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Hechinger Institute
ON EDUCATION AND THE MEDIA
Teachers College, Columbia University

Dear Colleague,

On some deep level, the notion that college students should take
tests to measure how much they’ve learned seems antithetical to
what higher education is all about. College is about finding oneself
and growing up; interacting with peers from across the nation and
the globe; being challenged and captivated by new and fresh ideas
about how electrons work, how societies organize themselves and
come into conflict, how music soothes and disturbs, and so much
more. Can any of this be measured? Even if it can, how do we know
that what went on in a lecture hall—be it at Harvard or Slippery
Rock—was what helped the student learn what he knows?

Nonetheless, most would agree that an educated person should be
curious, able to express herself and use quantitative information to
solve problems, knowledgeable of consequential scientific debates
and should have a sense of the lands and people beyond the U.S.
border. And it is certainly in the interest of parents paying tuition, em-
ployers, taxpayers who finance much of the costs of higher education,
and foundations that give scholarships to know whether students at a
particular institution of higher education are gaining those capacities.

Over the next few years, journalists will almost certainly confront
this question and be asked to report on the issues that surround it.
With the release of the report of the Secretary’s Commission on the
Future of Higher Education in August 2006, recommending that
colleges be required to assess their performance, this question land-
ed in the public debate. Journalists who simplify the issue to whether
the kind of testing used in elementary and secondary schools should
be applied to institutions of higher education are missing the essence
of the debate. And, by doing so, they are missing far richer stories.
I am pleased to present this publication, which was researched and
written by Hechinger’s founding director and senior fellow Gene L.
Maeroff, to help you, my colleagues, gain important background
knowledge as you approach these stories. I am also grateful to the
Teagle Foundation of New York and, in particular, W. Robert Connor,
the president of the foundation, for making it possible for us to pro-
duce this publication. The Hechinger Institute takes no position on
education debates, including this one. The Institute does, however,
stand foursquare behind its mission, which is to encourage fair, accu-
rate and insightful coverage of education issues. It is only through
the support of foundations such as Teagle and of leaders such as Bob,
who understands that Hechinger’s independence is what makes
Hechinger valuable to journalists, that we’re able to pursue this aim.

L, G

Richard Lee Colvin
Director, Hechinger Institute
on Education and the Media




Grading Higher Education

How can /ourna lists assess and compare the quality of colleges and universities? A national
commission’s report adds fuel to the growing movement to measure what students learn.

by Gene I. Maeroff

Journalists who cover education seize on every oppor-
tunity to report on outcomes in elementary and second-
ary schools. They write articles about schools that don’t
make adequate yearly progress under No Child Left Be-
hind regulations, end-of-year promotion tests, National
Assessment of Educational Progress results, SAT and
ACT scores and high school exit exams. They also take
note of dropout and college-going rates.

By contrast, coverage of higher education often
seems to accept as an article of faith that college students
learn what they set out to learn as long as they pass their
courses and get degrees. The diploma seems to matter
most to journalists and, frankly, to employers; it is treated
as a proxy indicating that a graduate has absorbed a body
of knowledge or mastered a set of usable skills. Reporters
devote few column inches and little airtime to examining
what college students learn.

Journalists’ lack of attention to learning outcomes is
not surprising since most colleges and universities don’t de-
vote much time or many resources to the issue, either.
Instead, they tend to fall back on their “best-in-the-
world” reputation, cite the need for an independent
professoriate and speak of the difficulty of using any test to
gauge the value of higher education. Nevertheless, the
debate around measuring learning outcomes is growing
louder and occurring in more places across the country.

The debate intensified in August with the vote by
the Commission on the Future of Higher Education—
the panel formed by Secretary of Education Margaret
Spellings to examine accessibility, affordability, account-
ability and quality in higher education—approving its
final report. The commission’s report decried a “remark-
able absence of accountability mechanisms to ensure
that colleges succeed in educating students.” It said that
students, parents and policymakers are “left scratching
their heads” over the answers to such basic questions as
“which institutions do a better job than others of not
only graduating students but of actually teaching them
something.” As a remedy for this, the commission rec-
ommended that colleges and universities measure
student learning by using the Collegiate Learning Assess-
ment, which measures the gains students make at a college
compared to those made by similar students elsewhere, or
the Measure of Academic Proficiency and Progress,
which seeks to improve instruction
by measuring general educational
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outcomes. Journalists will need to consider these rec-
ommendations and their implications for students, col-
leges and faculty members. They will also need to
consider the reaction to the recommendations, which,
from some quarters of higher education, has already
been negative.

The Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities said the commission’s vision was both “hollow
and negligent” because it did not offer a “coherent dis-
cussion of the kind of learning graduates actually need
for work, life, and active citizenship in the 21st century.”
The organization said that by failing to “discuss the out-
comes that matter” while calling for “standardized tests
to assess achievement, the commission’s report effec-
tively delegates all details about the level and quality of
college learning outcomes to testing agencies.”

But the issue of how much college students are
learning—and efforts to try to measure those out-
comes—existed long before the commission launched
its work. The panel is but the latest group to clamber
aboard a boat already floating in a sea of controversy.
Other occupants include accrediting agencies, policy-
makers, higher education organizations, test-makers,
editors at U.S. News & World Report and individual insti-
tutions that have been wrestling with various aspects of
the movement to assess learning outcomes.

Why is this so? One reason is the increasing con-
cern—also expressed by the commission—that U.S.
college students just aren’t learning what they need to
know. A 2006 report from the American Institutes for
Research, which showed that fewer than half of students
graduate with broad proficiency in mathematics and
reading, provided fuel for this movement.! The results
of the National Assessment of Adult Literacy, released
in 2005 and based on an examination administered in
2003, showed that only 31 percent of college graduates
could read lengthy, complex texts and draw complicated
inferences. The last time the test was given, in 1992, the
figure was 40 percent.2

Features of testing and accountability that are
deeply embedded in the elementary and secondary
educational landscape do not readily lend themselves
to replication in higher education. So campuses must
find ways of their own to speak to parents, students,
policymakers and taxpayers about
what students learn. Doing so will
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involve a vigorous, well-informed and wide-ranging
public debate—one in which journalists can play a role
as they illuminate the issues.

Journalists can write many different kinds of articles
from various angles about learning assessment—there is
no one way to assess outcomes and no one way to report
on the topic. This is much more than simply a pro-or-con
story about testing. Education writers can ask faculty
members to discuss what they already know about out-
comes in the courses they teach. Institutions can tell how
they evaluate and support instructional effectiveness.
Experts on measurement can talk about the difficulties of
creating reliable and valid
assessments that deal with
college learning. Advo-
cates of value-added
assessment can tell why
the extent to which stu-
dents grow intellectually
may be as important as
who ranks highest at the
end of a college educa-
tion. Interest in assessing
outcomes, after all, has
arisen not because higher
education in America is a miserable failure, but because it
can be even better and more transparent.

WE DON'T KNOW WHAT WE KNOW

Saul Kripke, who in 2001 won philosophy’s equivalent of
a Nobel Prize and is a genius by almost anyone’s defini-
tion, said in looking back on his undergraduate years at
Harvard: “I wish I could have skipped college. I got to
know some interesting people, but I can’t say I learned
anything. I probably would have learned it all anyway,
just reading on my own.”? Kripke’s intelligence places
him in a world of his own, but some people of average
intellect have similar reservations about their college days.

"The schools that journalists and just about everyone
else consider the nation’s best happen to be those that
admit students with the highest entrance scores, which
says nothing about what they learn while attending those
selective colleges or, more pointedly, about the quality of
the teaching that occurs in the classrooms, lecture halls
and laboratories. The late Frank Newman and col-
leagues at the Futures Project at Brown University
observed that colleges focus their energies on enhancing
their institutional prestige rather than improving gradu-
ates’ skills and knowledge.*

For example, Peter Ewell, an expert on issues in-
volving the effectiveness of higher education, sees “a
major gap in our knowledge about most general education
curricula: the fact that we do not know exactly how well

Tanya Schevitz,
San Francisco Chronicle

“If campuses aren’t assessing students,
what should we look at? What questions
should we be asking? I'd like to do a story
on this, but obviously if my campuses
aren’t doing it, | can’t do it in the way
you've been talking about it. I'd like to
know how | could get to this story and hold
the campuses accountable for something.”

they are working.”> The nation knows far too little
about what students derive from various courses, aca-
demic departments and entire colleges for the more
than $250 billion spent annually on higher education.

Examinations of the quality of higher education
usually focus on statistics representing the number of
books in the library, the size of the endowment, test
scores of incoming freshmen, graduation rates and the
like. Educators grumble about the influence of the ratings
in U.S. News & World Report, which are based on so-
called “inputs” rather than “outcomes,” but colleges and
universities help create a receptive climate for the ratings
by not giving families
enough data on which to
gauge the effectiveness of
instructional programs.
With four years at a pri-
vate college costing as
much as $150,000 to
$200,000, families right-
fully want to make good
choices. “It’s time to stop
ducking the tough ques-
tions about value and
start assessing whether
and how students and parents are getting their money’s
worth,” said Daniel S. Cheever Jr., the president of Sim-
mons College, in an op-ed piece in the Christian Science
Monitor that he co-wrote with Sarah L. Curran, a senior
at Simmons.6

Derek Bok, the former and now interim president
of Harvard University who published a book in 2006
called Our Underachieving Colleges: A Candid Look at
How Much Students Learn and Why They Should be Learn-
ing More, frames the issue this way: “If applicants could
identify which colleges would help them learn most,
they might gravitate to those institutions and force the
rest to improve their educational programs in order to
compete. But students have no way of knowing enough
to make such judgments. Instead, they choose the col-
leges that offer lower tuitions, better financial aid, more
attractive faculties, or programs—chiefly vocational—
that seem especially useful.”” Bok points to surveys
showing that most seniors do not think they substan-
tially improved their writing, critical thinking or quanti-
tative skills during college. Other findings he cites
suggest that many students in basic science courses
taught by conventional methods of instruction never
understand the underlying concepts but rely on memory
to pass the exams.8

“In an era when a college degree is increasingly seen
as a commodity and a credential to be possessed, when
vocational training is confused with education and when
the quality of higher education is increasingly questioned,

2 Beyond the Rankings: Measuring Learning in Higher Education
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Tools for Assessing Learning Outcomes

MEASURING GAINS: The Collegiate Learning Assessment

Test-makers have developed a number of assessments
that colleges and universities use to try to assess
learning outcomes. Institutions administer the assess-
ments alone or in combination. Much of the work is
still ongoing, and a great deal remains to be learned.
The Collegiate Learning Assessment was mentioned
specifically by the Commission on the Future of Higher
Education as a possible tool.

Sponsor:

Council for Aid to Education

WWW.cae.org

WHAT IT MEASURES AND HOW
Administered to freshmen and seniors, the Collegiate
Learning Assessment provides information on the gains
in learning that colleges add over time. By asking stu-
dents to complete tasks, the CLA focuses on critical
thinking, analytical reasoning and written communica-
tion. The assessment claims to measure test-takers’
ability to integrate and apply knowledge.

SAMPLE QUESTIONS

A student might be asked to determine whether a
small company should purchase a specific model of an
airplane for its sales force to use to visit customers.
The student sits at a computer with a split screen, with
questions and response boxes on one side and a list of
documents pertaining to the plane on the other side.
The exercise requires the student to identify and com-
pare the strengths and limitations of alternative
hypotheses, points of view and courses of action. The
student must weigh evidence, evaluate the credibility
of claims and identify questionable or critical assump-
tions. Then the student may have to select a course of
action to resolve conflicting or competing strategies
and provide a rationale for the decision. This process
involves marshaling evidence from various sources,
distinguishing rational from emotional arguments and
synthesizing information from a number of sources.

The second part of the go-minute assessment requires
the student to write two analytic essays in response to
brief prompts. The first involves making an argument

supporting or rejecting a position and the second re-
quires the test-taker to critique an argument made by
someone else.

ADMINISTRATION AND SCORING

The CLA produces a score for the entire school, not
individual students. The institution needs to assess
just 100 randomly selected students to get a represen-
tative sample. The assessment measures the value a
college adds in two ways: First, “deviation scores”
indicate the degree to which students’ scores vary
from what one might expect based on scores of similar
students at other colleges. According to data from the
CLA, students at about 12 percent of schools learn
more than what was predicted for them based on their
entrance scores. Second, “difference scores” contrast
the performance of freshmen with seniors. Students
may obtain their individual scores and see where they
stand in their own schools and nationally, though this
information is not reported to anyone else.

Each student receives a single, aggregate score for his
or her performance. The CLA is a paperless process:
Students use computers, readers receive their work
via the Internet, and scores are reported back online
as well.

TIDBITS

Six funders, dissatisfied with the annual college
ratings by U.S. News & World Report, provided backing
for the development of a new assessment that they
hoped would produce useful information on the
impact of individual colleges on their undergraduates.
Representatives of the CLA encourage colleges to em-
bed the assessment in a freshman life course or in a
senior “capstone” course so that students take the
test seriously. By the end of 2005, some 134 colleges
and universities participated in the CLA. The CLA had
major backing from Carnegie Corporation of New
York, the Ford Foundation, the Christian A. Johnson
Endeavor Foundation, the William and Flora Hewlett
Foundation, the Lumina Foundation on Education and
the Teagle Foundation.

An Overview for Journalists and Educators
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it is important to make more explicit and transparent that
which we value most in an education for democracy,” said
Richard H. Hersh and Roger Benjamin,? co-directors
of the Collegiate Learning Assessment project, which
has created an assessment process that allows colleges to
study students’ gains in knowledge and skills during
college. “Unless the academy constructs an education-
ally efficacious assessment system, one may well be im-
posed from the outside.”10

HISTORY OF THE ISSUE

Discussions of assessing what students learn in college—
and its corollary, how effectively teachers teach—date
back more than 25 years, though most of the momen-
tum has come since the 1990s. Tennessee in 1979 became
the first state to allocate part of colleges’ instructional
budgets based on student performance.

In 1988, the U.S. Department of Education ordered
accrediting associations to include examination of learn-
ing outcomes in their standards, and Congress later
added such a directive to the Higher Education Act.
Some critics of the Commission on the Future of Higher
Education worry that it will be a Trojan horse to let the
federal government unilaterally require accrediting
groups to impose specific test requirements for college
students, following the path of No Child Left Behind.

Accrediting associations have already increased the
amount of information they seek about learning out-
comes from institutions of higher education. “What is
the evidence?” asks Ralph A. Wolff, an officer of the
Western Association of Schools and Colleges, which has
published “The Evidence Guide” to assist institutions
seeking to generate and evaluate evidence of student
learning. “All institutions
are expected to be signifi-
cantly along in their devel-
opment of student learning
outcomes,” Wolff said.
“If no information is sub-
mitted to us, the institu-
tion’s report would not
be accepted and . . . the
institution would be
found in violation or in
noncompliance with our
standards.” The agency
calls on institutions to em-
ploy “a deliberate set of quality assurance processes” that
“involve assessments of effectiveness” and “track results
over time.”

Yet, when the National Center for Public Policy
and Higher Education issued its first state-by-state

Marisa Schultz, Detroit News

“Students go to college not only to learn, but
ultimately to find a good job after graduation.
Perhaps a good measure of how well a student

. learns at a particular college is to see what kind

| of job they get, to see how well they perform at
the job, to see if their employer is satisfied with
them. Is testing something that people in the
business community are clamoring for? Do they
think it would be helpful in preparing students
better for the workforce?”

report card in 2000, it awarded an “incomplete” to all 50
states because the states had so little information about
outcomes.!! In the wake of that report, the center
launched a demonstration project in five states—Ken-
tucky, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Illinois and Nevada—
to get a notion of how to evaluate college-level learning.

Directors of the Association of American Colleges and
Universities observed in 2004 that “despite the develop-
ment over the past two decades of a veritable ‘assessment
movement,” too many institutions and programs still are
unable to answer legitimate questions about what their
students are learning in college.”!2 The National Com-
mission on Accountability in Higher Education de-
clared in 2005 that colleges and universities had to be
more accountable in order to increase access and lift
graduation rates. The group did not call specifically for
assessing learning outcomes, but said that higher educa-
tion should take a fresh approach to put more emphasis
on successful student learning.13

One group trying to focus more attention on learn-
ing outcomes has been the Council of Independent
Colleges, an organization of 550 small- and medium-
size private institutions. When Richard Ekman arrived
as president in 2000 he found that CIC campuses
tended to describe their advantages in anecdotal and
sentimental terms, rather than by citing hard evidence.
Eventually, he and his staff created a kit of 16 indicators
to send to CIC college presidents so that they could
track the performance of their institutions against
regional and national norms. More recently, 35 of the
colleges have formed a consortium to share experiences
and information about outcomes on the Collegiate
Learning Assessment, the National Survey of Student
Engagement and other measures.

The growth of the
for-profit sector of post-
secondary education has
added to the push for
accountability. These in-
stitutions, both campus-
based and online, have
taken advantage of fed-
eral financial aid pro-
grams to encroach on
territory once the almost
exclusive domain of tra-
ditional colleges and uni-
versities. Yet, for-profit
schools, too, produce little evidence of effectiveness.
The proprietors, including some that are publicly
traded, contend that the market evaluates their per-
formance. But newspapers are beginning to write about
the high-pressure tactics that some schools use to lure

4 Beyond the Rankings: Measuring Learning in Higher Education
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students, who may not end up in the kinds of jobs prom-
ised to them when they enrolled. Journalists should ask
these schools, as well as traditional institutions, about
how they measure learning. Traditional institutions
might be able to make their case more effectively in
staving off this sort of competition if they had more
information about their own learning outcomes.

Colleges and univer-
sities are growing more
conciliatory about assess-
ing learning—very likely
in response to the exis- | e e it N
tence of the national
commission. Both the
National Association of
State Universities and
Land-Grant Colleges and
the American Association
of State Colleges and
Universities issued posi-
tion papers the same week in April indicating openness to
a voluntary system for measuring student outcomes. “It is
time for states and their colleges and universites, in con-
junction with regional accrediting agencies, to lead the
development of a consensus model for assessing the value
added from undergraduate student learning,” the state col-
leges association said.

.
v
-

WHAT'S A JOURNALIST TO DO?

The most important effect of the focus on learning out-
comes, journalists will discover, has been to raise ques-
tions about how institutions can promote better
teaching. Journalists should recognize that this goal goes
hand in hand with examining outcomes and will proba-
bly end up as the most prominent aspect of the assess-
ment movement. Covering these matters should provide
a rationale for more journalists to make college class-
rooms venues for their reporting. Thus, a journalist who
sets out to write about the assessment of learning in
higher education needs to be aware of what to look for.

The process begins with colleges setting goals for
learning. The next step involves turning those goals into
outcomes that can be assessed, identifying methods to
gather evidence, determining the crucial points at which
to gather that evidence, interpreting the findings and
using the evidence to improve teaching and learning.!s
Andrea Leskes and Barbara D. Wright, who have writ-
ten extensively about assessments, advise higher educa-
tion institutions to gather real evidence of learning, not
just statistics; put the emphasis on improving learning;
build on what’s already occurring; make

assessment ongoing, not episodic; share Show us

Tell us

Michael Cass,
The Tennessean
“What'’s the motivation for private

® universities and college to assess
learning outcomes?”

the responsibility among the faculty; experiment and
not strive for perfection; and tell the whole story.1¢ So,
when journalists consider the burgeoning assessment
movement, they should keep these steps in mind in
their inquiries.

Exactly what is the evidence of learning? What
forms do the assessments take? Are examples of student
work available? How
candid is the institution
about learning out-
comes? What will cause
teaching to improve if
evidence shows that
students are not doing
well? Will tenure deci-
sions be affected? Will
tenured professors be
affected at all?

Leskes and Wright
point out that assessment
can simultaneously serve three purposes: informing stu-
dents about their performance, demonstrating that an
institudon is fulfilling its mission and providing informa-
tion for continuous improvement of student learning and
program effectiveness.!” Let’s add a fourth purpose: in-
forming the public—through the media.

The New York Times editorial page, while acknowl-
edging the importance of the higher education commu-
nity’s argument that “what colleges teach cannot be
fully tested,” asserts nevertheless that colleges and uni-
versities should aid the search for acceptable ways to
measure student progress. Otherwise, the Times said,
“The movement aimed at regulating colleges and forc-
ing them to demonstrate that students are actually learn-
ing will only keep growing.”18

POINTS OF RESISTANCE

As suggested, there is likely to be resistance to efforts by
outsiders to determine what students learn. Much of the
opposition is apt to come from faculty members, not
because they oppose good teaching but for complex rea-
sons involving their traditional autonomy and the diffi-
culty of evaluating the effectiveness of instruction. Trudy
W. Banta of Indiana University-Purdue at Indianapolis,
one of those who has labored longest on behalf of assess-
ment of learning, cites three reasons for faculty resistance
to assessing learning outcomes:

* It takes time.
® It can be used to punish them.
® They don’t know how to carry

See inside back out such assessments.!?

cover for details.
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"Thus, faculty members may balk at efforts by out-
siders to assess what students have learned because they
don’t understand the value of this exercise or simply
don’t think the results of their teaching can be meas-
ured accurately in any manner beyond what faculty
members already do. “The resistance is born of igno-
rance and fear,” said Karen Schilling, chair of the psy-
chology department at Miami University in Ohio.
“We're all hesitant to expose ourselves, but actually
we all want to know how well we’ve done. The fear
comes from having other people know of our weak-
nesses and errors.” Isn’t it interesting that college fac-
ulty stand firm against evaluation of their teaching even
as the American Medical Association has signed an agree-
ment with Congress to develop performance standards
for physicians and the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services has moved forward on such a proposal?

The Teagle Foundation, which is underwriting this
primer, has funded numerous efforts by groups of col-
leges to come to terms with the assessment of learning.
“This can be a test case of faculty leadership,” said
"Teagle’s W. Robert Connor. “It doesn’t have to wait until
the president and dean come back from their fund-rais-
ing trips. If college faculties want to improve the literacy
of their students, they can do it. They can make it a pri-
ority and they are surely smart enough to find ways to
get results.”

But Harvard’s Bok suggests that the impetus to
measure learning outcomes is not apt to arise from
the faculty and perhaps not even from college presi-
dents. Therefore, he urges trustees to press for inno-
vative methods of instruction and, in turn, for assessing
the quality of educa-
tion.20 Whether college
presidents or even trust-
ees support the effort,
though, assessment of
student learning is not
likely to succeed unless
faculty members coop-
erate. They are indepen-
dent agents, as free as
cowboys on the range
once the classroom door
shuts. Many advocates
of learning assessment maintain that progress depends
on planting the seeds in the faculty and then promoting
a “ground up” movement in this direction. This is eas-
ier said than done. “Generally, academic culture does
not value systemic cumulative assessment of undergrad-
uate learning,” Benjamin and Hersh write. “Assessment
of value added requires a radical shift within higher
education, a great deal of time, effort, cooperation, risk-
taking and funding.”?!

Holly Hacker,
Dallas Morning News

“This sounds like the complete antithesis
of the U.S. News rankings. Parents and
students want those rankings with SAT
scores and alumni giving rates. How much
demand is there from parents and students
and consumer for this [assessing learning
outcomes]?”

Students, too, represent a form of resistance. A lust
for learning, after all, does not compel many of them in
their classroom pursuits. Among the main reasons that
incoming freshmen give for attending college are to
make money, because their parents wanted them to go,
and to get away from home?2—hardly the bedrock upon
which to construct citadels of learning.

On the other hand, resistance to assessment, espe-
cially by educators, arises from concerns about bestowing
too much credibility on a single test. Furthermore, they
worry about parents and policymakers making in-
appropriate judgments based on possibly misleading
assessment results about the effectiveness of individual
colleges. Professors also feel uneasy about the potential
impact on instruction when tests carry high stakes for the
institution. Journalists who want to be thorough should
take note of such concerns.

WHAT SHOULD STUDENTS LEARN?

Some people believe that there is a body of knowledge
that all undergraduates ought to acquire—regardless of
major. This idea underpinned the creation of general
education requirements and core curriculums for
undergraduates at such pioneering institutions as
Columbia University, Reed College, the University of
Chicago and Harvard University. The approach has
often included a canon of literature, sometimes called
the Great Books, representing what certain experts con-
sidered essential learning.

The curriculum at American colleges was from the
earliest days a statement, in effect, of what the ruling
class thought it meant
to be an educated man
(yes, a man). For almost
two centuries, the under-
graduate curriculum was
deemed a vehicle for con-
veying values and mold-
ing character. Ultimately,
though, the unity of the
curriculum was riven by
the incursions of elec-
tives, science and tech-
nology, specialization
and vocational interests. “The B.A. degree, once the
symbol of a simple set of standards and expectations and
a statement of curricular integrity, became an um-
brella,” Frederick Rudolph wrote in his 1977 tour de
force history of the college curriculum.?

Some of the most vigorous debates in the academy
have revolved around issues related to core curriculum,
general education requirements and the so-called canon.
The idea of a tightly prescribed curriculum has waned in

6 Beyond the Rankings: Measuring Learning in Higher Education
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Tools for Assessing Learning Outcomes

MEASURING INFORMATION USE: The ICT Literary Assessment

Colleges and universities use assessments—either
alone or in combination—developed by test-makers to
gauge learning outcomes. The Information and Com-
munications Technology test assesses how well
Students make use of information in solving problems.

Sponsor:
Educational Testing Service
www.ets.org

WHAT IT MEASURES AND HOW

The ICT (Information and Communications Technology)
test assumes that a person skilled in gathering and
using information can determine the amount of informa-
tion needed for a particular task, access it effectively
and efficiently, evaluate it critically and incorporate it
into his or her prior knowledge of a topic. The person
should be able to use the information for a specific pur-
pose and understand the economic, legal and social
issues surrounding its use—including, for example, the
implications of plagiarism.

In examining a student’s ability to evaluate information,
for instance, the assessment requires the student—sit-
ting at a computer with a proctor in the room—to judge
the probable usefulness of sites identified in a Web
search with regard to timeliness, bias, authority and
the particular research need.

SAMPLE QUESTIONS

For evaluating information:

e Judge the probable usefulness of sites returned in
a Web search.

e Evaluate flyers with respect to their fulfillment of
particular criteria.

e Judge the usefulness of Web pages and article
abstracts.

Managing information:

e Organize files into folders on a hard drive.

e Place incoming e-mails into correct folders.

Integrating information:

e Combine several electronic suggestions in order to
plan a scientific experiment.

e Compare several reviews in order to choose the
best product.

Creating information:
e Choose material to create a Web page.
e Create a data display based on information given.

Communicating information:

e Make a slide arguing a position based on informa-
tion presented in an e-mail.

e Select the best way to advertise an event to the
users of an electronic bulletin board.

ADMINISTRATION AND SCORING
Test-takers receive a personalized report on the per-
centile ranking of the score. For example, when asked
to formulate a research statement to facilitate a search
for information, the student is supposed to clarify a
class assignment. Depending on the result, the report
tells the student:

e You selected the best initial question to help focus
the topic.

e You chose a follow-up question that was reason-
able but not best.

e You selected the best additional information to
clarify the topic.

TIDBITS

The California State University system, in collaboration
with Educational Testing Service, piloted an assess-
ment of information literacy on all 23 of its campuses.
The pilot version of the assessment at one unidentified
California campus, which required its sophomores to
take a course in information literacy, found that 19 per-
cent of the students performed in the lowest group, 45
percent in the middle group and 36 percent in the high-
est group. Forty-four percent of male students vs. 32
percent of females scored in the highest group. Among
various majors, scores were highest in the sciences
and lowest in the humanities. ETS is now marketing
two versions of the ICT, one for college students to
take at the end of the sophomore or beginning of the
junior year and the other for younger students to take
as they enter college.
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popularity since the 1960s as critics have charged that
such a vision of human experience is too narrow and
dominated by the perspective of dead white men.

Journalists occasionally weigh in on these curricu-
lar battles, particularly when they involve elite colleges.
Extensive news coverage has accompanied periodic
studies of the curriculum of Harvard College, for in-
stance, since 1943. That was when President James B.
Conant commissioned a review that led to the publi-
cation of the so-called
Red Book and the im-
plementation of distri-
bution requirements. The
latest study at Harvard,
begun under President
Lawrence Summers and
still underway, appar-
ently leans away from
requirements and toward
more choice.

Obviously, the cur-
riculum plays a funda-
mental role in the growth and maturation of students, but
students—even those with the same major—do not fol-
low identical paths through college. Moreover, the same
course taught by different professors may vary in content
and emphasis. Finally, many undergraduates attend more
than one institution en route to a degree, leading to a
potential lack of continuity in their education.

So, while each course produces samples of work and
ends in a final grade—though sometimes distorted by
grade inflation—that more or less attests to a student’s
accomplishments, those interested in learning out-
comes propose to measure attainment in ways not lim-
ited to single courses nor to particular fields of study. If
college makes a difference in shaping people, then, the
reasoning goes, the impact will show up in the expecta-
tions of many courses.

COMMONALITIES IN EDUCATION

What knowledge and skills do various courses and majors
have in common? Are there so many routes to the bach-
elor’s degree that those who walk across the stage and
receive diplomas have almost nothing in common except
the smiles on their faces? In other words, higher educa-
tion reporters would do well as part of their coverage of
learning outcomes to explore the manifold definitions—
as well as the commonalities—of what it means to be
educated in the first decade of the 21st century.

What really does the baccalaureate signify by way
of accomplishment, other than an accumulation of aca-
demic credits? The learning outcomes movement shies

Laura McCandlish, (Hampton
Roads, Va.) Daily Press

“How are universities in other countries
using assessments of learning outcomes?
Are there any models that have really
worked?”

away from the notion that a student who has majored in
chemistry and a student who has majored in Chinese
should know the same things. The movement does not,
for example, call for everyone to be able to critique
Kant’s philosophy or to read classical Greek or to solve
problems using advanced calculus or to describe aspects
of molecular biology.

“It is hard to imagine that one national standard
could cover everything. An attempt to establish an all-
inclusive measure could
potentially result in a
stifling uniformity to the
educational system—a
narrowing of academic
pursuits and directions so
that ‘success’ is only
possible in certain ‘skill
areas,”” the National
Association of State Uni-
versities and Land-Grant
Colleges stated in a po-
sition paper.24

Proponents of measuring outcomes often propose
instead to look at general intellectual skills that presum-
ably flow from many places in the curriculum. They think
it is possible to zero in on skills such as these:

* Problem solving
® Analytical reasoning
¢ Expository writing

To a lesser extent, they would include these kinds

of skills:

® Information literacy

* Integration and application of knowledge
* Working in groups

* Emotional intelligence

In 2004, a study by leaders at accrediting associa-
tions and several higher education organizations came
to a consensus on some key outcomes that all students,
regardless of major or academic background, should
achieve during undergraduate study. They organized
the categories of learning outcomes under three broad
headings: knowledge of human culture and the natural
world; skills pertaining to written and oral communica-
tions, critical and creative thinking, quantitative liter-
acy, information literacy, teamwork and the ability to
integrate learning; and learning related to individual
and social responsibility in regard to civic responsibility,
ethical reasoning and intercultural knowledge.2> Exam-
ples of what some of these outcomes might look like for
those entering the business world appeared in another

8 Beyond the Rankings: Measuring Learning in Higher Education
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