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The Useful, Sensible, No-Frills

Departmental Assessment Plan
Barbara E. Walvoord, University of Notre Dame

Academic departments from physics to philosophy to physical
therapy face new demands for “assessment of student learning.” It’s
hard to argue against the basic idea of assessment: when a
department invests time and resources trying to nurture student
learning, it should ask itself: Are they learning? Yet departments
may also fear that assessment will require them to dumb-down their
teaching; use standardized tests; teach alike; or compromise
academic freedom. Every department wonders how it will find the
time and resources for one more thing.

This essay suggests a simple, sustainable, and useful departmental
assessment plan that capitalizes on what departments are already
doing or should be doing, that can help improve student learning,
and that can meet the requirements of accreditors. The basic plan
includes three elements that are common to the requirements of
virtually all accreditors, both regional and disciplinary:

* Written learning goals (sometimes called objectives or outcomes)
phrased: “When students complete this program of study, we
want them to be able to....”

* Measures that indicate how well the learning goals are being met
(These measures need not dumb-down learning or use
standardized tests. They can be based on classroom
assignments and exams. They can seek indications about
students’ achievement of ineffable goals like creativity, ethical



sensibility, or ability to work well in diverse groups.)
* Ways of using the information for improvement (*“closing the
feedback loop™)

First, the department should construct written learning goals for each
of its distinct courses of study, e.g., certificate program, major,
master’s, and doctorate. Different tracks (e.g., music history and
music performance) may require somewhat different goals. It is
important that these goals include the department’s highest
aspirations. For example, a swine management department listed a
number of very practical learning goals such as identifying and
treating common swine diseases, developing a ﬁnan01a1 plan for a
swine operation, and so on. But its ultimate goal was “appreciate the
pig!” Departments in a religiously-affiliated institution wanted
students to develop “sensitivity to injustice.” You can’t “prove”
learning in these areas, but you can get indications about whether
students are developing in the ways you wish, and if you don’t
articulate and share your highest goals, you risk undermining your
most important mission.

Next, the department should institute an annual meeting of at least
two hours, in which it reviews one of its programs (for example, the
undergraduate major). Hold the meeting even if you think you have
no measurements or evidence, and even if you have only a partial or
imperfect list of learning goals.

The purposes of the meeting are (1) to consider whatever evidence
you have about how well students are meeting the learning goals;
and (2) to generate one action item, for which you assign
responsibility and a timeline. You should allow no other concerns on
the agenda. This is the time when the department sets aside all the
other concerns that crowd its time, and steps back from the daily race
to ask, “How well are we doing?” and “Within our limits of time
and resources, is there one action we could take that might improve
student learning?”

Once the meeting is established, what are the minimum types of
evidence that might be most helpful in defining an action item? The
basic no-frills plan might have two types of evidence:



* An evaluation of the quality of student work as students complete
the program. This can be a sample of student classroom work
in course(s) taken by students at their end of their course of
study; an evaluation of an ultimate clinical or internship
experience; a standardized exam if relevant; a licensure exam;
or a qualifying exam and theses for graduate degrees. In
programs with many students, a sample of student work can be
used.

* Response from students about what they thought they learned and
about their perception of the program’s effectiveness for their
learning.

Additional types of evidence might include alumni surveys,
employer/industry feedback, students’ job or graduate school
placement rates, or, especially in graduate programs, awards and/or
publications by students. But in most cases, it is better to have the
first two types of evidence working well than to proliferate
assessment measures beyond what the department can fund, sustain,
or effectively use.

The most basic assessment plan can be illustrated by a political
science department that was highly successful: it was rapidly
increasing its number of majors; it was known throughout the
university for the high quality of its teaching; and it maintained a
high rate of publication and professional activity. The smart, effective
faculty members of this department hated “assessment.” They
viewed it as an attempt to diminish the high goals they held for their
students, as an attack upon their autonomy, and as a foolish waste of
time. They did agree, however, that despite demanding schedules, it
would be helpful to sit down for two hours once a year and examine
evidence of student learning in one of their programs.

For the first year, they chose the undergraduate major. During the
meeting, they brought no rubric scores (most of them hated rubrics)
and no written preparation. Instead, each faculty member who taught
a senior capstone course briefly spoke about two strengths and two
weaknesses that she or he had observed in senior student research
projects. These were listed on the board. One weakness that a
number of faculty mentioned was that as students began their senior
research projects, they did not know well enough how to frame a



question for inquiry in the discipline. The department decided to
work on that item. They discussed where in the curriculum students
were taught to frame research questions and given practice and
feedback in doing so. A committee was designated to suggest where
and how this aspect could be strengthened in the curriculum.
Changes to the earlier courses then provided more instruction and
practice in constructing research questions. Now the department
waits to see whether future cohorts of students seem to be better
prepared.

At the end of the annual meeting, the department should ask itself
what additional or better information it might want to collect in future
years. The political science faculty noted the lack of student input for
their data, and they wanted to know whether students experienced
disjuncture between their earlier training and their senior research
and if so, what students might suggest as remedies. It was proposed
that each teacher of a capstone course, during the first week in May,
would administer a 3-question survey to seniors enrolled in the
course. The survey would ask students: (1) what aspects of the senior
research project they had found most difficult; (2) what earlier
training in the department had best prepared them for these difficult
areas; and (3) what their suggestions were about how earlier work
might better have prepared them. Several faculty were concerned
that the survey would take more time and effort than it was worth, so
it was decided to administer the survey only in the classes of a few
volunteer faculty, as a pilot, to determine whether reliable and useful
information could be gathered. The department assigned
responsibility for constructing, administering, and analyzing results
of this pilot survey.

As this story suggests, an action item chosen in one year may take
more than a year to fully implement. In that case, the annual meeting
is devoted to tracking progress and planning further steps on a
continuing action item. As it feels ready, the department may also
begin work on another program. For example, the political science
department might gather its graduate faculty for a review of its Ph.D.
program. Some departments may prefer to do part of their review of
learning through a committee structure and bring reports and
recommendations to the department as a whole.



At the assessment meetings, the department should take written
minutes, which can serve as a reference for their own future actions,
and which, as needed, can be the basis of reports to the university’s
assessment committee and accrediting bodies. The minutes provide
the data to demonstrate that effective assessment is taking place.

The key is to institute the annual assessment meeting immediately,
no matter how incomplete or inadequate the assessment data are.
Use the data available to generate an action item, and also discuss
how you want to improve the quality of the data. The annual
meeting provides an ongoing structure that most departments can
manage, and that helps the department step back, consider the big
picture, bring in evidence of student learning, and make good
decisions about how to help their students learn more effectively.
Assessment Clear and Simple (Walvoord, 2004) gives more detail
and shows how to write up such plans for accreditation.
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