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ment Academy

A TOOL FOR CREATING CONTINUAL IMPROVEMENT IN COCURRICULAR AREAS

SSESSMENT OF STUDENT LEARNING IS NOT A NEW CONCEPT IN HIGHER EDUCA-
TION, but there appears to be an ever-increasing focus on student learning and student success by accreditation bodies
in terms of both significance and scope within their evaluation processes. A prime example is the new Open Pathway

model of the Higher Learning Commission (HLC} of the Norch Central Association of Colleges and Schools. The Open

Pathway model is focused on improvement and assurance.

The aim of the QOpen Pachway model is to sustain and even
enhance the rigor of accreditation evaluations, to maintain the
focus on both quality assurance and quality improvement, and
to make accreditation more meaningful and Jess burdensome
to institutions. In part, the model achieves this aim by repo-
sitioning the craditional self-study process and accompanying
reporc from a focus on data-gachering to a focus on analysis,
evaluation, and improvement based on evidence. In current
accreditation models, the selfstudy typically involves extensive
resources devoted to documenting past accomplishments of
an institution. Open Pathway is one of two new accreditation
processes that wilt replace HLC's Program to Evaluate and
Advance Quality (PEAQ) over a three-year period, beginning
in September 2012. To be eligible for participation in the
Open Pathway process, an institution must be relatively mature
and stable and must be accredited for a minimum of 10 years
with no recent major institurional changes or commission
sancrions. The Open Pathway model follows a 10-year cycle of
accrediration, with action to reaffirm accreditation occurring in
the last year of the cycle. The Open Pathway process con-
sists of both an assurance component, termed the Assurance
Argument, and an improvement component, termed the
Quality Iniciative. The assurance and improvement compo-
nents have been deliberately separated to allow institutions to
take greater risks through their quality initiacives.

The Quality Initiative component is a major, mulri-year
undertaking to further an identified aspect of institutional

mission. An institution may choose to participate in an HLC-
facilitated program as its quality initiative, design its own
quality initiative, or select from a menu of topics provided
by HLC. The institution submits a quality improvement
proposal between year five and seven, with the expectation
that this endeavor will last approximately two years and will
be followed by a quality initiative report berween years seven
and nine of the accredirtation cycle. The assurance component
is achieved through a highly strucrured and focused narrative
of 25,000 1o 35,000 words known as an Assurance Argument,
which addresses how the institution meets the accrediration
criteria. The Assurance Argument is presented in electronic
formar, including evidence to support the narrative. The
Assurance Argument can be updated on an ongoing basis,
but there is a formal electronic assurance review conducted by
HILC peer reviewers in years four and ten, accompanied by a
site visit in year ten.

Planning and assessment are central to these processes.
in addition to the HLC, accreditation bodies have broadened
their definition of assessment to include student fearning
beyond traditional academic learning in the classroom,
particularly in cocurricular areas, such as interaction with
student supporr services. At many institutions, assessment is
an integral part of daily operations in cocurricular areas, but
the focus is often on mracking services provided—measur-
ing the number of students served rather than actual student
learning ourcomes.
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HLC ACADEMY FOR ASSESSMENT OF

STUDENT LEARNING

To improve assessment efforts at Pirtsburg Seate University

in Kansas, senior administrators sought external assistance.

In 2009, che insticution joined the HLC Academy for
Assessmenc of Student Learning, a four-year structured experi-
ence intended to develop institutional culture and increase
institutional commitment to assessing and improving student
learning. The core of the academy experience involves cohorts
of insticutional teams partdicipating initially in an on-site
roundtable ro develop an assessment plan to meet identified
goals, with follow-up participation through an electronic
network accompanied by engoing mentor support.

Pittsburg State was one of several institutions invited by the
HLC ro participate in @ Demonstration Project to assist in
the design and testing of the new Open Pachway model.

To avoid competing institurional priorities and to maximize
use of resources, Pitrsburg State chose o use participation

in the Academy for Assessment of Student Learning as the
vehicle to fulfill the quality initiative component of its accredi-
tation. The university's experience was excremely positive as
the structure and external resources offered by the academy
were invaluable.

Pitesburg State had two goals for the HLC Academy for
Assessment of Student Learning: Assess the core of its general
education curriculum, and begin assessment of studenc learn-
ing in cocurricular areas.

To address che general educaton curriculum core, 2 task
force was formed for each area (writing, math, and oral com-
munication). These task forces were deliberately implemented
on a staggeted basis to maximize che use of resources and
streamline management. The task force model proved highly
effective in engaging the campus to define whar the institu-
tion wants students to know and accomplish in core areas
and in developing an ongoing assessment plan. In contrast, a
number of offices representing cocurricular areas were selecred
each year to work with the university’s assessment coordinator
to develop and implement assessment plans. During the first
year, three cocurricular offices with well-eseablished records of
success patticipated in the assessment process.

After year one, the task force model was working well in
addressing the selected academic areas. However, the univer-
sity lacked the infrastructure to support assessment of student
learning in the cocurricular arena. Of the three initial units,
only two were successful in creating effective assessment
plans, and the experience was unnecessarily stressful with
few internal or external resoutces to guide assessment in the
respective areas. For Piusburg State, assessment of cocurricu-
lar areas needed to involve a paradigm shift from a cuscomer

sarisfaction model to a model for improving student learn-
ing. Cocurricular units needed
formal structure and support to
develop the skills necessary w
assess student learning. Based
on components of the HLC
Academy for Assessment of
Student Learning, the university
developed an internal assess-
ment academy.

PITTSBURG STATE'S INTERNAL ASSESSMENT ACADEMY

The internal assessment academy is a cohort-based, two-year
series of workshops to guide participating cocurricular unirs
through the development of assessment plans focused on stu-
dent learning, Each participating unit sends a team comprised
of the unit head and two or three key staff members. [n the
first year of the two-year commitment, monthly workshops
focus on creating an assessment plan. In the second year,
workshops focus on executing the assessment plan and on
using results to improve student learning,

Drawing from problem-based learning, workshops are as
hands-on as possible: 15-minute mini-lectures are followed
by 30 to 40 minuses of guided ream activiies. Each ream
works closely with a mentor in these sessions and in separace
meetings. Mentors, recruited from the cocurricular units, are
individuals who have successfully completed the academy.

INTERNAL ACADEMY CURRICULUM
A deliberate process is followed to develop an assessment plan
for cocurricular units. During the first year, the cohort devel-
ops its plans. The ongoing process of data collection begins
the second year followed by dara analysis, evaluation, and
program adjustments.
Workshop One is an extended meeting that includes
introductions and an academy overview. The workshop
focuses on beginning to answer the critical question: What
do your students learn? Teams must explicitly align programs
with the universicy mission, then clearly identify the student
populations they serve. They must begin o develop goals
and objectives for student learning and to consider: What may
preveat them from reaching their goals? Ac the end of this
session, each group presents one goal and one objective and
receives feedback from other groups in the cohort. Menrors
encourage groups to facus on current student populations
and programs. For example, the Ofhce of Admission at
Pictsburg State serves numerous student populations, includ-
ing high school senijors, veterans, non-traditional students,
and cransfer students. Rather than focusing efforts on develop-
ing new goals and programs for a relatively smaller population,
the Office of Admission first focused on programs related to
high school seniors, pardculardy senior visit days and incoming
freshman enrollment.
Workshop Two concentrates o Mmeasurement, which often
requires an adjustment in. thinking for participants, who fre-
quently measure results qualiratively racher than quantitaively. ;l
Participants often feel they need to develop a survey for every q
goal and every objective, and they must assess every goal and ki
objective at one time. During the session, participants apply
direct and indirect measurement techaiques, explore sources ‘
of tefevant data, and learn to stagger assessment of goals and
objectives to best manage the process. In addition, they work
with mentors to develop a timeline for data collection and to
identify existing dara, whether it is collected by the unir or by
another area. For example, Career Services already provides
written feedback to individual students on résumé writing and
interviewing skills after they participate in relevant programs.
This feedback could easily be caprured in aggregate form to
address student learning outcomes related to thase areas.



Workshop Three offers more informarion on measure-
ment, particularly the development of rubsics, which can help
quantify what has been measured qualicatively. Units begin o
consider what students learn from paiticipation in a particular
program and begin discussions about what constitures the
various levels of student success.

Workstiop Four, which falls at the end of spring semester,
fearures presentarions on progress to date from participating
teams, and team members respond to questions from their
peers. This exchange promotes useful discussions leading ro
the improvement of assessment plans.

During the second semester of participation, teams begin
preparing for data collection, a recent modification thar
will be implemenzed with the university’s second cohort of
participants, based on feedback from the first group of teams.
Workshops Five and Six concentrate on helping participating
teams learn to actually gather, manage, and use data. The cur-
rent cohort will engage in a pilot data collection exercise for a
selecred objective.

In che fast two sessions, participants focus on improving
and finalizing the assessment plan—aware that each plan is
a living document and wilt be refined in response to learn-
ing experiences during implementation. During Workshop
Seven, cohorts share drafts of the assessment plan with peers
and receive feedback. Units gain insight into how plans might
be improved. During Workshop Eight, participants present
completed assessment plans to the cohort and receive a certifi-
cate of completion. The presentations highlight the significant
progress that teams have made in building a knowledge of stu-
dent learning assessment and developing confidence in their
ability to execute an assessment. The university provost and
incoming cohort will be invited to view future final presenta-
tions ro broaden their understanding of the end producr.

Although mentors are available to teams beyond the first year
of participation in the internal academy, this resource has not
been well utilized, and more formal follow-up is required. In the
future, two addirional sessions are planned for year two: one
will focus on data analysis and the other will focus on identify-
ing and communicating results to appropriate consrituencies.

KEY SUCCESS FACTORS

Sustainability

Sustainabilicy—the ability to mainrain the program—was a
key consideration in its design. For coordinators to manage the
process, the number of units in any cohort was limited to five
to seven areas, and previous participants served as mentors and
session presenters. Initially, mentors were primarily members
of the HLC Academy for Assessment of Student Learning, but
are now drawn from previous cohorts of participants who have
successfully created cheir own assessment plans. Emphasis is
placed on keeping assessment plans manageable. Participating
units are encouraged to use avaitable information or dara.

Cherry-picking

To implement the internal assessment academy model,
cocurricular units that had already collected data and/or had
expressed an appreciation for connecrions to studenc learning
were selected. A key challenge was shifting participants from a

comprehensive focus on student support to a direcred focus on
studert fearning. By choosing inital participants whose work
explicitly involved student learning, the university could develap
expertise in an already-effective core group of individuals, who
subsequently could act as mentors and workshop facilitators for
other units. The participation of highiy driven staff members
could help maximize che likelihood of the internal academy
succeeding as a viable, ongoing resource for the instirution.

Applied Workshops

The use of hands-on workshops allowed participants to

work more efficiently, learn from each other’s experiences,
and collaborate among different areas. For example, the
First-Year Programs area and the library share learning goals
associared with library basics for freshmen and use the same
measurement tool. A shared tool is more efficient and avoids
assessment fatigue among students, especially freshmen. It
also allows data to be aggregated across cocurricular areas. In
selecting cocurricular units for a cohort, consideration is given
to units that naturally work rogether. Some cocurricufar units
have chesen to create cross-disciplinary teams, which have
been highly effective in promoting callaboration across units.

Mentors

Individuals who have successfully completed the internal
academy frequently serve as mentors and valuable role models
for incoming cohorts—an efficient use of current resources
that aflows mentors to continue to develop their knowledge
and skills. In addition to providing strong evidence that the
academy can help units achieve straregic goals, mentors can
refocus teams to create measurable student learning-focused
goals and objectives and provide support and reassurance to
overcome roadblocks and setbacks.

Future Directions

The internal academy is an ever-evolving platform to improve
student learning in cocurricular areas. A formal evaluadon

is conducted and informal feedback is solicited from all mentors
and participants. At the end of the first cohorr, all surveyed
participants rated the academy experience as beneficial, but
informal and formal feedback identified improvement aress. For
example, the schedule of sessions was faster than participancs
found useful, and a second year will be added to the internal
academy to focus on using data to improve programs and pro-
viding guidance through the complete cycle of assessment.

At the end of the inaugural year, Pitsburg Srate learned:
tracking must be improved to chart the progress of unit assess-
menc plan development; challenges faced by individual units
must be identified early to provide berter mentor instruction or
resources during monchly group meetings; and mentoss must
be held more accouncable. Prior to the second cohore, menrtors
completed basic training that clearly outlined expectations, and
a simple form was introduced for mentors to complete and
submir electronically ra the assessment direceor after each non-
workshop meeting with mentees. The informartion collected '
on the form provides valuable insight into the learning taking
place among academy parcicipants and ensures effective men-
tor participation both with the unir and the academy: In addi-
tion, the assessment coardinaror is able to intervene eatly to
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sity expands the internal academy, involving other cocurricular 7
areas as well as tradidonal academic units, these activides will ;
strengrhen its ability to maineain accredirarion. However, the ;
value of these assessment activities extends far beyond the role
they play in accredizarion. Cocurricular units ace using daca
not only to justify continued existence of programs buc, more
importancly, to improve the learning experience of studenes.
Maintaining accreditation is an essential element of doing

A HIGHLY SUCCESSFUL APPROACH business, but improvement of student fearning is at the heart
Pictsburg Seate has found the HLC Academy for Assessment of  of Piresburg Srate’s mission.
Student Learning ro be an invaluable resource for improving and
expanding its assessment efforcs. The internal assessment acad-
emy loosely modeled on experiences with the HLC Academy has
been highly successful. Most participants complete the internal
academy with workable assessment plans in place. Further,
they find che process gives them opportunities ro discuss the
purpose of the unit and its role within the division and the
university. The academy allows team members to prioritize and
facus on key goals, examine intent behind internal procedures,
and refine processes ro berter meet unit and student needs.
The Pittsburg State experience underscores che need for
FOR MORE INFORMATION on the internal academy initiative,

effective infrastrucrure to support assessment. The adopted
contact Janet Smith at jsmith@pitistate.edu. For more information

model EDEages 2 stgnlﬁcant number of individuals across on the Higher Learning Cormmission’s Academy for Assessment of

Student Learning, contact Manuei Gomez, director of education and

of resources beyond initial participa[ion in the formal HLC training for the Academy for Assessment of Student Learning, at
mngomez@hlcommission. org.

Academy for Assessment of Student Learning. As the univer-
Is your AICOhOI

" Prevention Strate'
having an IMPACT:,

Core Institute’s wide variety of low cost products & services can
help you to easily and clearly answer this question, which will
allow you to readily diagnose areas that need improvement.

provide addicional support and/or resources to a mentor. The
mentorship program will be refined with more explicir training
and opportunities for mentors to learn from each other.

The university is also exploring the possibility of creating a
parallel academy for academic units since academic areas pres-
ent different challenges and opportuniries to address.

Lynete Qlson is the provost and vice president of academic affairs ar
Pitrsburg State Universizy.

Janet Smith is a professor in psychology and counseling ar Pintsburg

State University and curvently sevves as the special assistant 1o the provest
for HLC Acereditaion.

Lynn Murray is an assoeiate professor in the Department of Management
and Marketing at Pistsburg State Universisy.

Heather Echstein is the director of First-Year Programs at Pittsburg

Stare University.
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