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I.		Introduction
As a district with nearly 2,000 courses and more than a 100 programs listed in its catalogs, comprehensive

assessment of student learning is a daunting process.  It will not happen overnight, and no one expects it to,
but Riverside Community College District (RCCD) has made great strides in the area of outcomes
assessment.  It’s vital that assessment be seen as ongoing and not something we do only when our



assessment.  It’s vital that assessment be seen as ongoing and not something we do only when our
discipline/unit is up for program review.  Please review these guidelines and remember the District
Assessment Committee (DAC) and its co-chairs are available to help you with all parts of the assessment
process.

The guidelines for doing outcomes assessment at RCCD have been developed (and revised several times)
by the DAC, which also mentors disciplines in the development of their assessment plans.  In addition, the
DAC ranks the assessment work of disciplines against a standard rubric [see below for the criteria] as
reported in the Program Review (PR) self-studies and makes suggestions for improvement.  The DAC is
composed of roughly 20 faculty members and staff personnel, representing a broad cross-section of the
college community, all of whom have devoted themselves to studying outcomes assessment. Committee
members have developed guidelines, ranking criteria, and other helpful forms for their colleagues.  Voting
members, two from each of the campuses, are elected by the faculty of the campus they represent.  We invite
suggestions for improving these guidelines and encourage all interested faculty to join the committee.  

Ranking Rubric for Evaluating Discipline Assessment ActivitiesRanking Rubric for Evaluating Discipline Assessment Activities

Stages Sample discipline behaviors

5
Assessment plan is in place for more than one course or program.
Data has been collected to assess learning in one or more courses or programs.
Results of data collection have been used to improve student learning in at least one course or program.

4
Assessment plan is in place for at least one course or program.
Data has been collected to assess learning in at least one course or program.
Results of data collection have been used to improve student learning.

3
Assessment plan is in place for at least one course or program.
Data has been collected to assess learning in at least one course or program.
Results of data collection have not been used to improve student learning.

2 Assessment plan is in place for at least one course or program.
No data has been generated to assess learning.

1 Discussion of student learning outcomes and assessment of student learning has taken place.
No plan in place to assess learning for any course or program.

0 No information received regarding assessment activities.
No discussion has occurred at the discipline level.

When questions arise, contact Sheryl Tschetter (7039) or Kristina Kauffman (8257), co-chairs of
DAC. To review assessment plans of other disciplines at RCCD, visit the DAC website at  HYPERLINK
"http://www.rcc.edu/administration/academicaffairs/effectiveness/assess/index.cfm"
http://www.rcc.edu/administration/academicaffairs/effectiveness/assess/index.cfm and look at the samples
under the “documents” section.

Faculty Driven
RCCD has engaged in systematic, institution-wide efforts to assess student learning for several years.

RCCD instructors participate in this process and are responsible for all steps of these efforts including:

defining student learning outcomes in courses, programs, certificates, and degrees;
determining student achievement of those outcomes; and (most important of all) 

using assessment results to make improvements in pedagogy and curriculum.  

Administration, particularly Institutional Effectiveness, acts primarily in an advisory and support role.  



     As a condition of all PR self-study processes, each RCCD discipline/unit is expected to engage in
outcomes assessment efforts and to report on those efforts on a regular basis.  Discussion of specific
guidelines for RCCD disciplines engaged in outcomes assessment work follows this introduction.  After
these guidelines, there are sections that include a glossary of terms, overview of student learning
outcomes assessment and methods, sample matrix, suggestions for further reading, and website of best
practices from other institutions. 

II.		Guidelines	for	Disciplines	Doing	Outcomes	Assessment	at	RCCD

What Is Outcomes Assessment?

 Outcomes assessment is any systematic inquiry whose goal is to document learning or improve the
teaching/learning process.  (ACCJC defines assessment simply as any method “that an institution employs
to gather evidence and evaluate quality.”)  It can be understood more precisely as a three-step process of:

Defining what students should be able to do, think, or know at the end of a unit of instruction
(defining, that is, the student learning outcomes)
Determining whether, and to what extent, students can do, think or know it.
Using this information to make improvements in teaching and learning.  

If this sounds partly recognizable, that’s because all good teachers instinctively do outcomes assessment
all the time.  Whenever we give a test or assign an essay, look at the responses to see where students have
done well or not so well, and reconsider our approach to teaching in light of that information, we’re doing
a form of assessment.  Outcomes assessment simply makes that process more systematic. 
 The DAC has struggled over the years with the slipperiness of this concept, often pausing in its work
to remind itself of what “assessment” does and does not mean.  Faculty frequently mistake it for
something it is not.  Though it over simplifies a bit, we suggest that you ask yourselves these questions to
be sure that you are actually engaged in outcomes assessment:

Are you demonstrating, in more tangible ways than simply pointing to grading patterns and
retention/success data, that learning is taking place in your discipline?  If you are, you are
doing outcomes assessment.  You are documenting student learning.

Are you identifying, with some precision, areas in your discipline where learning is
deficient, and working actively to improve learning?  If so, you are doing outcomes
assessment.  You are trying to enhance and improve student learning in light of evidence
you’ve collected about it.

Isn’t Assessment the Same Thing As Grading?

No—at least not as grading students on papers and exams, and in courses overall, is usually done. 
Traditional grading is primarily evaluative, a method for classifying students.  Outcomes assessment is
primarily ameliorative, designed to improve teaching and learning.  The emphasis in outcomes assessment
always falls on Step 3: using information about student learning patterns in order to improve.  This is
sometimes referred to as “closing the feedback loop”—something that must always be our ultimate aim in
doing this kind of assessment.



Grades typically reflect an aggregate of competencies achieved (or not achieved) by a student on
an assignment or for a class.  Knowing that a particular student got a “B” in a course, or even knowing
that 20% of the students in a class got an “A” and 30% got a “B,” won’t tell us very much about how well
students in general did in achieving particular learning outcomes in the course.  However, disaggregating
those grades using outcomes assessment techniques may reveal that 85% of the students demonstrated
competency in a critical thinking outcome, while only 65% demonstrated competency in a written
communication outcome.  That may lead us to investigate ways of teaching students to write more
effectively in the course—resulting ultimately in improved learning.

Grades are also often based on a number of factors (e.g., attendance, participation or effort in class,
completion of “extra credit” assignments) that may be unrelated to achievement of learning outcomes for
the course.  That may be why the GPAs of high school and college students have risen sharply over the
past 15 years, while the performance of these same students on standardized tests to measure writing,
reading, and critical thinking skills has markedly declined.

Outcomes assessment methodologies may actually help us grade our students more accurately, and
give students more useful feedback in time for them to improve the work they do in the course later on. 
But simply pointing to grading patterns in classes and courses is not a form of outcomes assessment.

Why Should We Do Assessment?  

 The best reason for systematically assessing student learning is the intrinsic value of doing so.  Effective
teaching doesn’t exist in the absence of student learning.  Assessment is part of the broad shift in higher
education today toward focusing on student learning, on developing better ways of measuring and improving
it.  Assessment results implicitly ask us to fit our teaching, as much as we can, not to some set of timeless
pedagogical absolutes but to the messy reality of specific classrooms, where actual students in one section of
a class may require a substantially different kind of teaching than their counterparts in another. Assessment
helps us identify optimal methodologies for specific situations. Done well, outcomes assessment makes us
happier teachers because it makes us better teachers.  And it makes us better teachers because it makes our
students better learners.  The primary purpose for doing assessment, then, is to improve learning.

RCCD’s mission statement reflects our dedication to access and success for our diverse student body.  We
offer instruction resulting in multiple educational goals including degrees, transfer, certificates, and
occupational programs.  We also provide support to our students and our communities. One method we utilize
to ensure our instruction remains relevant and reflects the needs of our current student body is outcomes
assessment.  Below, please find general references and specific ideas related to outcomes assessment at
RCCD.

What Does a Discipline Need to Do?What Does a Discipline Need to Do?    Program Review Templates and ExpectationsProgram Review Templates and Expectations:

The comprehensive and annual program review templates at our website  HYPERLINK
"http://www.rcc.edu/administration/academicaffairs/effectiveness/review.cfm"
http://www.rcc.edu/administration/academicaffairs/effectiveness/review.cfm contain specific assessment-
related questions you’ll be asked to address as you complete your self-study.  Here’s a quick overview of
district expectations:

All disciplines must be routinely engaged in systematic assessment of student learning at the course and/or
program level.  
Disciplines with courses that meet (or could meet) general education requirements should focus on assessing
those courses they think map to General Ed SLOs.  See the RCCD GE outcomes in the appendix of this



document.
Disciplines with programs leading to certificates should focus on defining program-level SLOs and assessing
achievement of those SLOs.

III.		Options	for	Student	Learning	Outcomes	Assessment

If at least one course in the discipline is taught by a number of different instructors, choose such courses
and work collaboratively to assess learning outcomes in them.  You may want to: 

focus on one course at a time, perhaps assessing a single SLO in the initial effort or perhaps several
related SLOs;  
involve part-time instructors in the process as much as possible;  
focus on an assignment or examination toward the end of the semester in which students can be
expected to demonstrate what they’ve gained from the course;  
develop a rubric to assess learning in student work taken from many different sections of the course;
or
use objective tests as a way of evaluating students embedding common questions in such tests and
aggregate results to see where students are having success or difficulty.

You can learn more about how to develop rubrics and do course-embedded assessment by looking at
examples from English, CIS, and Chemistry at the RCCD assessment website.  Keep careful records of these
course-based assessment projects, which should include sections on methodology, results, and analysis of
results.  Sometimes minutes of department or discipline meetings are useful appendices to show how results
are used to improve teaching and learning.  Plan to share results in the annual PR update.

If you teach in a discipline with few or no courses taught by multiple faculty members, you may not find
collaboration feasible or desirable.  And even some disciplines whose faculty do teach identical courses may
not be able to work collaboratively on a process to do assessment.  In that case, ask every instructor (full-
and part-time) to choose a course she or he routinely teaches and develop an individual assessment project
for it.   Ask instructors to: 

Identify a significant SLO for a course they teach (they may be able to agree on a common, generic
SLO to look at).
Choose a major graded assignment for the class that they believe measures that SLO.  
Develop a rubric (or, for objective examinations, some other method of analysis) by which
achievement of that SLO can be assessed.  
Do the actual assessment.  
Report on and analyze the results of the assessment, in writing.  

It’s useful to plan some discipline meeting time for discussion of these results, but even more vital that they
be captured in written form.  Make sure that the reports describe how the instructor would change or improve
the teaching of this assignment (and the assignment itself).  Discipline discussion should identify common
problems instructors are having and potential solutions to those problems.  Keep careful records and share
results on annual PR updates.

Some disciplines, particularly in occupational education, may want to focus their efforts on program-
level assessment.  If you want to assess sequences of courses that lead to credentials, we suggest the



following strategy:

Work as a discipline to identify SLOs for the program or certificate, involving adjuncts as much as
possible.
Identify assessment methods that will enable the discipline to determine whether, and to what extent,
those SLOs are achieved.  (Student performance on national or state licensing exams may be a good
initial assessment method, as are surveys of students on self-perceived learning gains, alumni, and
employers.  Focus groups might also be used for assessment purposes.)
Interpret the results of the assessment in order to make improvements in the program or teaching of
courses in it.
Keep careful records of your work and share results on annual PR updates.

IV.	 Appendix/Resources

A.  Student Learning Outcomes and Assessment Methods
Assessment can either be direct, focusing on actual student work (essays, exams, nationally normed

tests) where we look for evidence that learning has been achieved, or indirect, where we look for signs
that learning has taken place through proxies or such “performance indicators” as surveys, focus groups,
retention or transfer rates, etc.  Both methods of assessment can be valuable, and in fact the experts agree
that no single method should ever be relied on exclusively. The first step in any assessment plan is to
define the student learning outcomes for the course or program under consideration:  the things we want
students to be able to do (or think or know) by the time they’ve finished a course of study.

A1.  Student Learning Outcomes

Student learning outcomes for courses or programs should share the following characteristics:

They should describe the broadest and most comprehensive goals of the course or program
(Assessment theorist Mark Battersby refers to these as “integrated complexes of knowledge” or
competencies.  They should focus on what a student should be able to do with the knowledge
covered, not simply on what the instructor will cover.  Courses and programs may typically have
three to five outcomes, though fewer or more are possible.)
They should employ active verbs, usually taken from the higher levels of Bloom’s taxonomy
(reprinted in the appendix to this document)—e.g., students should be able to “analyze” or
“evaluate,” not “define” or “describe.”
As much as possible, they should be written in intelligible language, understandable to students.
As often as possible, they should arrived at collaboratively, as instructors who teach the same class
or in the same program come to consensus about the key objectives of that unit of instruction.  
(For course-level SLOs, instructors will undoubtedly have SLOs of their own in addition to consensus
ones.)  Adjunct instructors—and students themselves—should be involved in the process of
developing SLOs as much as possible.
SLOs should be measurable.  
Ideally, they should contain or make reference to the product (papers, projects, performances,
portfolios, tests, etc. through which students demonstrate competency) and the standard (e.g., “with
at least 80% accuracy”) or criterion by which success is measured.  When the behavior/product and
standard are specified, the SLO is sometimes referred to as made “operational.”



Consult Appendix D for links to the websites like Teachopolis, which have program tools for building SLOs,
and 4Faculty.org, with useful overviews of SLOs and assessment methodology.

A2. Direct Assessment Methods
Some effective direct assessment methods that can be employed to measure achievement of SLOs in

courses or programs include:

Embedded assessment:  The main advantage with embedded assessment is that it simplifies the
assessment process, asking instructors to evaluate existing student work, but in a different way than they
usually do and for a different purpose.  It’s usually good practice to collect such assessment data in a
way that would make evaluation of individual instructors impossible. Some examples include:

existing tests, exams, or writing prompts to identify learning trends in a particular course or group of
related courses;  

a common final in which questions are mapped to specific learning outcomes for the course, then the
results aggregated.  (A variation of this approach would require all instructors in a course to ask a set
of common questions on a part of an exam, but permit them to develop instructor-specific questions
for the rest of the exam ;) 

student writing on a variety of late-term essay assignments for evidence that certain learning
outcomes have been met;  

portfolios are collections of student work over time (a semester, a college career) that are used to assess
either individual student learning or the effectiveness of the curriculum. Collected work may include
papers, exams, homework, videotaped presentations, projects, and self-assessments.  This is a
particularly effective method of assessing institutional learning outcomes;

capstone courses are usually ones taken in a student’s final semester in a program and intended to
allow students to demonstrate comprehensive knowledge and skill in the particular degree pattern. 
Capstone courses (and capstone projects usually required in such course) integrate knowledge and
skills associated with the entire sequence of courses that make up the program.  Assessing student
performance in these classes therefore approximates assessment of student performance in the major
as a whole; 

scoring rubrics  to assess student performance captured in portfolios, capstone courses, or individual
essays or performances.  Individual instructors can employ them on their own, too. 

Develop the rubric by looking at a specific assignment—an essay, a demonstration, an oral report—in
which student learning cannot be measured with numerical precision.  Develop (whether alone or
with others) a scoring guide or checklist that will indicate various skill levels for various “primary
traits,” with clearly delineated language suggesting the degree to which the assignment demonstrates
evidence that the SLO has been achieved.  [See table 1.]
If our SLO were “students should be able to write an adequately developed, well-organized essay
that contains few major errors in grammar or diction,” a  simple rubric by which to assess sample
essays might look something like this:

Table 1
Learning
Outcome

1-little or no evidence 2-insufficient
evidence

3-adequate
evidence

4-clear evidence

Organization,
Focus, and
Coherence

A very disorganized
essay, with inadequate
or missing
introduction,
conclusions and
transitions between
paragraphs.

An essay with
significant
organization
problems, and/or
inadequate
introduction,
conclusion and/or
transitions.

An organized
essay, though
perhaps
marginally so,
with adequate
introduction,
conclusion and
transitions.

A well-organized
essay, with  an
effective introduction,
conclusion and
logical transitions
between paragraphs



transitions. transitions.
Development An essay with major

development
problems: insufficient,
confusing and/or
irrelevant support for
major points.

An essay with
significant
development
problems: support
for major points
often insufficient or
confusing.

A developed essay,
though perhaps
marginally so,
with adequate
support for most
major points. 

A very well
developed essay, with
full and effective
support for all major
points. 

Conventions of
Written English

Many significant errors
in grammar,
punctuation and/or
spelling.

Frequent minor
errors and
occasional major
errors in grammar,
punctuation and/or
spelling

Occasional minor
errors but
infrequent major
errors in grammar,
punctuation and
spelling.

Few or no errors in
grammar,
punctuation or
spelling.

This is an example of an analytic rubric, in which multiple performance indicators, or primary traits,
are assessed individually.  A holistic rubric aggregates these criteria into a single grading scale, so that (for
example) an “A” essay might be distinguished by all of the features noted under a “4” above with
particular characteristics having to do with organization, development, and so on.  A holistic rubric is
useful for grading purposes, but it is typically too crude a measure to be employed in outcomes
assessment work.

Rubrics can be developed collaboratively with students and in the classroom setting they have the
additional advantage of helping to make grading practices as transparent as possible.  As assessment
tools, part of their value is that they require instructors to “norm” themselves against a set of consensus
evaluative criteria, enabling us to define (and hold to) our common teaching goals more sharply than we
might otherwise do.  Rubrics also let us identify specific areas where our students are having trouble
achieving significant learning outcomes for our courses.

Links to websites that contain rubric-building templates and examples may be found in Appendix D.

standardized tests, particularly nationally normed tests of such institution-wide learning outcomes as
critical thinking or writing, or discipline-specific tests like exams required of nursing or cosmetology
students;  

(Standardized tests may be useful measures if instructors agree to teach the skills that such
tests can be shown to measure, and they have the advantage of providing departments with a
national standard by which to measure their students.  But standardized tests are costly to
administer; students are often insufficiently motivated to do their best work when taking them;
and as noted, they may not measure what faculty in the program actually teach.)

a course-program assessment matrix can also be used to map course SLOs with those of a broader
certificate or degree pattern.  It allows a discipline to gather more precise information about how its
learning goals are being met more locally, in specific courses.  Gaps between program and
aggregated course outcomes can be identified.  For a sample matrix of this kind, see Appendix B. 

A3.  Indirect Assessment Methods 

One caveat: indirect assessment measures should be used to augment, not substitute for, more direct
measures.  Ideally, in fact, multiple assessment methods should be employed whenever possible, so that
student surveys (for example) can become a useful additional check against data derived from doing
embedded assessment or administering standardized tests.

Student surveys and focus groups. A substantial body of evidence suggests that student self-reported
learning gains correlate modestly with real learning gains.  You may want to consider surveying
students (or a sampling of students) at the end of a course of instruction (or after graduation from a
program) to determine what they see as their level of achievement of the course or program’s
learning outcomes.  You may also want to gather a representative group of students together for



more informal conversation about a particular course or program when it has ended, asking them
open-ended questions about its effect upon them.  Surveys of alumni can also produce meaningful
assessment data.  These techniques are particularly valuable when done in conjunction with more
direct assessment measures.

Faculty surveys.  Instructors can be asked, via questionnaires, about what they perceive to be strengths
and weaknesses among their students.

Data likely to be kept by the Office of Institutional Research on retention, success and persistence, job
placement information, transfer rates and demographics may also be strong assessment tools.

Consult the IR office (and its publications) for assistance with particular information you need.  Some
disciplines (particularly in occupational education) will have strong, if indirect evidence of student
learning in these data.

Classroom Assessment Techniques (CAT).  DAC encourages instructors to familiarize themselves (and
routinely employ) some of the classroom-based assessment techniques that Thomas Angelo and
Patricia Cross detail in their text on the subject published by Jossey Bass.  

(Some examples include the “minute paper” at the end of a class students respond quickly and
anonymously to two questions: “what was the most important thing you learned today?” and “what
important question remains unanswered?”  CATs are ideal ways of helping instructors in specific
classes determine what their students know, don’t know or are having difficulty learning.  When you
adjust teaching practices in light of the information you gather from a CAT, you’re completing the
feedback loop that is successful outcomes assessment.  If members of your discipline agree to employ
CATs regularly, consider detailing their efforts in a report that can become part of an annual
assessment report, but these cannot replace the direct assessment activities expected from
each discipline/unit.)

B.   A Sample Course-Program Assessment Matrix
This is the simplest matrix that allows a discipline to gather information about assessment being
conducted in its courses and to map that information against its broader, certificate or degree-level goals. 
Each instructor in the discipline fills out the first matrix for the courses she or he teaches, then the
discipline aggregates the data.  This allows the discipline to see where it has disparate goals within the
same course and whether all of its outcomes are being assessed somewhere in the curriculum.

Completed by Each Instructor for His or Her Own Courses

Name of Instructor: Tschetter

Degree Program Learning Outcomes [listed and numbered]

To the Instructor: For each course you taught last year or are teaching this year, place an X under every goal that
you actively teach and significantly assess in a major exam or project.  Leave the other cells blank.

Course Program SLO 1 Program SLO 2 Program SLO 3 Program SLO 4 Program SLO 5

11 x x

12

13

14

21



23 x x x

26

30

4 x x

(and so on)

Department-Wide Summary

Course Program SLO 1 Program SLO 2 Program SLO 3 Program SLO 4 Program SLO 5

11 100% 45%
12 100% 100%
13 84% 45% 59% 5%
14 37% 58% 100%
21 100% 100% 100%

(and so on)

(adapted from Barbara Walvoord, Assessment Clear and Simple)

Assessment FAQs

Why Should (or Must) We Do Assessment?  

 In addition to the intrinsic value of SLO Assessment there are, of course, other reasons we must
engage in assessment.  Colleges throughout the country are now required by regional accrediting bodies to
document and assess student learning.  Other governmental agencies charged with funding education see
assessment as a way of enabling colleges to demonstrate that learning is taking place in their classes and
programs.  Colleges themselves can use assessment data for research and planning purposes, including budget
allocation.  Students (along with parents, employers, etc.) increasingly ask for evidence of what kind of
learning a particular course, program or degree results in to help in their decision-making processes. These
largely external pressures to document and assess student learning worry some instructors, who may view all
accountability measures as potentially intrusive, leading to the loss of academic freedom (more on that later)
and even to the imposition of a corporate culture upon American higher education. It may reassure us to
learn that the assessment movement is now 30 years old, that its basic methodologies were developed and
refined at some of the nation’s best colleges and universities, that professors—not bureaucrats—led this
process and that assessment is being practiced at colleges and universities all over the world today. 
 A major recent stimulus to do outcomes assessment at the institutional, program and course levels
comes from RCCD’s accrediting body, the Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges
(ACCJC), which dramatically altered its standards for reaccreditation in 2002.  ACCJC now asks community
colleges to assess student learning at all levels of the institution, including every course being offered and
use this information to improve teaching and learning.  Visiting accreditation teams will want to see evidence
at RCCD that disciplines not only have a systematic plan for assessing student learning in their courses, but
that they are actually using that plan. 
 Thus, outcomes assessment serves at least three critical purposes: to help with planning and resource
allocation decisions, to provide clear evidence of learning that is already taking place and to improve learning
in areas where it is deficient, 

Isn’t Assessment Really a Method to Evaluate Individual Instructors?



The DAC has agreed that assessment is not to be used for evaluating individual instructors, rather
the process for which is a matter of contractual agreement.  We want faculty to want to participate in
assessment efforts (it’s not going to work otherwise).  Having a system that could be used against faculty
defeats its primary purpose.  When you develop assessment processes in your discipline, we hope you will
encourage individual instructors to use results for reflective self-evaluation.  Barriers should be created to
prevent any possible avenue for the evaluation of individual teachers.  The DAC can suggest methods to
employ when conducting your assessment projects that make evaluation of individual instructors impossible.

Couldn’t Assessment Results Be Used to “Punish” Under-Performing Disciplines or Programs?

 Some instructors worry that when assessment results disclose problems in the achievement of
outcomes in particular courses or programs, those programs will suffer. However, evidence suggests that this
fear is unwarranted.  Programs may occasionally need to be eliminated or downsized (e.g., most of America’s
major colleges and universities had Home Economics departments as recently as 50 years ago), but outcomes
assessment is not a particularly useful method for identifying that need, nor has it ever (as far as we can
determine) been used for that purpose.  Typically, when outcomes assessment reveals a problem in student
achievement of a learning goal, this becomes compelling evidence in support of a program’s request for
resources intended to ameliorate the problem.  It may seem counter-intuitive, but disciplines should feel
they have a logistical incentive for identifying learning deficiencies in courses and programs.  

Isn’t Assessment Really A Variation of “No Child Left Behind”?

The short answer is “not as long as faculty are in control of the process.”  College and university
faculty have been given an opportunity that was never given to their K12 counterparts.  We are in charge of
defining the outcomes, developing methods for assessing them and determining how to interpret the results. 
Administrators and politicians have for the most part stayed essentially out of the process—only asking that
it take place.  For example, no one is telling us to employ a particular standardized test to measure critical
thinking—or even telling us to employ a standardized test at all.  (The Spellings Commission Report on Higher
Education, published in September 2006, does argue for some standardized testing of general education
skills like writing and critical thinking, but it stops well short of mandating it.)  The DAC believes strongly
that the best way to forestall the imposition of a “No College Student Left Behind” program of national
testing on colleges and universities is to embrace this opportunity to do authentic outcomes assessment
ourselves—to develop and implement our own methods, ones that fit our own individual disciplines and our
institution’s culture.

Doesn’t Assessment Threaten Academic Freedom?

 If assessment meant standardized instruction, scripted lessons and mandated common tests, it
certainly would.  Assessment actually leads in many cases to less standardization. Any instructor teaching two
sections of the same class will probably find, through the use of classroom-based assessment techniques,
that each will require substantially different pedagogical approaches.  Nothing in the assessment literature
suggests that all instructors should teach in similar ways.
 Occasionally, some disciplines will find it useful to employ common prompts (and possibly even common
finals or common questions embedded in otherwise instructor-specific finals) in order to generate meaningful
assessment results.  Others may decide not to do that at all.  For example, RCCD’s English discipline has
administered a common writing prompt in its pre-transfer-level courses, but in doing outcomes assessment of
its transfer-level course, in which students are expected to demonstrate research-paper-writing
competency, it has collected and evaluated sample essays written on a variety of subjects, in response to
many different sorts of assignments.  The discipline is able to determine the extent to which students



demonstrate competency in targeted outcomes areas using either method.
 Assessment does encourage instructors of the same courses or program to collaborate on the
generation of common learning outcomes for the course or program.  In addition, each instructor may very
well have idiosyncratic outcomes of her or his own.  Outcomes assessment would suggest that no two
Psychology 1 classes will be the same or have identical learning outcomes—but that any student taking
Psychology 1, no matter who teaches the course, will leave it being able to do or know some things in common. 
Since no one seriously argues that courses shouldn’t have course outlines of record, that students shouldn’t
expect to get a common core of knowledge and/or skill in a particular course or program no matter which
instructor(s) they have, it’s difficult to entertain seriously the argument that this threatens academic
freedom. 

Doesn’t Assessment Reduce Learning to Only That Which Can Be Easily Measured?
 No—unless we have a very limited notion of what the word “measure” means.  As instructors, we
measure complex forms of learning in our classrooms all the time, and there’s no reason why outcomes
assessment can’t do that as well.  Barbara Walvoord has written of outcome assessment that it “does not
limit itself only to learning that can be objectively tested.  It need not be a reductive exercise.  Rather, a
department can state its highest goals, including such goals such as students’ ethical development and
understanding of diversity. Then it can seek the best available indictors about whether those goals are met.” 
Some learning objectives may not lend themselves as readily to measurement as others, no matter how
creatively we try to look for evidence they’ve been met.  But nothing in the outcomes assessment literature
suggests we should reduce learning only to those forms that can easily detected or counted numerically.

Doesn’t Assessment Wrongly Presuppose That Instructors Are Entirely Responsible for Student
Learning? 

 Of course other factors besides the effectiveness of teachers enter into the teaching-learning
process—most notably, the level of preparation and motivation of students themselves.  No one seriously
suggests that if students aren’t learning, or aren’t learning as much or as well as we’d like them to, the
instructor is entirely responsible.  Students have a role to play, as do administrators, governments (ranging
from the local to the national), family members—even the culture as a whole.  Outcomes assessment focuses
on those aspects of learning that the instructor (and, to an extent, administration) can and does influence. 
It asks of us that we do our best to clarify our teaching goals, determine which goals students are having
difficulty achieving and do all we can within our power to enhance that achievement.  But it recognizes that
there are aspects out of our control.

Isn’t Assessment Just an Educational Fad—Likely to Disappear As So Many Other Previous
“Improvement” Initiatives Have?

 Some experienced instructors believe that outcomes assessment is simply the educational flavor of the
month—or year—and can be ignored (or outwaited) because it is likely to go the way of so many other
pedagogical dodos.  However, the DAC doesn’t think that this is likely to happen. Assessment is not a recent
methodology and is clearly in the ascendancy throughout the country today.  It is an integral measure of
institutional effectiveness as defined by every regional accrediting commission.  ACCJC’s movement in 2002
toward outcomes-based standards was preceded by a similar evolution on the part of every other accrediting
commission in the country. If assessment is a fad, it’s one of the longest-lived fads in American history.  At
its core, outcomes assessment means looking for evidence about patterns of student learning achievement in
an effort both to document and improve that learning.  It’s likely that the specific methods we employ in
doing assessment will evolve in the coming years.   However, it seems highly unlikely to expect the need to
gather evidence and use it for improvement will somehow mysteriously vanish.  

How Can Instructors Be Expected to Find the Time to Do This Work?



 The DAC understands very well that RCCD instructors are busy (and often exhausted) people, not only
with teaching responsibilities but with what can sometimes seem like endless amounts of committee work.  No
one wants to impose the kinds of additional burdens on instructors that might lead to resentment or
burnout.  However, we’ ve found that meaningful forms of outcomes assessment can be done with only a
modest amount of time committed to the process.  We also believe that the time spent doing assessment is
so intrinsically valuable that it can be seen as one of the best forms of professional development available to
us.  The time spent on this work can often be regained at the “back end,” when we find, as a result of our
assessment efforts, that our teaching and curricula grow more efficient.  The DAC believes it can help
disciplines develop assessment plans that are not unduly burdensome.

RCCD General Education Student Learning Outcomes for Academic and Vocational Degrees
Critical Thinking

Analyze and solve complex problems across a range of academic and everyday contexts 
Construct sound arguments and evaluate arguments of others
Consider and evaluate rival hypotheses
Recognize and assess evidence from a variety of sources
Generalize appropriately from specific cases
Integrate knowledge across a range of contexts 
Identify one’s own and others’ assumptions, biases and their consequences

Information Skills
Demonstrate computer literacy
Locate, evaluate and use information effectively

Communication Skills
Write with precision and clarity to express complex thought
Read college-level materials with understanding and insight  
Listen thoughtfully and respectfully to the ideas of others
Speak with precision and clarity to express complex thought

Breadth of Knowledge
Understand the basic content and modes of inquiry of the major knowledge fields, analyze experimental results and
draw reasonable conclusions from them 
Use the symbols and vocabulary of mathematics to solve problems and communicate results
Respond to and evaluate artistic expression 

Application of Knowledge
Maintain and transfer academic and technical skills to workplace
Be life-long learners, with ability to acquire and employ new knowledge
Set goals and devise strategies for personal and professional development and well being

Global Awareness 
Demonstrate appreciation for civic responsibility and ethical behavior
Participate in constructive social interaction
Demonstrate teamwork skills
Demonstrate understanding of ethnic, religious and socioeconomic diversity 

Demonstrate understanding of alternative political, historical and cultural viewpoints



Glossary
Assessment: Outcomes assessment is any systematic inquiry whose goal is to improve the
teaching/learning process.  It can be understood more precisely as a three-step process of:
defining what students should be able to do, think or know at the end of a unit of instruction (defining,
that is, the student learning outcomes),
determining whether, and to what extent, students can do, think or know it, and
using this information to make improvements in teaching and learning.  

Authentic Assessment:  Assessments that involve engaging tasks built around important questions in
a particular field of study.  The tasks typically require students to produce a significant product or
performance.  Authentic assessments are usually accompanied by explicitly defined standards. 

Benchmark: A point in time (e.g., the sophomore year) or a performance standard (e.g., 80% of the
students in a particular group will score at a particular level) which measures student progress.

Direct/Indirect Assessment:  Direct assessment requires students to display their knowledge and skills
in response to the measurement instrument itself, as in tests or exams, essays, portfolios, presentations,
etc.  Indirect assessment usually asks students to reflect on their learning rather than demonstrate it (as
in interviews, surveys, focus groups, etc.).  Indirect assessment may also ask employers or other
interested parties to evaluate student learning as they have had occasion to observe it.  Both forms of
assessment are valuable, particularly when used in tandem.  

Embedded Assessment:  Using existing coursework (e.g., common questions asked of all students on a
final exam in every section of a course) as a means of assessing student learning in aggregate. 
Collecting assessment information from within the classroom provides an opportunity to use already
in-place assignments and coursework for assessment purposes.  This involves taking a second look at
materials generated in the classroom. 

Formative/Summative Assessment:  Formative assessment is any evaluation taking place during the
course of instruction; summative assessment is an evaluation that takes place at the end of a unit of
instruction.  Formative assessment enables assessors to modify instructional practices in time to
improve learning for the particular students being assessed.  Summative assessment results inform
changes in pedagogy or curriculum for future students.  Both forms of assessment can be useful.

Learning Outcome: This is what students can be expected to do, think or know as a result of a
particular course of study.  Outcomes are performance oriented, focusing less on what instructors will
cover in a course or what their instructional goals are (these are often designated as “objectives”) than
on what students can produce, perform, or achieve as a marker of success in the course or program. 
Outcomes are integrated complexes of knowledge and skill.

Portfolio:  Any purposeful collection of work done by a particular student.  The term is borrowed from the
practice of artists, who assemble samples of their paintings for evaluation, sale, etc.  Students themselves are
usually encouraged to gather the materials for their portfolios themselves, often using a selection process
specifying various criteria.  Portfolios are then usually evaluating against a rubric.  Aggregating the data as one
evaluates a number of portfolios in a single class or program (or even across an entire institution) leads to
potentially rich outcomes assessment data.  Increasingly, portfolios are being digitalized in what are called
electronic portfolios or e-portfolios.  Besides their value for assessment purposes, portfolios potentially enable
students to demonstrate their achievement to prospective employers, graduate schools, etc.

Qualitative/Quantitative Assessment:  Quantitative assessment results can be expressed in numerical terms;
qualitative assessment results are usually expressed in narrative form.  In many cases, qualitative assessment can
be converted to quantitative through the use of rubrics.  Both forms of assessment can be valuable.



Reliability:  The measure of consistency for an assessment instrument.  The instrument should yield similar
results over time with similar populations in similar circumstances.  (Contrast with validity.)

Rubric (Analytic vs. Holistic):  A rating scale with explicit criteria, used to evaluate any performance, including
essays, speeches, presentations, etc.  Essays may group various performance criteria under each numerical
category (a holistic rubric), or break out each criterion separately and allow for different ratings for each distinct
criterion (an analytic rubric).  Holistic rubrics are useful for grading purposes, but analytic rubrics are more
effective for doing outcomes assessment, since they capture very specific performance characteristics.  

Standardized Test:  Any test given and scored in a uniform manner.  Questions on standardized tests are selected
after trials for appropriateness and difficulty.  Guidelines provided with such tests attempt to eliminate extraneous
interference that might influence test results.  

Validity:  The extent to which the assessment measures the desired performance and appropriate inferences can
be drawn from the results.  A valid assessment accurately measures the learning it claims to measure.

(Some definitions adapted from the Washington Commission on Student Learning, 2000 or from the James Madison University assessment website)
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Assessment Websites

General
North Carolina State University’s comprehensive website, with many links to other assessment resources:  HYPERLINK
"http://www2.acs.ncsu.edu/UPA/assmt/resource.html"http://www2.acs.ncsu.edu/UPA/assmt/resource.html 
Angelo and Cross’s Teaching Goals Inventory at HYPERLINK
"http://www.uiowa.edu/~centeach/tgi/book.html"http://www.uiowa.edu/~centeach/tgi/book.html 
California State University’s learning outcomes assessment website: HYPERLINK
"http://calstate.edu/AcadAff/SLOA/"http://calstate.edu/AcadAff/SLOA/
Oklahoma State University offers assessment method examples and assessment plan tips and checklist:  HYPERLINK
"http://www.okstate.edu/assess/assessment_plans/assessment_plans.htm"http://www.okstate.edu/assess/assessment_plans/assessment_plans.htm
Portland State University’s general overview of the assessment process: HYPERLINK
"http://www.pdx.edu/cae/assessment.html"http://www.pdx.edu/cae/assessment.html
The University of Wisconsin’s website has excellent advice about using the various types of direct and indirect assessment:
HYPERLINK "http://www.provost.wisc.edu/assessment/manual/manual2.html" \l
"a2"http://www.provost.wisc.edu/assessment/manual/manual2.html#a2
The 4faculty website, with modules on writing SLOs and assessing them: HYPERLINK
"http://www.4faculty.org/"http://www.4faculty.org/
The Cabrillo College assessment website, with many helpful links: HYPERLINK
"http://www.cabrillo.edu/~tsmalley/learneroutcomes.html"http://www.cabrillo.edu/~tsmalley/learneroutcomes.html



An excellent online training manual, from Bakersfield College: HYPERLINK
"http://online.bakersfieldcollege.edu/courseassessment/Default.htm"http://online.bakersfieldcollege.edu/courseassessment/Default.htm

 Writing Student Learning Outcomes

The Teachopolis website contains useful program tools for building SLOs: HYPERLINK
"http://www.teachopolis.org/myTA/index.html"http://www.teachopolis.org/myTA/index.html
The University of Virginia’s website, focusing on writing program-level outcomes: HYPERLINK
"http://www.web.virginia.edu/iaas/assessment/outcomes.htm"http://www.web.virginia.edu/iaas/assessment/outcomes.htm
How to write SLOs, from Kansas State University: HYPERLINK "http://www.k-
state.edu/assessment/slo/instructions.htm"http://www.k-state.edu/assessment/slo/instructions.htm
Kingston University’s comprehensive “how to” guide for SLOs: HYPERLINK
"http://www.kingston.ac.uk/adc/writing_learning_outcomes.pdf"http://www.kingston.ac.uk/adc/writing_learning_outcomes.pdf

Using Embedded Assessment Techniques

“Synopsis of the Use of Course-Embedded Assessment in a Medium Sized Public University’s General Education
Program” by Helen Gerretson: HYPERLINK
"http://www4.nau.edu/assessment/main/research/webtools.htm"http://www4.nau.edu/assessment/main/research/webtools.htm
Skidmore College’s overview of embedded assessment: HYPERLINK
"http://www.skidmore.edu/administration/assessment/H_embedded_assessment.htm"http://www.skidmore.edu/administration/assessment/H_embedded_assessment.htm
Course-embedded assessment techniques from the University of Wisconsin assessment website: HYPERLINK
"http://www.provost.wisc.edu/assessment/manual/manual2.html" \l
"a2"http://www.provost.wisc.edu/assessment/manual/manual2.html#a2

Writing and Using Rubrics

Good sample rubrics at the University of Wisconsin—Stout website: HYPERLINK
"http://www.uwstout.edu/soe/profdev/rubrics.shtml"http://www.uwstout.edu/soe/profdev/rubrics.shtml
“Recommendations for Developing Classroom Performance Assessments and Scoring Rubrics” from Barbara M.
Moskal of the Colorado School of Mines: HYPERLINK "http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?
v=8&n=14"http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=8&n=14
An annotated list of rubric resources, including sites with rubric generators: HYPERLINK
"http://www.techlearning.com/db_area/archives/WCE/archives/evalguid.php"http://www.techlearning.com/db_area/archives/WCE/archives/evalguid.php
A comprehensive rubric site from San Diego State University: HYPERLINK
"http://webquest.sdsu.edu/rubrics/weblessons.htm"http://webquest.sdsu.edu/rubrics/weblessons.htm
Portland State University’s rubric bank: HYPERLINK
"http://www.pdx.edu/cae/rubric_bank.html"http://www.pdx.edu/cae/rubric_bank.html

Collection Student Work/Portfolio/eportfolios

Dr. Helen Barrett’s site linking to many other portfolio resources: HYPERLINK
"http://electronicportfolios.org/portfolios/bookmarks.html"http://electronicportfolios.org/portfolios/bookmarks.html
The North Carolina State University assessment resources website, cited above in General resources, lists more than
10 sites that describe university-level portfolio projects, including that at Truman State: HYPERLINK
"http://assessment.truman.edu/components/portfolio/"http://assessment.truman.edu/components/portfolio/
Every student in the state of Minnesota is encouraged to develop an eportfolio, described at HYPERLINK
"http://www.efoliominnesota.com/"http://www.efoliominnesota.com/
The University of Denver’s “portfolio community” allows browsing of eportfolio examples to registered guests:
HYPERLINK "https://portfolio.du.edu/pc/index"https://portfolio.du.edu/pc/index

Classroom Assessment Techniques



Southern Illinois University-Edwardsville’s comprehensive site devoted to CATs: HYPERLINK
"http://www.siue.edu/~deder/assess/catmain.html"http://www.siue.edu/~deder/assess/catmain.html
A general description of CAT theory and practice, taken from Angelo and Cross, from the University of Hawaii:
HYPERLINK "http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/assess-
1.htm"http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/assess-1.htm 
Hawaii describes 50 specific CATs at a separate website: 
Another very good overview of CAT methodology, with examples, from Vanderbilt University: HYPERLINK
"http://www.vanderbilt.edu/cft/resources/teaching_resources/assessment/cats.htm"http://www.vanderbilt.edu/cft/resources/teaching_resources/assessment/cats.htm
 

 An example of such an approach at RCCD is a project by mathematics instructors focused on Math 52.  The members of the discipline
agreed to design a common final for the course, with 20 of the 45 questions mapping directly to six SLOs on the COR.  Part of the exam
was given as a pre-test, allowing for calculations of learning gains for various SLOs after sub-scores were calculated for each.
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Option 1: Course-based assessment for disciplines in which multiple instructors teach the same course and
can work collaboratively to define and assess SLOs for that course.

Option 2: Course-based assessment for disciplines in which instructors mostly teach different courses, or in
which collaboration among instructors is not possible in defining and assessing SLOs.

Option 3: Program-level assessment for disciplines, particularly in occupational education, which may find
looking at learning patterns in sequences of classes (or classes that are required for a certificate) desirable.

Besides the direct assessment methods outlined earlier, all disciplines may want to consider other approaches as they
develop and implement their comprehensive assessment plan.  See Appendix A  for examples of indirect assessment
techniques.  These methods should be employed in addition to, not in lieu of, the approaches outlined in section II.


