coming through.

Times Are Quickly Changing

Just 20 years ago, everybody knew what a college or univer-
sity was supposed to look like—students attended class, sat in
lecture halls, listened to professors, turned in assignments,
and took exams. Today, however, that standard image is fad-
ing quickly, as diverse incarnations of the educational process
are gaining ground. New course delivery mechanisms that use
experiential learning, team projects, and distance learning
technology simply don’t fit the mold. That means that our
community perception of what it means to be a university is
breaking down. Therefore, it has become increasingly impor-
tant that educators develop a systematic and visible approach,
not to teaching itself, but to evaluating whether that teaching
is yielding the right learning outcomes.

The prospect of starting an integrated program of learning
assessment can seem overwhelming. It’s true that determin-
ing objectives for each course in cach discipline, from core
courses to clectives, is challenging. Likewise, the prospect of
charting those objectives from year to year is a daunting task.
But that shouldn’t be an obstacle to getting started.
Institutions that have built comprehensive, highly integrated,
well-documented systems of assessment have been developing
their practices for years. They started with small steps, perhaps
with only one course, and worked their way up to the whole.

Elementary and secondary schools have already been bar-
raged by externally mandated assessment because their per-

formance was seen as poor by public policymakers. This same
outcry is now beginning to be directed toward higher educa-
tion institutions. But in our case it is less because of overtly
poor performance than because colleges and universities are
developing a reputation for maintaining a sense of secrecy
about what they do, how they teach, and what students actu-
ally learn. As an enterprise in higher education, we could gain
more public credibility and support if we were to demonstrate
that we investigate our own effectiveness and that we respond
promptly when the results aren’t good.

I have been connected with the debate surrounding
assessment of learning outcomes since 1985, when it first
came into national prominence. Today, there’s much more
ongoing debate on the subject, as it becomes clear that
obtaining a high-quality college education is a public policy
issuc. There are increasing doubts about the quality of what’s
being produced by our higher education institutions, espe-
cially by elite groups, such as top CEOs.

When we look at the need for assessment in my Center, we
often begin by interviewing business leaders. We ask, “What
should higher education be delivering?” Often, we find that
business leaders say that although college graduates know the
details of their disciplines, they lack good communication
skills, they’re not good at teamwork, and they lack appropri-
ate leadership skills required for businesses today.

I was recently part of a project that was investigating the
feasibility of a National Assessment of Educational Progress
for higher education—something already used in primary and
secondary education. A number of CEOs were part of a
roundtable discussion on the topic. During this discussion,
they began to compare notes: They all administer examina-
tions to potential hires to test their knowledge and skills, so
why couldn’t they just coordinate among the Fortune 100
companies to publish their collective results? They could pub-
lish the names of the colleges whose graduates do well. The
annual U.S. News & World Report rankings of colleges would
pale by comparison!

That was quite an idea, and one that all colleges and uni-
versities should heed. The federal government is already whis-
pering about the possibility of standardized assessment of
higher education; business is already debating about the need
for exit exams. So, if higher education institutions fail to offer
a viable alternative by voluntarily integrating learning assess-
ments into their programs, the danger is that someone else is
going to do it for them. &

Peter Ewell is vice president of the National Center for Higher Education
Management Systems in Boulder, Colorado.
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