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This guide is a companion piece to Regional

Accreditation and Student Learning: Principles for Good

Practices, adopted by the Council of Regional

Accrediting Commissions.  Its purpose is to provide a

framework within which institutions, regardless of

regional affiliation, might follow through on a shared

commitment to the Principles, and thus to give a central

focus to student learning as a demonstration of

institutional quality.  As with the Principles, this guide is

intended to complement, not supplant, the materials and

guidelines prepared by regional commissions for their

institutional members.  Nor should any inference be

drawn that following the suggestions made in this guide

will provide sufficient grounds for accreditation,

irrespective of the standards of a particular region.  

Excellent advice is available currently in the form of

resource materials prepared by regional accreditation staff

as well as by other experts in institutional and student

assessment.  These are noted in the form of an indexed

bibliography appended to this guide. 

PREFACE
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“Educational quality” refers to the quality of student learning itself, both the extent
to which the institution provides an environment conducive to student learning,
and the extent to which this environment leads to the development of knowledge,
skills, behaviors, and predispositions of value to students and the society they are
preparing to serve.  Educational quality is measured primarily by evidence of
impact on students, while other indicators, such as retention rates, graduation rates,
or graduates’ GRE scores, play secondary roles.  An institution’s “learning mis-
sion” reflects its aspirations for students, and is stated in terms of how students are
expected to benefit from its course of study.

The literature on collegiate student learning is remarkably clear on what it takes to
produce quality learning.  An institution that takes its learning mission seriously
and that views the quality of student learning as one of its core purposes: 

n is clear and public about the learning outcomes to which it aspires
for its students;

n uses these learning goals as well as knowledge about learning as 
drivers for organizing instruction; 

n provides an environment which signals support for student 
learning at all levels; and

n promotes an atmosphere of critical reflection about teaching 
and learning.

The most important function of regional accreditation is to assist member institu-
tions in establishing the integrity of the degrees they offer, as indicated by the qual-
ities enumerated above.  

Integrity is also reflected by the degree to which an institution aligns its work to
accomplish its learning goals.  It is neither possible nor desirable in most institu-
tions to organize instructional processes so that all students have equivalent learn-
ing obtained in equivalent ways.  “Alignment” requires, not learning equivalence,
but that an institution’s teaching and learning processes cohere in ways that are
meaningful and useful for students. 

Student Learning Principles
Principle 1: The role of student learning in
accreditation.
The institution defines educational quality—one of its
core purposes—by how well it fulfills its declared
mission on student learning.
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The institution accomplishes this by: 

n setting clear learning goals, which speak to both content and 
level of attainment; 

n collecting evidence of goal attainment using appropriate
assessment tools;

n applying collective judgment as to the meaning and utility 
of the evidence; and

n using this evidence to effect improvements in its programs.  

Simply stated, institutions should be able to specify what students should learn and
should be able to do.  Note that the principle does not state that a single set of learn-
ing goals must apply to all students, but rather that these goals should be “appro-
priate for the certificate or degree awarded.”  Once these goals have been set, the
institution should identify potential sources of evidence to help determine the
extent to which students are learning in ways consistent with these goals.
“Evidence” is information that has been deliberately organized to support a claim
or to help reconcile competing claims.  Contrary to popular belief, a wide variety
of data are available as evidence for demonstrating the quality of student learning.
A table of potential evidence is given in the Appendix to this guide.  

But even the “best” evidence of student learning will not automatically lead to
shared value judgments about the adequacy of that learning—and accreditation
requires that these judgments be made.  Such questions as, “What constitutes learn-
ing that is ‘good enough’?  Are the standards adequately met?” cannot be avoided.
A “standard” is a level of performance against which evidence is compared and
judgments about value drawn.  Each regional commission has promulgated stan-
dards for student learning in a manner that respects diverse learning missions, and
so have not forced member institutions to adopt standardized learning goals.
Judgments about what constitutes student learning that is “good enough” must
therefore depend on how key stakeholders make meaning of the learning evidence
presented within a particular institutional context.  (See the text accompanying
Principle 4 for an elaboration of this point.)

Important as it is for the institution to define learning outcomes and to collect evi-
dence that these outcomes have been achieved, doing so without then taking action
to improve the quality of teaching and learning is simply insufficient. 

Principle 2: Documentation of student learning.
The institution demonstrates that student learning is appropriate
for the certificate or degree awarded and is consistent with the
institution’s own standards of academic performance.
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Principle 3: Compilation of evidence.
The institution derives evidence of student learning from multiple
sources, such as courses, curricula, and co-curricular
programming, and includes effects of both intentional and
unintentional learning experiences.  Evidence collected from these
sources is complementary and demonstrates the impact of the
institution as a whole on the student.

Human learning is extraordinarily complex, and even in colleges with clear learn-
ing missions and core learning requirements, their impact on each student’s knowl-
edge, skills, and habits of mind will vary.  An institution should not only expect
multiple learning outcomes, even within the major, but should also expect that its
various constituencies will assign different priorities to these outcomes.  Therefore,
rather than searching for one or even a handful of measures that will accurately
demonstrate its educational effectiveness, the better strategy for an institution is to
begin with core learning goals, then identify potential sources of evidence that may
be used to help determine how well students are learning in ways consistent with
these goals.  Using multiple methods from multiple sources is much more likely to
result in an accurate portrayal.

Assessing the institution’s impact on student learning requires more than looking
at the sum total of course-related assessments; the assessment also should include
a focus on the interaction of students’ curricular and co-curricular experiences.
While a learning outcome refers to student performance at the end of an educa-
tional program, “impact of the institution” implies that the institution has caused a
change in students.  Because student performance is substantially affected by char-
acteristics at entry, outcomes do not necessarily reflect how the institution has
affected them.  The most effective measures of institutional impact, therefore, are
both periodic and longitudinal, taken at various points throughout the curriculum,
at exit or graduation, and post-graduation. 

Just as evidence of student learning can take many forms, it can also be obtained
from many different sources: institutional databases and archival data; documents
(policies, strategic plans, fact books, and so forth); surveys and focus groups;
results of institutional assessment; sample learning products; licensing and creden-
tialing exams; and student, course, and institutional  portfolios.   Multiple sources
of evidence are best; reliance should not be placed on a single metric.
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Principle 4: Stakeholder involvement.
The collection, interpretation, and use of student learning evidence
is a collective endeavor, and is not viewed as the sole responsibility
of a single office or position.  Those in the institution with a stake
in decisions of educational quality participate in the process. 

A “stakeholder” is anyone with an interest in the institution—that is, anyone who
stands to gain or lose by what the institution does.  The case presented for accred-
itation should reflect not only the presumed interests of the regional commission
but also those held internally by faculty, staff, and students, and externally by par-
ents and board members. 

Identifying interests can be done in several different ways.  One approach is to have
focused conversations with interest groups on chronic issues and concerns about
student learning; another is using the results of an institution-wide survey, such as
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), as a tool for provoking cam-
pus discussion about the effectiveness with which the institution is fulfilling its
learning mission.  Regardless of the strategy chosen, the institution should show
evidence of authentic engagement of stakeholders, so that the questions addressed
are not limited to those posed by the regional accrediting commission.

Authentic engagement also requires that key stakeholders participate in the inter-
pretation and use of student learning evidence.  Questions such as, “What do you
make of these data?  What is suggested here about how we’re doing as an institu-
tion?” encourage reflective thinking before positions become solidified, and pro-
mote a richer conversation about important issues.  Just as the collection and use
of student learning evidence should not be limited to questions posed by accredit-
ing commissions or other external constituencies, neither should the interpretation
of student learning data be delegated to those in academic administration or insti-
tutional research.  Different stakeholders and stakeholder groups will have differ-
ent value sets; thus, they will arrive at independent, and sometimes contrary, judg-
ments when presented with exactly the same data.  The primary purpose of col-
lecting the kind of evidence described in Principle 2, therefore, is to engage the
institution and regional commissions in a useful, more informed dialogue about
what and how students are learning. 

Involving stakeholders in the use of evidence to make changes also maintains their
investment in improvement.
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Principle 5: Capacity building.
The institution uses broad participation in reflecting about
student learning outcomes as a means of building a commitment
to educational improvement.

The most significant barrier to the usefulness of accreditation for the institution has
been the natural impulse to treat accreditation as a task to undertake as quickly and
efficiently as possible, without thinking too much about its long-term potential.
This occurs despite the fact that what accreditation agencies really want is evidence
that the institution has internalized assessment of student learning, that it collects
and uses student learning data as a way to monitor its own quality, and that it does
so in a manner befitting its mission and purposes.  Institutional qualities most like-
ly to lead to educational improvement include the following:

n A leadership of engagement.  Leaders frame issues clearly, put clear choic-
es before the faculty and other stakeholder groups, and are open to nego-
tiation about what will inform these decisions.  Leaders also provide
incentives for reasonable risk-taking by academic programs.

n A culture of peer collaboration and peer review. Criteria and standards for
evaluation—of both faculty and programs—are based on a shared under-
standing of faculty work.

n Flexible and decentralized evaluation policies.  Units and programs are
invited to define for themselves the critical evaluation questions, the key
stakeholders and sources of evidence, and the most appropriate analysis
and interpretation procedures.

n A willingness to make assumptions explicit and to question them. The
institution recognizes that asking questions that challenge existing per-
spectives is central to institutional vitality.

n A recognition that most of the information required to make informed
judgments is already available, and that expert knowledge lies mostly
inside the institution.  A widespread myth exists in colleges and universi-
ties that assessment and interpretation of student learning outcomes
require comprehensive and standardized assessment instruments, and
external consultants to implement them.

n Significant opportunities for critical reflection on student learning data.
Faculty members and academic staff are given the time and resources to
make meaning of student learning evidence, including opportunities for
discourse and an invitation to adopt new and different perspectives on
what the data suggest.

n An acceptance of the need for evidence as a tool for decision-making.  The
institution demonstrates a spirit of reflection and continuous improvement
based on data.
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n Comprehensive resources on student learning 
and its assessment:

Astin, A. (1993).  Assessment for excellence: The philosophy and practice of
assessment and evaluation in higher education. Westport, CT: Oryx.

Doherty, A., Riordan, T., & Roth, J. (2002) Student learning: A central focus
for institutions of higher education.  Milwaukee: Alverno College Institute.

Erwin, T. D. (1991).  Assessing student learning and development: A guide to
the principles, goals, and methods of determining college outcomes. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Mentkowski, M., & Associates (2000).  Learning that lasts: Integrating
learning, development, and p erformance in college and beyond.  San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2003).  Student learning
assessment: Options and resources.  Philadelphia, PA: Author.  [Note: This is
an exceptionally comprehensive guide relating assessment to institutional
accreditation; it includes chapters on motivating and involving campus
communities, setting learning goals, evaluating student learning, using
assessment in the context of institutional planning, and using results to improve
teaching and learning.]

Palomba, C.A., & Banta, T.W. (1999).  Assessment essentials: Planning,
implementing, and improving assessment in higher education.  San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

n Social contexts of collegiate learning:
Bellah, R., Madsen, R., Sullivan, W., Swidler, A., & Tipton, S. (1991).
The Good Society. New York: Knopf.

Daloz, L., Keen, C., Keen, J., & Parks, S. (1996).  Common fire: Lives of
commitment in a complex world. Boston: Beacon Press.

Curry, L., Wergin, J., & Associates (1993).  Educating professionals:
Responding to new expectations for competence and accountability.  San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
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Evers, F., Rush, J., & Berdrow, I. (1998).  The bases of competence: Skills for
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Sternberg, R., & Wagner, R. (Eds.)(1986). Practical intelligence: Nature and
origins of competence in the everyday world.  New York: Cambridge
University Press. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 12



13

Vaill, P. (1996). Learning as a way of being: Strategies for survival in a world
of permanent white water.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Wingspread Group on Higher Education (1993).  An American imperative:
Higher expectations for higher education. Racine, WI: The Johnson
Foundation.

n Research on human learning:
Baxter Magolda, M. (1999).  Creating contexts for learning and self-
authorship: Constructive-developmental pedagogy. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt
University Press. 

Bandura, A. (1996).  Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York:
Freeman.

Belenky, M., Clinchy, B., Goldberger, N., & Tarule, J. (1986).  Women’s ways
of knowing: The development of self, voice, and mind. New York: Basic Books.

Jarvis, P. (1992).  Paradoxes of learning: On becoming an individual in
society. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Kegan, R.  (1994).  In over our heads: The mental demands of modern life.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Kohlberg, L. (1981).  The meaning and measurement of moral development.
Worcester, MA: Clark University Press.  

Kolb, D. (1984).  Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning
and development.  Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Menges, R. & Weimer, M. (1996). Teaching on solid ground: Using
scholarship to improve practice.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Mezirow, J. (1991).  Transformative dimensions of adult learning. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

National Research Council (1999).  How people learn: Brain, mind,
experience, and school.  Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press.  

Perry, W. (1998).  Forms of intellectual and ethical development in the college
years: A scheme. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Shulman, L. (2002).  Making differences: A table of learning. Change,
November/December, 37-44.

Sternberg, R.J. (1986).  Beyond IQ: A triarchic theory of human intelligence.
New York: Cambridge University Press.  

n Issues of student learning in accreditation
Benjamin, E. (1994). From accreditation to regulation: The decline of
academic autonomy in higher education. Academe, 80 (4), 34-36.

Cole, J., Nettles, M., & Sharp, S.  (1997).   Assessment of teaching and
learning for improvement and accountability: State governing, coordinating

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 13



14

board and regional accreditation association policies and practices.  Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan, National Center for Postsecondary
Improvement.

Council for Higher Education Accreditation (2001).  Statement on good
practices and shared responsibility in the conduct of specialized and
professional accreditation review.  Washington, D.C.: Author.

Council for Higher Education Accreditation (2002).  Accreditation and
assuring quality in distance learning.  Washington, D.C.: Author.

Council for Higher Education Accreditation (2002).  Fundamentals of
accreditation: What do you need to know? Washington, D.C.: Author.

Dill, D., Massy, W., Williams, P., & Cook, C. (1996).  Accreditation and
academic quality assurance: Can we get there from here?  Change, 28 (5), 17-24.

Ewell, P. (1994).  A matter of integrity: Accountability and the future of self-
regulation.  Change, 26 (6), 24-29.

Ewell, P. (2001).  Accreditation and student learning outcomes: A proposed
point of departure.  Washington, D.C.: Council for Higher Education
Accreditation.  

Graham, P.A., Lyman, R.W., & Trow, M. (1995). Accountability of colleges
and universities. New York: The Trustees of Columbia University.

Independence, accreditation, and the public interest (1994).  Washington, D.C.:
National Policy Board on Higher Education Institutional Accreditation.  

Lopez, C. (1996).  Opportunities for improvement: Advice from consultant-
evaluators on programs to assess student learning. North Central
Accreditation Commission on Institutions of Higher Education.

Morey, A. (2002).  Improving teaching quality and student learning at
California public colleges and universities.  Supplemental report prepared for
the California Joint Legislative Committee to Develop a Master Plan for
Education.  

Peterson, M., Dill, D., Mets, L., & Associates (1997).  Planning and
management for a changing environment: A handbook on redesigning
postsecondary institutions. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Thompson, H. L. (1993). Recharting the future of accreditation. Educational
Record, 74 (4), 39-42.

Tobin, R. W. (1994). The age of accreditation: A regional perspective.
Academe, 80 (4), 26-33.

Western Association of Schools and Colleges (1998).  Eight perspectives on
how to focus the accreditation process on educational effectiveness.  Alameda,
CA: WASC.

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 14



15

n Research on the impact of college on student learning:
Astin, A. (1993).  What matters in college?  Four critical years revisited. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Chickering, A., & Gamson, Z. (1987).  Seven principles for good practice in
undergraduate education.  AAHE Bulletin, 40 (3), 3-7.

Gardiner, J. (2002).  Research on learning and student development and its
implications.  In R. Diamond (Ed.), Field guide to academic leadership.  San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Gardner, J., Van der Veer, G., & Associates (1998).   The senior year
experience: Facilitating integration, reflection, closure, and transition. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Kuh, G. (1999).  How are we doing?  Tracking the quality of the
undergraduate experience, 1960s to the present.  The Review of Higher
Education, 22 (2), 99-120.

Light, R. (2001).  Making the most of college: Students speak their minds.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Pascarella, E. & Terenzini, P. (1991).  How college affects students: Findings
and insights from twenty years of research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Pascarella, E. (2001).  Identifying excellence in undergraduate education: Are
we even close?  Change, May/June, 19-23.

n Setting learning goals:
Association of American Colleges and Universities (2002).  Greater
expectations.  Washington, D.C.: AAC&U.

Bloom, B. (Ed.) (1956).  Taxonomy of educational objectives: The
classification of educational goals.  Handbook I: cognitive domain. White
Plains, NY: Longman.  

Diamond, R. (1998).  Designing and assessing courses and curricula: A
practical guide (rev. ed.).  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Gardner, H. (1999).  The disciplined mind: What all students should
understand.  New York: Simon & Schuster.

Jones, E. (Ed.) (1996).  Preparing competent college graduates: Setting new
and higher expectations for student learning. New Directions for Higher
Education, no. 96.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Jones, E., Hoffman, L., Ratdcliff, Tibbets, S., & Click, B. (1994). Essential
skills in writing, speech and listening, and critical thinking for college
graduates: Perspectives of faculty, employers, and policymakers.  National
Center for Teaching, Learning, and Assessment Project Summary.  University
Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University.

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 15



16

Loacker, G., and Palola, E.  (1981).  Clarifying learning outcomes in the
liberal arts. New Directions for Experiential Learning, no. 12.  San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass. 

Schön, D. (1987).  Educating the reflective practitioner: Toward a new design
for teaching and learning in the professions.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Smith, B. (2003).  Learning communities and liberal education. Academe, 89
(1), 14-18.

Stark, J., & Lattuca, L. (1997).  Shaping the college curriculum: Academic
plans in action.  Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Tinto, V., Goodsell-Love, A., & Russo, P. (1994).  Building learning
communities for new college students: A summary of research findings of the
Collaborative Learning Project. University Park, PA: National Center on
Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and Assessment.

Trow, K. (1998).  Habits of mind: The experimental college program at
Berkeley. Berkeley, CA: Institute of Governmental Studies Press, University of
California.

n Assessing student learning:
Angelo, T., & Cross, P. (1993).  Classroom assessment techniques: A
handbook for college teachers (2nd ed.).  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Astin, A., Banta, T., Cross, P., El-Khawas, E., Ewell, P., Hutchings, P.,
Marchese, T., McClenney, K., Mentkowski, M., Miller, M., Moran, E., &
Wright, B.  (1992). Principles of good practice for assessing student learning.
AAHE Bulletin, 45, 4.

Banta, T., & Kuh, G. (1998).  A missing link in assessment: Collaboration
between academic and student affairs professionals.  Change, 30 (2), 40-46.

Barker, J., & Folger, J. (1996).  Assessing student achievement in the major:
Assessment for program improvement.  In T. Banta , et al., Assessment in
practice: Putting principles to work on college campuses. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

Cross, K., & Steadman, M. (1996).  Classroom research: Implementing the
scholarship of teaching.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Ferren, A., & Slavings, R. (2000).  Investing in quality: Tools for improving
curricular efficiency.  Washington, D.C.: Association of American Colleges
and Universities.

Hutchings, P. (Ed.)(1998).  The course portfolio.  Washington, D.C.: American
Association for Higher Education.

Johnstone, D. (1993).  Enhancing the productivity of learning.  AAHE
Bulletin, 46 (4), 3-8.

National Survey of Student Engagement (2002). www.indiana.edu/~nsse/  

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 16



17

Theall, M. (2002).  Evaluation and assessment: An institutional context.  In R.
Diamond (Ed.), Field guide to academic leadership.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
(1998).  Definitions and assessment methods for critical thinking, problem
solving, and writing. Prepared by T. Erwin.  Washington, D.C.: Council of the
National Postsecondary Education Cooperative Working Group on Student
Outcomes, Panel on Cognitive Outcomes. 

Upcraft, M., & Schuh, J. (1996).  Assessment in student affairs: A guide for
practitioners. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Wergin, J. (2002).  Academic program review.  In R. Diamond (Ed.), Field
guide to academic leadership.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Whitaker, U. (1990). Assessing learning: Standards, principles and
procedures. Chicago: Council for the Advancement of Experiential Learning.

n Learning criteria and standards:
Elbow, P. (1986).  Embracing contraries: Explorations in learning and
teaching.  New York: Oxford University Press.  

Ewell, P. (1996).  Indicators of “good practice” in undergraduate education:
A handbook for development and implementation.  Boulder, CO: National
Center for Higher Education Management Systems.

Ewell, P. (1997).  Identifying indicators of curricular quality.  In J. Gaff, J.
Ratcliff, & Associates, Handbook of the undergraduate curriculum: A
comprehensive guide to purposes, structures, practices, and change.  San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Ewell, P. (2002).  Guide to using evidence in the accreditation process: A
resource to support institutions and evaluation teams. Alameda, CA:
Accrediting Commission for Senior Colleges and Universities: Western
Association of Schools and Colleges.   

Gaff, J., Ratcliff, J., & Associates (1997).  Handbook of the undergraduate
curriculum: A comprehensive guide to purposes, structures, practices, and
change.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Haworth, J., & Conrad, C. (1997).  Emblems of quality in higher education:
Developing and sustaining high-quality programs.  Needham Heights, MA:
Allyn & Bacon.

Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation. (1994). The
program evaluation standards: How to assess evaluations of educational
programs (2nd Ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Nordvall, R.C. & Braxton, J.M. (1996). An alternate definition of quality of
undergraduate college education: Toward usable knowledge for improvement.
The Journal of Higher Education, 67 (5), 483-97.

Seymour, D.T. (1995). Once upon a campus. Phoenix, AZ: Oryx Press.

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 17



18

Vudof, M., & Busch-Vishnic, I. (1996) Total quality: Myth or management in
universities. Change, 28 (6), 19-27.

Wergin, J. (2003). Departments that work: Creating and sustaining cultures of
excellence in academic programs. Bolton, MA: Anker.

Wiggins, G. (1993). Educative assessment: designing assessments to inform
and improve student performance. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

n Assessment techniques:
Allen, M. (2002).  Outcomes assessment handbook. California State
University Institute for Teaching and Learning. 

Black, L., Daiker, D., Sommers, J., & Stygall, G. (Eds.) (1994).  New
directions in portfolio assessment: Reflective practice, critical theory, and
large-scale scoring.  Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook.

Edgerton, R., Hutchings, P., & Quinlan, K. (1991).  The teaching portfolio:
Capturing the scholarship in teaching.  Washington, D.C.: American
Association for Higher Education.

Gardiner, L. (2002).  Student development: Monitoring the quality of learning
and development.  In R. Diamond (Ed.), Field guide to academic leadership.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hamp-Lyons, L., & Condon, W. (1998).  Assessing the portfolio: Principles
for practice, theory, and research.  Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. 

Krueger, R. (1994). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied research.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

n Becoming a learning-centered institution:
Barr, R., & Tagg, J. (1995).  From teaching to learning: A new paradigm for
undergraduate education.  Change, 27 (6), 12-25.

Berberet, J., & Wong, F. (1995).  The new American college: A model for
liberal learning.  Liberal Education, 81 (1), 48-52.

Bowden, J., & Marton, F. (1998).  The university of learning. London: 
Kogan Page.

The direction of educational change: Putting learning at the center (1995).
Washington, D.C.: Association of American Colleges and Universities.

Krakauer, R. (2000).  Criteria for a learning college.  Toronto, Michener
Institute for Applied Health Sciences.

O’Banion, T. (1997).  A learning college for the 21st Century. Phoenix, AZ:
Oryx.

Returning to our roots: The student experience (1997).  Washington, D.C.:
National Association of State Universities and Land-grant Colleges.

Tagg, J. (2003).  The learning paradigm college. Bolton, MA: Anker.

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 18



19

Tierney, W. (2002).  Mission and vision statements: An essential first step. In R.
Diamond (Ed.), Field guide to academic leadership.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

n Institutional assessment guides and handbooks:
Allen, M. (2002).  Outcomes assessment handbook. California State
University Institute for Teaching and Learning. [Note: This is an especially
practical guide, covering everything from setting learning goals to developing
an assessment plan to potential assessment techniques.]

Banta, T., & Associates (1993).  Making a difference: Outcomes of a decade
of assessment in higher education.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Banta, T., Lund, J., Black, K., & Oblander (Eds.) (1996). Assessment in
practice: Putting principles to work on college campuses.  San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

Gardiner, L (1989).  Planning for assessment: Mission statements, goals, and
objectives.   Trenton, NJ: Office of Learning Assessment, Department of
Higher Education.

Higher Learning Commission (2002).  Academic Quality Improvement
Project: Systems Portfolio.  Chicago: HLC.  

Hutchings, P., Marchese, T., & Wright, B.  (1991).  Using assessment to
strengthen general education.  Washington, D.C.: American Association for
Higher Education.

Lopez, C. (1999).  A decade of assessing student learning: What have we
learned; What’s next?  Higher Learning Commission. 

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2002).  Designs for
excellence: Handbook for institutional self-study.  Philadelphia: MSA.   

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2002).  Assessment of
student learning: options and resources—Evaluation of student learning.
[Hyperlinked bibliography of resources for gathering evidence about student
learning, most campus-based, including assessment strategies and portfolios.]   

New England Association of Schools and Colleges (n.d.).   Student learning
assessment cues for self studies.  Bedford, MA: NEASC.   

n Campus Reports
California State University System (n.d.). Cornerstones implementation plan. 

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2002).  Assessment of
student learning: options and resources—Motivating and involving campus
communities.  [Hyperlinked bibliography of campus preparations for assessment.]  

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2002).  Assessment of
student learning: options and resources—Learning goals.  [Hyperlinked
bibliography of learning goals from a variety of institutions.]  

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 19



20

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2002).  Assessment of
student learning: options and resources—Planning for systematic assessment of
student learning.  [Hyperlinked bibliography of campus assessment plans.]  

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2002).  Assessment of
student learning: options and resources—Using results to improve student
learning.  [Hyperlinked bibliography of cases where assessment is used to
improve teaching and learning.] 

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2002).  Assessment of
student learning: options and resources—The Student Learning Assessment
Plan in the Context of Institutional Planning .  [Hyperlinked bibliography of
cases where assessment is used as part of larger institutional strategic plans.] 

Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2003).  Outcomes
assessment: Selected examples of outcomes assessment plans from member
institutions. 

New England Association of Schools and Colleges (2002).  Institutional
assessment portfolios: Project description.  Bedford, MA: NEASC. 

The Urban Universities Portfolio Project: Assuring quality for multiple
publics (2002).  Indianapolis: IUPUI,  

Western Association of Schools and Colleges (2002).  Institutional praxis
[Case studies of institutions working with assessment of student learning].   

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 20



21

I. Fulfillment of institutional purposes in student learning outcomes
A. Accomplishment of institutional learning goals

1. What evidence is provided about:
a. student mastery of program goals and course objectives?
b. graduates’ mastery of college-level competencies?
c. employment prospects of graduates?

2. Does the institution award degrees and certificates based on student 
achievement of a program’s stated learning outcomes? 

B. Demonstration of specific student proficiencies. What evidence exists 
that students have attained the following:
1. Developed an inclination to:

a understand their values through self-assessment?
b. consider divergent views?
c. pursue intellectual interests through structured inquiry?
d. become intentional learners, purposeful and self-directed in 

multiple ways? [3]

2. Developed skills in:
a. written and oral communication?
b. scientific and quantitative reasoning?
c. critical analysis and logical thinking?
d. analysis and integration of concepts?
e. ways to identify, access, retrieve, and apply relevant information?
f. technology appropriate to the program of study?
g. deriving meaning from experience? [3]
h. transforming information into knowledge and knowledge into

judgment and action? [3]
i. managing change? [3]
j. working well in teams? [3]

3. Gained knowledge and appreciation of:
a. the complex structure of knowledge germane to an area of inquiry 

and its interrelatedness to other areas?
b. aesthetic and ethical dimensions of humankind?

APPENDIX

[NOTE: Entries shown in regular font were derived from
standards or guidelines produced by one or more of the
regional Commissions.  Entries given in italics were derived
from other sources, as noted at the end of the outline.]

Criteria for the Evaluation of Student Learning
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c. scientific, historical, and social phenomena?
d. the values and histories underlying U.S. democracy? [3]
e. civic values? [3]

4. Engaged in both broad and deep learning? [7]

5. Mastered competencies for independent learning—a self-awareness 
about the reason for study, the learning process itself, and how
education is used? 

C. Certification of learning. What evidence exists that the institution is able 
to back up degrees awarded with a certification that learning goals 
have been achieved? [4]

II. Institutional capacity for quality student learning

A. Clear institutional purposes regarding student learning
1. What commitment to learning is evident in the institution’s mission 

statement?
2. Have discussions been held among key constituents regarding the

relevance of the current mission statement to student learning?  
How have stakeholder interests been incorporated into revisions? [1]

3. How are an institution’s educational mission and goals 
disseminated to constituencies?  

4. What does the institution do to assure that students and prospective 
students receive clear and accurate information about educational 
courses and programs and transfer policies? 

5. To what extent are the expected learning outcomes of the institution’s
programs made public, including to prospective students?

6. How does institutional mission influence curricular objectives, and
how do curricula in turn influence course objectives?

7. What is the match between:
a. attributes of admitted students and the mission and goals of the 

institution?
b. the institution’s programs and its mission and objectives?

B. Policies supporting student learning 
1. How much emphasis is given to commitment to student learning as part of 

faculty hiring? [1]
2. What policies and procedures are in place to assure effective

instruction? 
3. How does the institution support freedom of inquiry for faculty 

and students?
4. What measures does the institution take to assure equitable access 

to students?
5. What does the institution do to assure that its services and academic 

resources afford all admitted students the opportunity to succeed?
6. What information is provided to students to help them make 

informed choices about their education?
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7. In what ways do institutional policies serve the learning needs of 
adults and other non-traditional learners?

8. How much of an institution’s articulation and transfer policies focus
on student learning rather than on content or delivery?

9. What resources are provided to sustain and improve programs 
and instruction?

10. In the evaluation of faculty, how much importance is given to their 
effectiveness in producing learning outcomes?  
What is the role of peer review?

11. What evidence exists that teaching is taken seriously as a scholarly
activity? [4]

12. What is the alignment of faculty and staff recruitment, workload,
incentive, and evaluation practices with institutional purposes and
educational objectives? 

13. How often are institutional policies screened for the extent to which they
support student learning? [2]

C. Leadership for student learning
1. Does the institution have a visible institutional leader committed to

creating a climate for learning? [1]
2. What evidence exists to indicate that this commitment extends 

beyond rhetoric to actions in resource allocation, policy making, 
and data-driven decision-making?

3. How does the institution align and coordinate vision, strategy, 
and planning? 

4. How explicit is the process of change and its anticipated impact? 
5. Who is involved in institutional planning efforts?  What is the 

extent of their involvement? 
6. What support for assessment of student learning is evident by the

governing board, senior executive officers, and unit heads?
7. How does the institution determine that facilities and learning

resources are adequate to meet student learning goals?
8. How does the institution balance energy focused on accomplishing its

stated mission with flexibility to a changing environment?
9. Who in the institution is sufficiently knowledgeable about student 

learning to provide the leadership required? [1]

D. A quality environment for student learning

1. What does the institution do to provide an environment that:
a. is actively conducive to student learning—where library, information 

resources, and co-curricular programs actively support student 
learning?

b. serves as a shared learning community in which students are 
encouraged to explore and express a diversity of ideas and opinions?

c. encourages personal and civic responsibility as well as intellectual, 
aesthetic, and personal development for all of its students? 
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2. Where is a focus on learning evident in key institutional documents, 
such as the college catalog, program descriptions, and personnel 
policies? [4]

3. How flexible is the scheduling of learning options and activities, i.e., 
year-round operation, frequent entry points and flexible exit? [2]

4. In what ways does the institution encourage and disseminate 
innovations in teaching and learning, and discuss their implications 
for curriculum and pedagogy?

5. What evidence exists of a “culture of inquisitiveness” about student 
learning, including:

a. a need for information and an urgency to act?
b. a focus on current issues or problems?
c. a willingness to make assumptions explicit and to question them?
d. a recognition of the value of past experiences?
e. opportunities to reflect?
f. shared understandings that “learning to learn” is as important as 

what is learned?
g. support of reasonable risk-taking by academic units?
h. opportunities to share results of experimentation in learning?
i. a climate of trust?
j. widespread generation of, access to, and use of information about 

student learning?
k. collective interpretation of information?
l. an established process for planning and decision making?
m. tangible rewards for determining what worked and what did not? [8]

6. How much consensus exists across the institution about the importance of 
documenting and assessing student learning outcomes? [1]

7. In what ways have community resources been tapped to help the 
institution become more learning-centered? [1]

8. On campuses that are unionized, how consistent are union agendas with 
a focus on student learning? [2]

E. Adequate resources to support student learning
1. What resources are provided to support educational programs and 

to facilitate student achievement of program objectives?  
2. What does the allocation of resources among programs, units, and 

individuals reveal about institutional priorities regarding student 
learning?

3. What kinds of access and training are provided to students so that 
library and other learning support services may be used 
effectively and efficiently?

4. To what extent are student support services appropriate to student 
strengths and needs, reflective of institutional mission, consistent 
with student learning expectations, and available regardless of place 
or method of delivery?

5. In what ways do student support services contribute to the 
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achievement of student learning outcomes?
6. What is the institution’s plan for acquiring and replacing learning 

resources, including technology, and how is this aligned with 
educational goals and objectives?

7. What is the alignment between faculty qualifications and the courses 
they are expected to teach?

8. How much support is provided for evaluation of instructional 
effectiveness?

9. What resources and programs for professional development are 
made available to faculty, staff, and administrators and how 
much are they used?  

10. To what extent are these programs based on identified teaching and
learning needs?

11. How does the institution ensure that fiscal stability is not attained 
at the expense of educational quality?

III. Effective teaching and learning practices

A. Curricular design and integration
1. How does the institution identify the varied educational needs of its 

students, and how does it seek to meet these needs? 
2. What evidence is given that educational programs have been 

developed to promote curricular coherence and integration 
and synthesis of learning?

3. What evidence exists of coherence, continuity, and integration of 
students’ educational experience?

4. How does the institution connect its curricula to its defined 
communities, through such initiatives as development of available 
field settings, service learning, or similar opportunities for practical 
student engagement?

5. What is the availability of such co-curricular offerings as out-of-
class lectures and exhibitions, study abroad, civic involvement,
independent learning and research, and opportunities for informal 
student-faculty contact?

6. What is the congruence between institutional descriptions of degrees
and certificates and program content, degree objectives, and student 
mastery of knowledge?

7. Does each instructional program have a clearly stated rationale?  
How do these align with institutional mission and purposes? 
How public are they?

8. How consistent are curricula with the abilities and scholastic 
preparation of the students admitted to the programs?

9. To what extent are programs characterized by appropriate breadth,
depth, continuity, sequential progression, and time to completion? 

10. How consistent are goals, structure, content, and methods of 
instruction?  
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11. How diverse are the methods of instruction and points of view to
which students are exposed?  

12. How much of the evaluation of program effectiveness centers on 
student learning outcomes?

13. Do programs of study:
a. include courses and/or activities that stimulate the examination and

understanding of personal, social, and civic values?
b. require faculty and students to use scholarship and/or participation 

in research?
c. require intellectual interaction among students and between students 

and faculty?
14. For the institution’s general education program:

a. What is the balance it offers among the arts and humanities, sciences, 
and social sciences, including their relationships to one another? 

b. To what extent does the general education program contain:
i. a clearly defined statement of philosophy and objectives?
ii. courses that stimulate the examination and understanding of 

personal, social, and civic values?
iii. courses that ensure proficiency in skills and competencies 

essential for all college-educated adults?
15. How much opportunity do students have to pursue knowledge and

understanding through unrestricted electives?  
16. What percentage of students’ studies is devoted to general education?
17. For the institution’s professional education programs:

a. What role do practice communities play in curricular decisions?
b. How are learning goals linked to professional standards of practice?
c. How does the institution assure professional competence of its 

graduates? [6]
18. What strategic relationships, partnerships, and collaborations has the

institution forged with employers and other organizations to develop 
and improve educational opportunities for learners? [5]

B. Student learning goals
1. Are expected student learning outcomes articulated at the course, 

program, and institutional levels?
2. Are these outcomes articulated in a developmental way—that is,

expressed at beginning, intermediate, and advanced levels? [4]
3. Does each program have learning objectives, and to what extent do 

these include knowledge, intellectual skills, and methods of inquiry 
to be acquired?

4. Does the institution have high standards without standardization–i.e, 
does it allow multiple pathways to achievement?

5. To what degree do the institution’s learning goals for general 
education include the following:  
a. an understanding of the basic content and methodology of the major 

areas of knowledge: the humanities and fine arts, the natural sciences, 
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and the social sciences?
b. a capacity to be a productive individual and lifelong learner: oral and 

written communication, computer literacy, scientific and quantitative 
reasoning, critical analysis/logical thinking, and the ability to acquire 
knowledge through a variety of means, including information 
technology?

c. a recognition of what it means to be an ethical human being and 
effective citizen: an appreciation of ethical principles; civility and 
interpersonal skill; respect for cultural diversity; historical and aesthetic
sensitivity; and the willingness to assume civic, political, and social 
responsibilities? 

d. reinforcement of the above throughout the curriculum? [3]
6. Do requirements for the major include clearly defined learning 

objectives, and do these objectives include an expectation of mastery
of the knowledge, methods, and theories pertinent to a particular
area of inquiry?

C. Student learning experiences
1. How congruent are instructional techniques and delivery systems with

the mission and purposes of the institution?  With students’ 
capabilities and learning needs?

2. In what ways are faculty members incorporating research on student 
learning in their teaching?

3. What is the range of methods of instruction and viewpoints to which 
students are exposed?

4. What learning options are available to learners to help them meet 
their learning goals?  Are these options offered in varying lengths, at 
graduated levels of complexity, and clustered in different 
configurations? [2]

5. To what extent do programs and courses ensure an opportunity for 
reflection and analysis of subject matter?

6. How does advising or mentoring help students benefit from available
educational opportunities and resources?

7. To what extent do educational offerings provide:
a. an atmosphere of inquiry that values diversity of backgrounds and 

perspectives?
b. an opportunity for students to engage each other and their teachers in a 

free exchange of ideas and attitudes?
c. a course syllabus that specifies learning objectives consistent with 

published course descriptions?
d. experiences relevant to student aspirations and interests?
e. adequate time on task to learn and practice?
f. an opportunity to integrate instructional and non-instructional 

experiences?
g. active student engagement in learning?
h. an opportunity for collaborative learning?

GuideForInstitutions.qxd  9/17/2004  12:21 PM  Page 27



28

i. evaluation of student learning based upon clearly stated criteria that 
reflect learning objectives?

IV. Institutional processes for evaluating educational effectiveness
A. Defining educational goals and objectives

1. What institutional policies and procedures lead to the development, 
approval, and evaluation of its educational purposes and learning 
goals?  

2. To what degree are educational goals derived from and based on 
the mission? 

3. How does the institution ensure that the degrees it offers are 
aligned with its core purposes?

4. How does the institution ensure that its educational objectives are
appropriate for its students, given their particular backgrounds 
and their intended objectives?

5. To what extent are mission, goals, and objectives:
a. a guide to decision making?
b. the product of a collaborative effort?
c. related to external as well as internal contexts and constituencies?
d. focused on student learning and institutional improvement?

6. How are goals applied within the institution and how is 
implementation coordinated?

7. What is the congruence between learning goals and assessment 
practices? [3]

B. Assessing student learning
1. What is the role of faculty in assuring academic quality?
2. In what ways does the institution gather, analyze, and use information

about the needs and preferences of students and the values they place
on programs and services?  Is this information effectively used to
create an overall climate conducive to student and institutional 
learning?  

3. How does the institution ensure that the organization and delivery 
of its services to students are appropriately aligned with its 
educational objectives and its particular approach to teaching 
and learning? 

4. How does the institution ensure that its programs can be completed 
in a timely manner, are configured to meet student needs, and lead 
to retention and graduation rates appropriate to the type of 
institution and student population?

5. To what extent does the institution regularly collect and analyze 
retention and attrition data for the student body as a whole as well as 
for major subgroups, and explore the implications of the data to be 
assured that the institution is being responsive to the needs of all its
students?
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6. How does the institution review and modify its courses and programs
to reflect new knowledge and changes in the needs of society?

7. To what degree is the institution’s assessment  program marked by:
a. a structure with institutional mission and educational purposes at the 

center?  
b. measurable learning objectives for courses of study?
c. a strong, readily-identifiable relationship between overall institutional 

mission and objectives and the specific educational objectives of 
individual departments or programs?

d. faculty ownership, and use in ways that lead to educational 
improvements?

e. support and collaboration of faculty and administration?
f. incentives, recognitions and rewards for faculty efforts in assessment?
g. shared authority, including a strong campus-wide coordinating or 

steering committee?
h. an individual responsible for oversight?
i. feedback to the faculty on a regular basis useful for the improvement of 

instruction and learning?
j. student understanding of the purposes of assessment?
k. systematic use of multiple measures, drawn extensively from existing 

sources?
l. results useful for decision making?
m.realistic goals and timetable and appropriate investment of resources?
n. periodic evaluation of the plan’s effectiveness?

8. To what degree is assessment both an institutional priority and 
a way of life?

9. How are such factors as available resources, faculty expertise, student
needs, and academic planning taken into account for curricular 
decisions?

10. How does the institution ensure that its curricula transcend a simple 
collection of courses?

11. How does the institution ensure comparable quality regardless of
delivery mode?

12. How does the institution assure in-depth integration of general 
education and study?

13. How does the institution demonstrate commitment to excellence in 
both the teaching provided by faculty and the learning expected 
of students?

14. What does the institution know about the educational experiences 
and learning patterns of individual students? [3]

15. To what degree does the institution engage in “assessment as learning,”
that is, ongoing assessment with feedback to help students improve? [4]

C. Using evaluative data for institutional change

1. What evidence exists of an institutional commitment to making 
meaningful use of student achievement data for the purpose of 
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enhancing educational effectiveness?
2. To what extent does institutional inquiry into teaching and learning 

affect the design of curricula, the design and practice of pedagogy, 
and the improvement of evaluation?

3. In what ways does the institution ensure that assessment outcomes 
are actively used as guides for decision-making, resource allocation, 
and action?

4. What record exists of institutional and unit improvement?  What 
improvements in teaching and learning are evident as a result of 
assessment?

5. How are documented evaluation results communicated to appropriate 
constituencies?

6. How often does the institution systematically review and modify all
parts of the planning cycle, including institutional and other 
research efforts?

D. Assessing usefulness of evaluation
1. In what way and how often is the assessment program reviewed 

for usefulness and cost-effectiveness?
2. How does the institution determine that its decision-making 

processes are appropriate to its stated mission and purposes?
3. To what extent has the institutional focus on assessment been a matter of 

commitment rather than compliance? [4]
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