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The purpose of this paper is to describe the emerging partnership between student and academic affairs relative to the assessment of student learning at John Carroll University.  Few would argue that the assessment of student learning is not a top priority at our institutions.  Whether mandated from regional accrediting agencies or motivated by an institutional need for continuous improvement, assessment of student learning has become a high priority capturing a significant portion of institutional resources, time and talent.


Assessment of student learning poses unique challenges to Jesuit institutions.  We pride ourselves on educating the whole person and developing women and men in service to others with a particular emphasis on contributing to the formation of a more just world.  Divisions of academic or student affairs alone cannot capture the impact of a Jesuit education on our students.  A successful institutional assessment program must be rooted in the collaboration of academic and student affairs, producing a comprehensive picture of the student experience at Jesuit institutions.

Where to Begin


By now, most institutions of higher learning have instituted an infrastructure to support the assessment of student learning, and Jesuit institutions are no exception.  One of the significant challenges associated with developing an effective institutional assessment program is where to begin.  We suggest a good starting point is the development of a comprehensive conceptual model that articulates the place assessment plays in an institution’s overall analysis of institutional progress in meeting its stated mission and vision.  Jesuit institutions are at a distinct advantage here, due to the rich history and tradition surrounding the Jesuit commitment to education as a means to bring justice to an unjust world.  While the historical commitment to developing women and men for others is a noble pursuit, the assessment of the effectiveness of our institutions in meeting this end is daunting in the present climate of institutional accountability.  How do we create assessment tools designed to measure reliably how much our students have acquired a commitment to the faith that does justice?  Measurement of justice “outcomes” or any learning outcomes tied to the student experience at Jesuit, albeit any institution of higher learning must be rooted in the institutional mission and how the mission becomes articulated into the core educational values of the institution.  The core educational values occasionally referred to as institutional learning outcomes, student learning outcomes, or core principles of the student experience, serve as the anchor for institutional assessment programs.

While the identification of a set of agreed upon mission-centered learning outcomes is an essential first step in the assessment process, these outcomes alone do not fulfill the assessment burden.  Fortunately, support for burgeoning assessment programs may be found in the growing professional literature on assessment of student learning outcomes.  This literature is a compilation of discipline-specific approaches to assessment, institution-wide approaches to assessment, as well as applications of extant research on human learning and development to the problems of assessment of student learning in the context of higher education.  Any institutional assessment program should begin with a thorough review of the literature on assessment best practices and assessment theory.

Once institutional outcomes are identified and the pertinent literature reviewed the task of creating the assessment program moves from the conceptual to the operational.  Specifically, assessment plans need to be drafted, assessment tools developed and administered, and results analyzed leading to maintenance of effective programs or adjustments to ineffective programs.  The criteria for judging whether programs are effective or ineffective should be the mission-centered institutional and program level student learning outcomes.  In short, the assessment program should reflect the educational values of the institution and how these values come to life in the day to day experience of students.  After all, as learning institutions we need to gain a critical understanding of who are students are becoming.  This leads to a deeper understanding of our students’ knowledge about the world, based on their exposure to a liberal arts core—a hallmark of Jesuit education—and an academic major.  Assessment of knowledge alone however is not enough.  We demand that our students take their knowledge and form a core set of values that lead to action, namely the commitment to service that does justice.  This requirement of Jesuit higher education places an additional assessment burden on our institutions, the need to assess changes in students’ dispositions and behaviors.  The assessment of dispositions or values and change in behavior is the most difficult type of measurement to achieve for institutional assessment programs.  Most measures of values rely on students’ self reports and behavioral change may not be evident until years after graduation.  So, what do we do?  In our judgment, this is where a review of the literature in on assessment in higher education and developmental psychology may be helpful.  A wide range of assessment tools have been crafted by measurement experts in the areas of moral values, commitment to diversity, impact of community-based learning, and a host of other learning outcomes in the domains of skills and dispositions.

Establishing a successful comprehensive program of student assessment requires institution-wide commitment and cooperation.  The university community must reach consensus on the core learning outcomes that reflect the educational mission of the institution.  A dedicated team of university faculty, staff and administrators need to establish the broad characteristics of the assessment program and provide leadership and guidance relative to its implementation.  What follows is a brief description of a work in process, the development of the partnership between academic and student affairs relative to institutional assessment at John Carroll University.
The Academic Affairs Perspective

Assessment in academic affairs is focuses on the quality of programs supporting the academic mission of the institution captured by the following “short” mission statement:  “John Carroll University is a Catholic and Jesuit University dedicated to developing women and men with the knowledge and character to lead and to serve.”   Institutional assessment is guided by the University Assessment Committee (UAC), which serves as the oversight body for institutional assessment initiatives.  The following statement from the John Carroll University Undergraduate Bulletin 2005-2007 describes the place of institutional assessment in the life of the institution.
“An integral component of understanding and improving the student experience is a coordinated program of assessing student learning.  Assessment of student learning is a university-wide effort, bridging both academic and student affairs, with the support of the university administration.  The assessment program requires the systematic collection of information in order to both document and improve student learning.  Ultimately, the information collected as part of the assessment program serves as a basis for curricular reform, program development, budgets and strategic planning.

Effective assessment of student learning relies on collaboration between students, faculty and administrative staff.  Assessment of student learning occurs in the academic major, the core curriculum and in student life.  Student participation in the assessment program is essential in meeting the University’s commitment to student learning.  John Carroll University requires students actively participate in the institution’s assessment program.  Participation may include completing surveys, tests, writing assignments, interviews, and other assessment-related activities.

The University Assessment Committee (UAC) is the primary oversight body for the student outcomes assessment programs of the university.  Working with the UAC, the Office of Planning and Assessment has provided support for the University’s assessment efforts, including the development and implementation of the University and department’s assessment plans.

The UAC is comprised of five appointed faculty, the Director of Institutional Research, the Director of the University Core Curriculum, the associate academic vice president, two appointed representatives from the student affairs division, and an undergraduate and a graduate student.  The Director of Planning and Assessment chairs the committee.”

Anyone involved in institutional assessment knows the challenges faced by directors of assessment and members of assessment committees.  Pockets of resistance to assessment, lack of a common assessment vocabulary, and varying levels of knowledge among faculty and staff regarding assessment best practices make the task of cultivating a dedication to assessment an overwhelming task.  Collaboration and a solid conceptual framework to guide the process is a key component in achieving success.  Recently, our UAC moved to create the foundation for a common language of assessment by developing a set of institutional learning outcomes.  This set of outcomes was derived from the full institutional mission statement and is presently in draft form.  These learning outcomes are:
· Students will be grounded in the liberalizing, humanizing arts and sciences;

· Students will develop the intellectual discipline necessary to pursue a subject in depth;

· Students will be proficient in the skills that lead to clear, persuasive expression;

· Students will develop an awareness of the interrelationship of knowledge and the ability to integrate and synthesize knowledge from the intellectual, ethical, social, and spiritual domains;

· Students will become alert to learning as a life-long process and open to change as they mature;

· Students will espouse and enact a set of core values hallmarked by a commitment to social justice, and;

· Students will develop a dedication to human dignity, respect for their own culture and that of others, and an awareness of the interdependence of all humanity.

These learning outcomes serve as the foundation for institutional as well as departmental assessment programs.  The mechanics of the implementation of institutional assessment at JCU is similar to the process in place at other institutions.  Assessment plans include the departmental mission statement, student-learning outcomes, a description of the academic program including the department’s contribution to the core curriculum, the conceptual framework and assessment methods used to show evidence of student learning, planned changes to program based on assessment data, and potential limitations to the assessment process.  Department chairs and program directors submit reports describing implementation of assessment programs including revisions to departmental academic and co-curricular programs informed by assessment.  In addition, assessment results are used for strategic planning efforts, hiring requests, and budgeting.  It is not appropriate at this point to review the minutia of our process other than to say our assessment program is an organic work in progress; with a history of successes as well as problems in creating the ‘culture of assessment’ required by regional accrediting bodies. 

The Student Affairs Perspective
Assessment in student affairs yields information about the quality and utility of programs and services; enhances holistic student learning and development; informs practice and contributes to more intentional co-curricular learning opportunities for students; and, encourages collaboration focused on student learning. The Division of Student Affairs at John Carroll University employs a multifaceted assessment program that integrates the University mission, divisional strategic plan, divisional learning outcomes, departmental assessment plans, national and local surveys, the University Assessment Committee, the Student Affairs Assessment Team, and other assessment resources and tools.  This versatile approach contributes to a comprehensive body of knowledge that informs planning and programming.  The Division of Student Affairs views outcomes assessment as one piece of a larger assessment program that combines both student and academic affairs assessment to yield overall University outcomes.  This is illustrated in Figure 1 below:
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Figure 1:  Seamless Learning Outcomes
Student Affairs Assessment Cycle.  The Division of Student Affairs utilizes a cyclical assessment process (Figure 2) that reviews programmatic, service, and student learning outcomes.  It is informed by the mission, goals, and Jesuit, Catholic identity of the institution.
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Figure 2:  Student Affairs Assessment Cycle
The cycle takes a full year to complete beginning July 1st and ending June 30th of the following year.  This cycle is in the first year of use and is hallmarked by the following dates and assessment plan requirements:
· July 1, 2004:  2004-05 departmental assessment plans completed;
January 21, 2005:  Progress reports that describe the components of the plan undertaken to that point completed;
· July 1, 2005:  Assessment planning reports that outline plan, describe results, indicate how results will be used to enhance programs and services, and changes to assessment plan for 2005-06 academic year completed;
· Cycle starts over.
Components of the Plans.  The departmental plans include the departmental mission statement, departmental goals, a description of the program, program goals, service, and learning outcomes, the methods with which each type of outcome will be assessed, and potential limitations to the assessment process.  Program outcomes focus on a particular program such as Homecoming or Fall Orientation.  Service outcomes focus on the approach taken to work and include, but are not limited to, customer service, technological ability, and professional development opportunities.  Program and service outcomes are assessed by all departments through satisfaction and service evaluations.  
Student learning outcomes are a primary focus of the Division of Student Affairs. In an effort to ensure that all departments within the Division of Student Affairs are committed to the development of student learning outcomes that parallel the mission of the institution, the Jesuit and Catholic ideologies, and the Divisional strategic plan, a set of Divisional student learning outcomes were developed.  As part of this process, the outcomes were reviewed by the Student Affairs Assessment Team, divisional directors, the Director of University Assessment and Planning, the Assistant to the President for Institutional Mission, the Vice President for Student Affairs, and faculty members; and, will be used as central learning outcomes that guide our work.  It was important to have all parties provide their insights regarding the outcomes as they are integral members of the University community and all play key roles in student learning and development.  A future step is to obtain student input about the learning outcomes.
A brief synopsis of the five outcomes is listed below. Please note: the following outcomes are in draft form and will be revised and confirmed once the University student learning outcomes are solidified and announced. 
A. Dedication to Human Dignity

Students will develop a dedication to human dignity as defined by the Jesuit, Catholic faith perspective.  
B. Reverence for and an Ongoing Reflection on Human Experience

Presuming the Ignation reverence for all creation, students will develop reverence for all that God has created and engage in ongoing reflection on the human experience.  
C. Engagement in a Community of Dialogue and Service

Students will mutually invest in learning through listening, honest exchange of ideas, and continued development to a new level of understanding and appreciation. 
D. Integration of Spiritual, Psychological, Ethical, and Social Domains

Students will develop the ability to integrate knowledge from the intellectual, ethical, social, and spiritual domains.   
E. Commitment to Justice and Solidarity

The hallmark of Jesuit, Catholic institutions of higher education is the intentional focus on justice and solidarity.  As active participants in the University, learning community students will be committed to changing economic, political, and social structures that perpetuate injustice and disregard human dignity.  
The divisional learning outcomes are reflective of the commitment to educating students in the Jesuit and Catholic tradition.  In addition to demonstrating the Division’s dedication to collaborating with Academic Affairs in the holistic learning process, the outcomes are also realistic and measurable.  The five outcomes are designed to allow departments flexibility to determine how they will create programs and opportunities that promote learning and development.  Because these outcomes may be difficult or cumbersome to assess at first, departments are only required to begin with one and will then add more with each progressive year as understanding of and ability to do assessment increases.
Once the assessment cycle is completed in July, the results of the assessment methods are used to inform planning, budgeting, and programming for the following academic year.  Results are also shared with the campus community and potential external constituents interested in the institutional learning outcomes.  

Additional Assessment Methods.  In addition to the departmental assessment plans, the Division of Student Affairs engages in a myriad of assessment processes that contribute to a comprehensive body of knowledge about the student experience.  The following national survey instruments are used to provide additional information about our students:
· Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Freshmen Survey

· Your First College Year (YFCY) Survey

· College Student Survey (CSS)

· Educational Benchmarking Institute Resident Satisfaction Survey (RSS)

· Educational Benchmarking Institute Resident Assistant Satisfaction Survey (RASS)
· National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)
· Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE)
Information garnered from these instruments is used to improve programs and services as well as to enhance the overall student learning process.  For example, information from the CSS provided information regarding student perceptions about the limited sense of community on campus.  Funding was reallocated to augment student programming and student governance resources in order to enhance student life on campus.  College Student Survey results in subsequent years reflected an increase in satisfaction with student life and a sense of community on campus.  

National survey results are shared with the campus community twice a semester via a publication produced by the Vice President for Student Affairs Office entitled “What We Know About Our Students”. A second publication entitled “FOCUS” is distributed to the campus community once a semester and provides information about a specific topic or current issue in higher education such as minority student retention, student use of technology, or drug and alcohol issues.  Information in this publication is gathered from numerous sources including departmental assessment results, national surveys, local surveys, higher education literature, focus groups, and interviews.  Both publications provide outlets for sharing important information with the campus community that may enhance or inform programming, services, and student learning and development opportunities.  

In addition to sharing the findings of assessment with the campus community, the Office of the Vice President for Student Affairs strives to improve overall understanding of assessment by providing workshops and one-on-one training to directors and other members of the Division.  National experts share their knowledge of assessment with members of the Division of Student Affairs through half and full-day workshops and the Assistant to the Vice President for Student Affairs and member of the Student Affairs Assessment Team work with each director to improve department assessment plans and methods.  Resources about assessment, which include literature specific to individual departments to actual assessment tools, are shared frequently by the Office of the Assistant to the Vice President for Student Affairs.  Staff development regarding assessment is on going and resulted in improved assessment efforts in the Division of Student Affairs.
Conclusion

The Divisions of Academic Affairs and Student Affairs are equally immersed in assessment of programming, service, and student learning outcomes.  Results of such efforts are used to improve programs and services and to enhance the overall student experience.  The multifaceted approach results in a comprehensive body of knowledge about student learning, program quality, and services.  Collaboration among student and academic affairs professionals contributes to overall institutional change and quality improvement.  Until recently, academic and student affairs assessment programs functioned as parallel rather than integrated processes.  One of the challenges we now face as an institution is to move toward an institutional assessment program more closely resembling the framework described in Figure 1.  This model allows each division to engage in division-specific assessment programs but also provides a framework for collaboration on joint assessment projects leading to more efficient and effective institutional functioning.

It is the point of intersection that is most critical in assessing institutional justice initiatives.  Education for civic engagement and social justice is at the heart of the Jesuit mission.  Academic and student affairs divisions must find ways to collaborate and combine resources to address assessment for social justice outcomes.  In our case, finding ways to leverage national survey data like NSSE or CIRP may begin to bring us closer to understanding our institutional commitment to educating for justice.  In addition, faculty and staff development focused on creating a shared language for assessment emphasizing the central role of institutional learning outcomes in focusing our attention on the core values of the institution will facilitate collaboration in meeting the global educational mission of our institution.  Moreover, collaboration between Jesuit institutions on assessment of justice outcomes may open doors between our institutions to focus on our shared commitment to educating for the faith that does justice.  Finally, we must remember that our students leave us as works in progress.  We must be patient and understand that the impact of a Jesuit education may not be realized until well after graduation.  Following the lives of alums of the institution is critical in determining the long-term impact of a Jesuit education.  The need to follow the accomplishments of our alums is reflected in the thoughts of Rev. Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, SJ, in his address “The Service of Faith and the Promotion of Justice in American Jesuit Higher Education:”

“But the measure of Jesuit universities is not what our students do but who they become and adult Christian responsibility they will exercise in the future towards their neighbor and their world.  For now, the activities they engage in, even with much good effect, are for their formation.  This does not make a university a training camp for social activists.  Rather students need close involvement with the poor and the marginal now, in order to learn about reality and become adults of solidarity in the future.”
While assessment of student learning, and in our case how students gain the tools to create a more just society, must remain in perspective.  Assessment must be in service of our educational mission not the ends toward which we work.  
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