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TARGETING OUTCOMES: COVERING
YOUR ASSESSMENT CONCERNS
AND NEEDS
DIANE F. HALPERN, in collaboration with DREW C. APPLEBY,
SUSAN E. BEERS, CATHARINE L. COWAN, JOHN J. FUREDY,
JANE S. HALONEN, CARRELL P. HORTON, BLAINE F. PEDEN, and
DAVID J. PITTENGER
The term assessment conveys multiple meanings in the debate about student outcomes in higher education. In this chapter, assessment refers to a wide range of activities that involve gathering and examining data for the purpose of improving teaching and learning. Recent trends in higher education and in the nation have elevated the role that assessment plays in the undergraduate experience (Boyer, 1987; Halpern, 1987; McMillan, 1990). For psychology departments, assessment initiatives will be the stimuli in the coming decade for faculty review of its students, its curricula, its advising programs, and its teaching strategies.
WHY ASSESSMENT? WHY NOW?
A number of factors have come together to create a climate for as​sessment. The first and perhaps most persuasive reason for embarking on
a nationwide effort to assess educational outcomes in higher education is the concern over a crisis in human capital. Students from North America routinely rank below those from other parts of the world in academic areas such as scientific knowledge, mathematical problem solving, and general literacy (Lapointe, Mead, & Phillips, 1989). Economists and politicians argue that the poor performance of North American students is a threat to our ability to remain a world leader in science and technology. Individuals and agencies with this same concern believe that the information gained from outcomes assessment can provide the necessary direction to keep America's work force strong and competitive in the 21st century.
A second reason for assessing what and how much students are learning in higher education comes from national groups such as the Association of American Colleges and provocative reports such as Integrity in the College Curriculum (Project on Redefining the Meaning and Purpose of Baccalau​reate Degrees, 1985). A coherent and well-planned program of outcomes assessment requires clearly articulated educational goals. When faculty and administrators discuss what they want their students to know or to be able to do, these goals must be explicit, and educational practices designed as a means to achieve these goals are examined for their effectiveness. Thus, the process of planning and implementing an outcomes assessment program will enhance educational quality and produce better educated students and graduates.
A third reason is that taxpayers, state legislators, and employers are demanding assurance that scarce educational dollars are being well spent. The director of the Center for the Study of the States recently commented that "Education is going to have a lot more competition for dollars" (quoted in Brownstein, 1991, p. A5). When an outcomes assessment program is used to justify the cost of education, institutions of higher education must become accountable for the quality of educated individuals they produce.
In response to mounting pressures to conduct student outcomes as​sessment, departmental faculty at colleges and universities are seeking in​formation about implementing or improving such a program. This chapter provides a framework for the assessment of student learning and program effectiveness, adaptable for use by any higher education discipline, although primarily for undergraduate institutions that offer psychology courses as a part of general education or baccalaureate degree programs.
The recommendations for outcomes assessment presented in this chap​ter are based on two common assumptions: (a) there are multiple assessment goals, and any programmatic examination of higher education needs to begin with a clear statement of these goals; and (b) outcomes assessment should be student-centered. Students' academic, attitudinal, and behavioral outcomes are the primary sources of assessment data. A student-centered outcomes assessment program provides information about the effectiveness of the curriculum, advising, faculty development, ethnic diversity goals,
and external linkages with the other segments of education (e.g., high schools, community colleges, and graduate and professional schools). All of these topics are covered in depth in subsequent chapters in this handbook.
Assessment should be a supportive process that takes place in an environment conceptualized as a series of concentric circles (see Figure 1). Students occupy the innermost circle, and faculty, academic departments, colleges or universities, and society form the ever-expanding layers. A properly conducted, multifaceted assessment program serves the needs of every group in the circles. In a well-designed outcomes assessment program, students will be informed of their teachers' academic expectations and will receive regular feedback on their academic performance for use in academic and career planning. Faculty will communicate their expectations to stu​dents in a clear manner and in turn will receive feedback on the effectiveness of their teaching for use in their own development. (See chapter 4 for a discussion of faculty development goals and practices.) At the departmental level, faculty and chairs will develop statements of mission and purpose to plan empirical data collection for use in curricular change. Academic pro​grams will be examined to allow administrators or trustees to determine the extent to which institutional missions are being accomplished. Society as a whole can determine the efficacy of higher education and the extent to which it is populated by a literate, numerate, and ethical citizenry. Thus, when assessment is done well, it provides valuable information to all of the participants and stakeholders in higher education.
Despite the potential of outcomes assessment for improving student growth, fostering faculty development, and accomplishing educational ob​jectives, it has not been embraced enthusiastically by everyone. Faculty,
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Figure 1: A student centered model of outcomes assessment

in particular, may be reluctant to engage in assessment for several reasons. Assessment generates unfamiliar language and is fueled by uncertain pur​poses. Assessment poses a threat to the status quo, and many of those involved in higher education perceive change unfavorably (Hutchings, 1990a). Many faculty view assessment activities as an "add-on" to their fundamental teaching and scholarship responsibilities. Assessment is yet another task imposed on an already overworked and underpaid faculty. Attitudes toward assessment are even more negative when external agents mandate assessment as a means of accountability. In this instance, assess​ment can be perceived as punishment, especially when the mandate carries a potential reduction in funding as a consequence of a poor evaluation. Such pressures encourage departments to build superficial assessment pro​grams or to collect data that will make them "look good" and avoid possible negative consequences. Therefore, for many reasons we believe that as​sessment should be developed internally by a department rather than imposed externally. Assessments should not provide a platform for admin​istrators or politicians to use the results to make foolish comparisons between departments, between institutions, or worse, between faculty.
Similar to the position of curricular pluralism espoused by Brewer and his colleagues in chapter 6, we believe that there is no single assessment method appropriate for all departments and institutions. The search for a perfect assessment plan is like the quest for the Holy Grail. We encourage departments to quest instead for fair assessment, to establish an ongoing process in which the dynamics among faculty and between faculty and students change for the better.
Our assessment model and its underlying assumptions resonate with Boyer's (1987) sentiments:
The outcomes of collegiate education should be measured by the stu​dent's performance in the classroom as he or she becomes proficient in the use of language, acquires a basic solid education, and becomes competent in a specific field. Further, the impact of the undergraduate experience is to be assessed by the performance of the graduate in the work place and further education. But in the end, students must be inspired by a larger vision, using the knowledge they have acquired to discover patterns, form values, and advance the common good. (pp. 283-284)
We hope that those who embark on a program of student outcomes assessment follow Boyer's advice and become inspired by the larger vision. To avoid our own myopic tendencies, the remainder of this chapter is organized around the following broad questions:
1. What is unique about psychology's contribution to student outcomes assessment?
2. What outcomes should psychology foster and can these be
organized developmentally?
3. What forms of assessment show the greatest promise for as-​
sessing psychological abilities and knowledge?
4- What elements contribute to an effective outcomes assess​ment plan?
5. How can faculty develop more meaningful and effective as-​
sessment?
6. How can an assessment program be created on an individual
campus?
The answers to these questions can guide those who want to begin or to improve an outcomes assessment program.
PSYCHOLOGY'S UNIQUE CONTRIBUTION TO ASSESSMENT
Administrators and other faculty expect psychologists to take the lead in assessing student outcomes because of their expertise in areas such as learning, adult development, psychometrics, program evaluation, and cog​nition. Both quantitative and qualitative approaches to assessing educa​tional outcomes are natural domains for the psychologist-educator.
Although there are many similarities among programs for different academic majors, every field of study has unique characteristics that require a more specialized perspective on the outcomes that are measured. Psy​chology students learn principles in their study of human thoughts, feelings, and behavior. The experimental method is at the core of psychology, in​fluencing what we want our students to know and how we go about assessing their knowledge. Another assumption of psychology is that people can change with intervention. This assumption is at the heart of all schools of psychotherapy and all theories of learning and cognition. Psychologists, therefore, expect to use an experimental approach to answer others' ques​tions about how and how much students have changed during their college years. Those who identify with the humanist tradition in psychology may care about the quality of education we are providing to students; experi​mental colleagues may want to see just the data.
PSYCHOLOGY OUTCOMES AND THEIR DEVELOPMENTAL ORGANIZATION
How do we want our students to change as a result of their education? We identified three ways in which successful psychology students change as a result of their undergraduate education. First, they accumulate a body
EXHIBIT 1 Example of Desired Outcomes for Undergraduate Psychology Majors

	Knowledge base
Content areas
Specific areas (vary depending on objectives and specifics of curriculum)
Knowledge of psychology's role in liberal arts

Methods
Research design
Statistics
Psychometrics 

Theory
Schools of thought

History
Origins of psychological thought
Great person vs. Zeitgeist approaches
Historiography of psychology
Intellectual skills
Thinking skills
Thinks logically, creatively, and critically
Synthesizes multiple sources of information
Evaluates at a sophisticated level
Generalizes results from research findings
Defends ideas in an objective, clear, and nondogmatic manner Communication skills
Writes effectively
Speaks clearly and persuasively
Creates understandable graphs and tables
Writes in accord with APA style Information gathering and synthesis skills
Makes careful, systematic observations
Conducts traditional and electronic library searches
Detects, comprehends, and retains key points from written and verbal
sources Quantitative, scientific, and technological skills
Uses scientific methodology
Uses statistical methodology
Interprets results
Personal characteristics
Thinking
Creative
Open-minded
Organized
Tolerant of ambiguity
Nondefensive
Flexible

   Interpersonal and intrapersonal skills
Deals sensitively and effectively with a wide variety of people
Collaborates effectively
Adapts to organizational rules and procedures
       Interacts with research participants in an ethical manner

(Continued on next page)


	(Exhibit 1—Continued from previous page)
Motivation
Motivated and hard working
Positive about learning
Enthusiastic
Displays initiative
Begins and completes tasks with a minimum of supervision Ethics
Displays and supports high ethical standards Sensitivity to people and cultures
Appreciative of individual differences
Enthusiastic about cultural diversity



of knowledge. Second, they master intellectual skills that enable them to use their knowledge wisely. These skills include the abilities to think crit​ically, to express themselves clearly in writing and speaking, to reason empirically, and to demonstrate ethical judgment and sensitivity to other people and cultures. Third, psychology students acquire or strengthen personal characteristics such as maturity, rigor, tolerance, flexibility, high ethical standards, and a positive attitude toward lifelong learning.
Like nature and nurture, these three broad goals of higher education are intertwined. For example, suppose a student has the ability to use a variety of statistical procedures. Without a psychological knowledge base or the motivation to apply these skills, successful use of this knowledge will not be possible. Similarly, students who have a desire to use psychological principles to benefit society but do not have the knowledge or skill to do so will be unable to accomplish their goal.
The outcomes that departments target for the knowledge base, intel​lectual skills, and personal characteristics will vary depending on faculty strengths, university missions, student goals, and other variables. In Exhibit 1 we offer an example of specific outcomes that a department might gen​erate. Again, every department's list of outcomes should be uniquely de​termined by its faculty.
Depending on departmental philosophy and goals, some outcomes can be organized into a developmental hierarchy such as those proposed by Bloom (1956) and Perry (1970). Such an organization can lend itself to the sequencing of the curriculum. Walker, Newcomb, and Hopkins (1987) described such a curriculum organized by developmental goals. Another such developmental hierarchy might evolve as a result of a department deciding that its freshmen should have basic reading, writing, and library skills; its sophomores should be able to synthesize information from multiple original and secondary sources; its juniors should be able to evaluate con-
flicting claims and apply information to novel situations; and its seniors should be able to tie all of these skills together and defend the results.
Formal programmatic assessment can be administered at any time in a student's academic career—when leaving the institution (graduation or otherwise); at entrance and again at exit (known as a "gains" measure); and at frequent intervals such as at entry, after the completion of the sophomore year or a portion of the general education program, and again at graduation. The timing of assessment administrations will depend on purpose. For example, exit-only measures may be sufficient for external agencies interested in certifying the abilities of students at graduation. Faculty and others concerned with student development will emphasize assessment conducted periodically during a student's academic career, so that changes can be monitored longitudinally. The assessment of a develop​mental hierarchy should cover a 4-year period, and the skills and knowledge assessed should increase in complexity commensurate with developmental expectations.
FORMS OF ASSESSMENT FOR MEASURING PSYCHOLOGICAL ABILITIES AND KNOWLEDGE
This section describes an array of assessment methods. First, we will examine conventional techniques that are being used already and will con​sider how they can be improved and incorporated into the larger scheme of outcomes assessment. Second, we will consider procedures that may be novel for some departments. These procedures build on available material and provide additional information about unique departmental goals. Third, we will consider how individual assessment techniques contribute to the convergent validity of an overall assessment program.
Conventional Techniques
Archival Forms of Assessment Data
Numerous campus offices already may be collecting data that are useful for an assessment program, although the results are probably scattered over several places on campus. For example, most admissions offices collect information on student demographics, performance on standardized tests, and writing samples. The records office collects information about the types of classes students are taking and generates transcripts. It may be instructive to examine transcripts for the patterns of courses that psychology majors take for their general education requirements and elective course options. Libraries maintain records of books withdrawn, bibliographic searches com​pleted, and resources used. Student affairs offices maintain information about student activity in clubs, volunteer work, and campus leadership
activities. Finally, the alumni office should have information on postbaccalaureate job placements, on the level and nature of additional education, and on indices of satisfaction with the college.
Class Assessment Activities
A well-planned assessment program builds on assessment that takes place regularly in individual classrooms. All college courses assess student performance. In the typical class, students take exams, write papers, make presentations, contribute to class discussions, respond to extemporaneous questions, and interact with fellow students. These classroom activities may be modified to include an assessment program and to provide information at the departmental level (Cross & Angelo, 1988).
Exams. The single ubiquitous form of assessment is the in-class exam. Exams are used to determine if students have achieved a specific level of knowledge in a subject matter. Instructors use multiple-choice exams be​cause they are easy to administer and score and because the tests appear to be an objective measure of student knowledge. Like every other form of assessment, multiple-choice exams have both advantages and disadvantages (Aiken, 1987; Cantor, 1987). They offer obvious benefits when class sizes are large. Many psychology lecture classes, especially introductory courses, have hundreds of students. Large classes make the option of lengthy essay questions graded by a single professor a daunting task. Multiple-choice exams can be used to assess higher level cognitive skills (Appleby, 1990), although they are often used only to measure basic knowledge.
The speed and ease of scoring multiple-choice exams, however, is offset by their inability to tap the effective communication of students' knowledge. If departments are committed to developing students' writing skills, then multiple-choice tests are inappropriate unless used in conjunc​tion with written assignments. The alternative to multiple-choice exams is a significant writing component within each exam. The grading of the essay can then reflect several components. First, the essay can be assessed for accuracy of information. If the question is worded well, the student should have sufficient information to provide a well-informed response. Second, the essay can be evaluated for quality of writing. Scoring criteria are available that make grading of the essay meaningful for the student (Braun, 1986, 1988). It is possible for the instructor to provide two grades to the student; one grade reflects the accuracy of the material presented in the essay and another grade reflects the quality of the writing.
Papers. There has been a great deal of recent interest in student writing in psychology (Nodine, 1990). Papers foster students' assimilation of in​formation from a variety of sources and stimulate them to reflect on larger issues in psychology. Papers can be incorporated into a student portfolio to allow for a longitudinal assessment of intellectual development.
Classroom presentation and activities. The development of oral com​munication is often part of the mission of an institution or department. Students may be required to make oral presentations in their classes or be evaluated on less formal indicators of their oral expression such as their contributions to class discussion. Such activities foster oral skills by giving students instruction, practice, and feedback in speaking, as well as in course content. Classroom speaking can provide the opportunity for assessment of thinking skills and personal characteristics, such as sensitivity to others and willingness to tolerate disparate ideas. Other techniques to foster the de​velopment of oral communication skills include having students act as leaders in a class discussion and observing how students perform when asked a specific question during class.
Standardized Testing
Standardized testing refers to some form of cohort testing designed to measure the achievement of a group. Typically, departments perform such tests during the fourth year of an academic program. The timing of the testing depends on how test results will be used and on the design of the curriculum. Departments without a linearly organized curriculum, which requires students to have achieved specific goals by specific times, may find that such testing should be done at the end of the senior year. Other departments with a more sequenced curriculum will find that the test may be given earlier in the student's education.
There are several standardized test options available for undergraduate psychology. The Educational Testing Service (ETS) offers objective in​struments to assess content knowledge. The Advanced Psychology Test is one measure designed and normed for use as a screening device for admission to graduate schools. The Major Field Achievement Tests were designed by the ETS to measure content knowledge in areas such as psychology. The primary difference between these two tests is that the Advanced Psychology Test is normed for a higher level of achievement.
Although these tests are relatively inexpensive and easy to administer and score, they may not meet the specific needs of a department, such as any special emphasis on specific content areas (e.g., health psychology or industrial psychology). Likewise, a department that places little or no em​phasis on a particular topic (e.g., physiological psychology) may find that too much of a standardized test focuses on underemphasized topics.
There are several alternatives to these commercially created tests. For example, groups of colleges can develop a pool of test items indexed by topic and type of question (e.g., multiple choice, short answer essay). The advantage of a question pool is that faculty from any participating institution can sample questions and tailor an instrument to very specific assessment needs. Because every question is tested with large numbers of students, the
psychometric properties of questions can be determined (e.g., indices of discriminability).
Some departments use a senior-level test as a final determination of whether students should be allowed to graduate. It is our recommendation that a senior-level test not be used for this purpose; such a test is only a partial reflection of the integrity of the whole department's curriculum, not a measure of individual performance.
Capstone Courses and Other Integration Experiences
A senior capstone course can be incorporated into an assessment program. The general goal of any capstone course is to enable students to synthesize the skills that have been developed through an entire program of study. There are several alternative types of experience available. A common one is the research project, which requires students to design and conduct an original experiment. Students prepare a final report that is formally presented. An alternative capstone experience is the applied externship, in which students are placed in work settings (e.g., mental health facilities, tutoring centers, or industry settings) in which there is an active applied psychology component. A well-planned externship will include direct supervision from the psychology faculty as well as from the staff at the host setting. The academic component includes meeting with faculty to discuss issues such as ethics and various principles demonstrated in the work setting. Students can benefit also from journal assignments in which they reflect on their work experiences. As with the research report, the student may be required to prepare a final report that includes an oral presentation.
Nontraditional Qualitative Measures
There is a large number of student-centered, performance-based meth​ods that can be used to provide information about student and programmatic outcomes. We list several here that are relatively easy to administer.
Portfolio analysis
This qualitative measure was developed as a means of assessing writing, but it has been adapted to the assessment of a variety of educational goals (Hutchings, 1990b). Portfolios are simply files of students' work that are reviewed periodically. The work selected represents various educational objectives. Portfolios may be developed for individual courses, majors, or colleges (Beers, 1985). For example, a portfolio compiled to chart students' development in reading, writing, and library skills could require freshman-year papers summarizing information from single sources, sophomore papers reporting links among articles and books, junior-level term papers in which
literature is reviewed and critiqued, and a senior thesis. Portfolios can include videotapes and audiotapes that measure student achievement of other communication skills.
Recently, Schulman (1991) advocated the creation of portfolios as an alternative means of assessing the quality of teachers at all levels of edu​cation. Thus, portfolios can be applicable in a wide variety of situations, but have as a disadvantage the psychometric problems of unknown reliability and validity.
Interviews
This qualitative measure can be conducted periodically throughout students' academic careers or as part of their senior-year experience (Doll & Jacobs, 1989). Interviews may cover students' experiences in the major or in college as a whole. They can be designed to assess specific skills. In situational assessments, the interview consists of presenting students with specific hypothetical situations for which they present their analysis or indicate appropriate actions. Situational assessments may be particularly useful for examining students' ethical judgment or for examining the di​mensions of their sensitivity to people and cultures. Focus groups, which are structured interviews conducted with students in a group format, are also worthy of consideration.
External Examiners
This strategy has been a meaningful part of assessment in a variety of institutions. When complex educational objectives such as the disposition to challenge assumptions and beliefs are to be assessed, external evaluators are necessary. Although the faculty supervisor of a student's project may be able to evaluate the student's thinking up to the production of the final product, that product can be evaluated more impartially by an external reader. Senior theses or comprehensive exams easily lend themselves to external examination. The Association of American Colleges' External Examiner Project (Association of American Colleges, 1989) recently ex​panded this concept by creating teams of scholars from schools of similar sizes and missions to create a meaningful external oral examination for member schools. Although external evaluators are costly in terms of time and effort, the students and assessors report that they are invigorated by the process (Halonen, 1990).
External evaluation can be used in other ways as part of an assessment program. Institutions with similar goals and missions can exchange faculty who serve as external examiners to each other. The job of these examiners is to make general assessments of standards. By exchanging faculty, the process is reciprocal (i.e., the assessors are themselves assessed), and this
symmetry helps to mitigate negative emotional impacts (and keep the as​sessors reasonably honest).
Performance-Based Assessment
This measure is uniquely appropriate for psychology given the disci​pline's history of behavioral research. Direct behavioral assessment was also suggested by the National Institute of Education's (1984) report on in​volvement in learning as a means of assessing achievements in general education. Performance-based assessment asks students to "do the disci​pline" in discussions, projects, speeches, and other active learning situations (Loaker, 1990). For example, in a seminar course, students may be assigned related articles to read that provide them the opportunity to assert, chal​lenge, and defend various points of view. This type of exercise provides faculty the opportunity to assess the critical thinking skills of evaluation and analysis and personal characteristics such as nondefensiveness, open-mindedness, and tolerance of ambiguity. Performance-based assessment pro​vides faculty, students, and external constituencies with particularly clear indicators of students' skills. Effective performance-based assessment re​quires (a) the specification of goals and criteria for assessment and (b) multiple opportunities for student learning.
Conflict of Ideas Approach
Another active learning method focuses on argumentation as a vehicle for skill acquisition. This approach is modeled on the life of Socrates, whose teaching sharpened the differences among competing positions through inquiry (Furedy & Furedy, 1982, 1986). This approach, which can lead to conflict between people as well as ideas, is poorly suited to political inter​actions (as demonstrated, though not for the last time, by the fate of Socrates at the hands of the Athenian democracy). It is well suited for the exami​nation of complex issues because the emphasis on the conflict of ideas is a hallmark of higher education. One force, however, that mitigates against the successful use of the conflict of ideas approach is the grading power that professors have over students. Many students believe that disagreement with the professor will result in lower grades.
Assessment that uses the conflict of ideas approach centers around the degree to which students recognize alternative possibilities and can engage in intellectual conflicts. The best measures for this approach are a sample of written work (e.g., thesis, literature review term paper) or oral responses to a thoughtful question. Moreover, because the critical skill involves disagreeing with the professor, the evaluation may require an external examiner. The term external here does not necessarily mean ex​ternal to the department, but only that the evaluator must not have been involved with the work itself. One measure of how well the student has
developed the propensity to question the ideas of others is the degree to which the student's work has challenged the ideas of the instructor, or, more generally, the extent to which a student essay has challenged the grader's views.
Assessment of Critical Thinking
Critical thinking is a widely used term that includes skills in applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating information and the disposition to apply these skills (National Center for Excellence in Critical Thinking Instruction, 1991). Critical thinking is almost always listed as one of the desirable outcomes of undergraduate education (Halpern, 1988). A review of the literature on the assessment of critical thinking skills shows that there are many assessment options. For example, written and oral work can be evaluated on the extent to which conclusions are supported by evidence or other reasons. Some researchers have used student self-reports to measure students' ability to think critically, although such reports are questionable because of the multiple biases inherent in self-report data. Several researchers have measured gains in cognitive growth and development using de​velopmental frameworks such as those proposed by Piaget (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958), Kohlberg (1976), and Perry (1970).
One of the most theoretically advanced means of exploring changes in critical thinking is to examine changes in the underlying structure of cognitive skills and knowledge. Several researchers have shown that when students become better thinkers about a topic, their internal representations of topic-related knowledge will become more similar to the internal rep​resentations of experts in the field (Schoenfeld & Hermann, 1982). In other words, students come to think more like experts. Other researchers have used a cognitive skills approach that begins with a specification of the skills that are needed for effective thinking. There are many lists of cognitive skills (e.g., Halpern, 1989), most of which include constructs such as understanding the distinction between correlation and cause, weighing evi​dence in support of a conclusion, recognizing regression to the mean, making appropriate generalizations, and using "if... then" reasoning appropriately. A multiple-choice test has been devised that purports to assess students' ability to use these skills (Facione, 1991).
The real goal of any program to improve students' ability to think effectively is transfer of training, that is, the spontaneous use of these skills in novel, out-of-class situations. Nisbett (Lehman & Nisbett, 1990) and his colleagues completed a series of studies in which they examined the spontaneous transfer of thinking skills to real-world problems that occur outside the classroom. In one study, they phoned students at home several months after they completed their course work. Students were told that the caller was taking a poll and they were asked to comment on several
contemporary topics. Results demonstrated that students had learned the critical thinking skills required to answer the questions that were posed over the phone. All of these methods have shown that it is possible to promote and assess critical thinking and that improved thinking ability can be an outcome of higher education.
This list of assessment techniques highlights two basic and inescapable facts: educational goals are complex, and all measurement is imperfect. Assessment will be most useful when multiple methods are used to examine clearly specified objectives. A comprehensive assessment plan should not overburden the resources of a department or overtax faculty and students, but should, within reason, provide for both qualitative and quantitative types of evaluation.
ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT PLANS
Assessment of educational outcomes can take many forms, but re​gardless of the specific decisions about who, what, and how to assess, good programs share some common attributes. The following guidelines are ap​plicable to all outcomes assessment programs.
Student-Centered
The purpose of student outcomes assessment is to improve teaching and learning. Therefore, one feature of a good outcomes assessment program is that it be student-centered. Information about individual students should be used to help them select courses, plan careers, and develop life views. This information should be provided in ways that enable students to monitor their own cognitive and attitudinal gains (or losses) while they are enrolled in college. Faculty should receive information that they can use to improve individual classes and the way they teach, and institutions can use the data to direct curricular change and development. Outcomes assessment serves as a quality assurance indicator so that taxpayers and prospective employers can be assured that their tax dollars are being well spent and that future employees are being well educated.
Multiple Measures
There is no single indicator of educational effectiveness. No single measure or score captures the multifaceted nature of an effective college education or the cognitive growth of an adult. All good programs will use multiple measures that are qualitatively different.
Faculty Ownership
Successful assessment programs are owned by faculty. It is the faculty who are responsible for the curriculum and the process of higher education and who must direct any assessment of the educational effectiveness of their courses and their teaching. Decisions about the way data are generated and used rest with appropriate faculty committees.
Recognition for Quality Assessment
The expertise and hard work involved in the quality assessment of educational objectives must be recognized and rewarded in a manner that is comparable with that of other professional activities. Faculty appointed as directors of assessment programs should receive the same consideration in the retention, promotion, tenure, and merit evaluation processes as faculty engaged in traditional research and committee assignments. Simi​larly, departments that engage in a thoughtful analysis of their programs and that follow sound educational practices should reap some of the cus​tomary rewards such as increases in budget or support staff.
Lin/cages
Outcomes assessment programs create natural links with other seg​ments of higher education (i.e., 2- and 4-year colleges, high schools, doc​toral programs). Institutions can form regional collectives to track student progress and to monitor success-related variables such as course-taking pat​terns, contiguous enrollment, preparation for transfer, and other relation​ships. (See chapter 5 for specific examples of effective linkages.)
Judicious Use of Data
No outcomes assessment program can succeed unless care is taken to ensure that data are not misused. Student outcomes assessment is not a sole indicator of faculty performance. It is not appropriate for use in the faculty promotion, retention, tenure, or merit evaluation processes unless an in​dividual faculty member wishes to include it as ancillary data. If faculty believe that such data will be misused, the program will not succeed.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF MORE MEANINGFUL AND EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT
As departments design assessment initiatives, psychology faculty dis​cover that there are limits to the resources available to assist them in
planning and executing their assessment program. The purpose of this section is to review the kinds of needs that exist in developing effective assessment.
Department chairs find it helpful to arrange for a faculty retreat to signal a different kind of faculty collaboration in the design of assessment work. An off-campus gathering facilitates "breaking set" and transcends the traditional ways of thinking about the ways we work. At such a gathering, faculty can be encouraged to self-assess the following: How satisfying is the undergraduate experience in the curriculum? How do we know we are doing what we say we are doing? What must be tweaked and what must be trashed?
This chapter and others in this handbook will serve as a stimulus for faculty discussion. Every chapter highlights dimensions of undergraduate faculty activity. As McGovern suggested in the Preface, the whole book can be assigned to faculty members over a course of time, or individual faculty or faculty teams may be asked to apply the principles in certain chapters to existing practices at their institution.
As assessment plans develop, faculty should be encouraged to work in pairs. Creative assignments may be more reliably completed when one faculty member has a sense of accountability to another. The assessment plan needs to include clear deadlines for implementation and revision.
These activities cannot take place without appropriate time and fund​ing. Faculty are unlikely to take this activity seriously if they are unrewarded for their efforts. In addition, attendance at assessment-oriented workshops and conferences could receive higher priority in travel funding for depart​ment members, so that such members can learn more about the options and issues in assessment.
Administrators need to collaborate at some central level to develop institutional approaches to assessment. This collaboration can be accom​plished by creating interdepartmental task forces. The more explicit the charge, the more likely the success of the task force. Time will need to be allotted for faculty gatherings to communicate directions or tentative plans to those not assigned to the task force. Release time from teaching will facilitate more rapid progress in developing the assessment strategy.
The original model posed in this chapter can clarify the level of assessment activity required. Faculty who are learning about classroom as​sessment techniques can focus primarily in this area. Other faculty may wish to pursue departmental level objectives. Others may be more interested in the interdisciplinary collaboration involved in institutional assessment design. All activities will need to be modified as future assessment require​ments from accrediting agencies become more focused and more stringent. In addition, knowledge of a variety of processes provides flexibility in de​signing and revising effective assessment programs.
Assessment consultation is available through several sources. The Ed​ucation Directorate of the APA maintains a list of consultants to assist
departments. Requests for assessment specialists should be clearly identified. Other organizations that can help in institutional activities include the Association of American Colleges and the American Association of Higher Education, both located in Washington, DC.
A less tangible but equally important need in developing meaningful and effective assessment programs is trust in the way the data will be used. There are several apparent paradoxes in student outcomes assessment. If they are not addressed, the entire enterprise will fail because a successful program cannot be initiated without the support of faculty.
The Comparison Paradox
There is a contradiction between the desire to provide valid and reliable assessment and the wish to avoid invidious comparisons between individuals and between institutions. Such comparisons inevitably have winners and losers in a zero-sum game. One solution to this paradox is to reject all such comparisons and to collect only within-individual or within-institution developmental data. Advocates of this solution cite examples of the gross misuse of single quantitative indices to compare institutions with widely differing goals.
The comparison paradox needs to be considered in light of the legit​imate reasons for making comparative decisions. For example, a parent or student choosing between institutions of higher education with similar goals is entitled to comparative information to make that choice. But, for as​sessment to be fair (perfect assessment is not possible) and appropriate, multiple measures (both quantitative and qualitative) must be used, and comparisons can only be made among institutions that are similar with respect to their missions, students, and geography. It is only through the provision of fair comparisons that the assessment paradox is adequately resolved.
The Funding Paradox
The constituencies that provide funds for higher education desire evidence that those funds are not wasted. Student outcomes are tied to further funding so that the institutions with the best outcomes receive the most funding. However, this practice can adulterate the assessment process, in which, to avoid losing funding, assessment is either superficial or is slanted to ensure favorable outcomes. This, in turn, makes it unlikely that the institution will confront and improve its practices, because reporting negative outcomes may eliminate the program. So the prima facie reasonable practice of tying funding to outcomes can actually result in poorer teaching and learning. One way to resolve this paradox is to reject funding that is based on outcomes data.
Performance-based funding also denies funds to those programs that are most in need of improvement and provides funds instead to programs that are already doing the best job. This unfortunate state of affairs can be resolved by rewarding sound educational practices such as those that are advocated in this and other chapters in this book. Good outcomes result from good practices.
The Faculty Development Paradox
We have stated in numerous places that a good outcomes assessment program will provide feedback to faculty about how well they are teaching along with appropriate feedback for the other audiences in the higher education arena. Although the information that faculty receive will be a partial index of how well they are teaching, we maintain that this infor​mation is inappropriate for retention and promotion decisions, unless an individual faculty member decides to include it along with the usual doc​umentation of teaching and professional activities. In fact, the data must be collected and disseminated in such a way that individual faculty members cannot be identified. This level of confidentiality is imperative to ensure that assessment programs examine crucial data and ask the "hard" questions about effectiveness.
There are better ways than outcomes assessment to determine whether faculty are performing well. Faculty assessment will require a different set of procedures if it is to be fair and valid. The teaching portfolio described earlier is one such approach, as are peer visitations, collections of syllabi and exams, student evaluations, and statements of teaching goals and phi​losophies.
THE CREATION OF ASSESSMENT PROGRAMS
What follows is a step-by-step guide to establishing or improving a student outcomes assessment program. In recognition of the significant differences among programs, there is no single program that can be repro​duced on every campus. This list is intended as a guide to be modified in accord with individual campus needs and priorities.
Small-Group Support
Begin with a small group of faculty and administrators who believe that outcomes assessment is beneficial. Assessment programs work best in a climate of support. An important first step is to convince a cadre of faculty and administrators that assessment yields tangible gains for students, faculty, and institutions. Faculty may need to present some of the reasons for as-
sessment that are presented in the opening section of this chapter to obtain the commitment of key colleagues and administrators. Support from a ma​jority of the faculty or acknowledgment from every level of administration is not necessary; a small group of faculty and administrators who are willing to support initial efforts is sufficient. It is unrealistic to expect that more than a handful of faculty will be willing to get involved in initial planning.
Flexibility
The planning stages of any undertaking are fraught with delays and setbacks. Outcomes assessment is not a quick fix. Expect frustrations and do not be disappointed. If a particular form of assessment is mandated by the state or by the institution, there will be fewer local decisions. If the institution is in the United States, contact a campus liaison to the local accreditation association. Each association now requires some form of out-comes assessment, so it makes good sense to incorporate accreditation requirements into an overall plan.
Early Planning
Put time and effort into the early planning stages. A good plan will involve a great deal of consultation. By consulting widely with department chairs, curriculum committees, offices of institutional research, deans, chairs from other departments, student government, and other groups and individuals, the process will go more smoothly and quickly later on. A plan always benefits from the diversity of the input. Wide consultation will increase support for the activity. If possible, solicit public and written forms of support from committee chairs and administrators.
Visibility of Program and Its Coordination
Create a visible center or location where assessment information will be compiled, and identify the people who are responsible for making the plan work. Clear ownership is an important part of getting the job done well. All segments of the academic community will need to know where assessment is being coordinated. A visible location for assessment activities conveys the message that assessment is being taken seriously.
Faculty Discussions
Get faculty talking about desired outcomes for their students. What should students know when they complete their academic program? What skills and dispositions are expected? This may be the most valuable part of the entire assessment program. Faculty willingness to tackle such difficult
questions and to begin to formulate answers is a critical component in an assessment plan. After faculty plan an assessment program, many report that these discussions are the first time that they ever articulated goals for their students. Discussions of this sort build a sense of community for faculty, clarify programmatic goals, and require interdisciplinary colleagues to con​sider their students' needs and their institutional mission. Goals will vary depending on the needs and expectations of students, type of institution, faculty background and expertise, available resources, and a host of other variables. Despite differences in the specific nature of the desired outcomes for students, the very process of articulating what students should get out of the curriculum and the college experience is a valuable end in itself. It is a way of bringing coherence into pluralistic curricula that are becoming increasingly fragmented.
Operationalization of Outcomes
Operationalize desired outcomes. How will it be determined whether a department is achieving its educational objectives? There are suggestions in earlier sections of this chapter for determining, for example, if students are graduating with content area knowledge or with high levels of critical thinking abilities or with skills in written and oral communication. Some measures are easy to obtain, such as a simple count of the number of courses that require written or oral assignments. Supporting data can also be found in student databases such as standardized test scores, placement and pro​ficiency exams, survey data, and persistence rates. Other data require new assessment techniques such as comprehensive exams, capstone experiences, or reviews of student portfolios. Decisions about which types of measurement and how many indicators of progress are included in the assessment will depend on individual campus variables.
Plan and Time Line
Make a concrete plan with a realistic time line. Good planning with extensive communication among all interested parties is vital to the success of an outcomes assessment program. The identity of the interested parties will vary from campus to campus, but probably will include faculty, cur​riculum and assessment committees, general education committees, aca​demic deans, student affairs professionals, student government groups, institutional research staff, and academic vice-presidents.
Use 0/ Information
Make sure that the information collected is usable and used by stu​dents, faculty, and the institution. Students need to know their strengths and weaknesses so that they can plan for their future. Faculty need to know
[image: image2.png]Assess student
outcomes.

Make data based
recommendations

Reform curriculum
‘and make other
changes



Figure 2: Outcomes assessment is an iterative process that functions like a continuous feedback loop. The results of an assessment are used to change programs, which are then reassessed.
if they have an effective curriculum and whether they are teaching in a manner that facilitates learning. Institutions need to know how well they are educating their students. Information should be provided in a way that it can be used to revise curricula and suggest ways of improving teaching and learning.
Data-Based Recommendations
Make data-based suggestions for improving teaching and learning. Outcomes assessment is an iterative process in which the results of one cycle are used to modify the educational process, which is then assessed for its effectiveness in the next assessment wave. The assessment cycle is de​picted in Figure 2. It is important to have structures for change in place.
Student outcomes assessment is not only a tool for improving the teaching and learning process, it is the only way of determining what works in higher education. As Hutchings and Reuben (1988) so eloquently de​scribed, "Assessment may mean headaches, squabbles, and threats to faculty autonomy; it can also give faculty something most of them have never heard very clearly: a signal that teaching matters" (p. 55).
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