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1. Introduction
All faculty members were surveyed in Fall 2008 to find out about new issues concerning them
. Of the 14 issues on the survey, the one ranked of highest concern was that there is too much assessment. Later that Fall, the following four-question survey was sent to all faculty.

1. How do you feel about assessment?

2. Are any kinds of assessment burdensome? If so, what kinds? Please be specific.

3. Has assessment been helpful to you or your department? If so, how?

4. Should assessment be streamlined? If so, what kinds of assessment and how could they be changed? Please be specific!

There were responses from 40 faculty members. Comments addressed (in decreasing order of interest from the surveys): program review, assessment of course goals, streamlining, the purpose of assessment, syllabi issues, assessment of student learning and assessment of faculty. Each of these will be addressed in its own subsection.

The criticisms far outweighed the praise. The author was surprised by the vehemence expressed by people normally considered level-headed, including several current and ex-chairs and members of Deans’ offices. The most common comments (in decreasing order) were that

· assessment takes too much time and occurs too often

· much of assessment is not useful

· assessment for program review is helpful, but too time consuming

· assessment is hurting student learning

· assessment of course goals is problematic

· the purpose of some assessment is not clear

· some assessment tools are not valid.

This report contains 18 recommendations. The most important are

· Reduce the frequency of program review and course goal assessment.

· Have experts spend more time helping departments streamline assessment.

· Stop the enormous data collection for program review that is performed by faculty – it is a waste of their time. Either hire a staff member to do it or do not require it.

The purpose of this report is to begin a discussion on improving the effectiveness of assessment. 

2. Specific comments
Let us now address the more specific comments that were made. A number after a comment indicates the number of people who made it. Quotes from surveys are presented in italics. Of the respondents, most said that there is too much assessment (31), that much of the assessment is unhelpful and useless (29) and several said that assessment occurs too often (15).  

We are asked to do far too much of it.  The result is an absurd amount of busywork, all of which is an add-on to our already full-time professional responsibilities.  
And now I hear this murmur of ongoing assessment. . .  Makes me want to hang up my spurs.  Not what I signed up for.  Not what I’m good at.  Not meaningful work. Takes me away from teaching and research.  Robs me of the joy of my vocation.
A few people even stated that all assessment not yet shown to be valid should be suspended until it can be shown to be valid through scientific methods (4). Though this is obviously not realistic, it tells us that we need to focus on valid assessment and review the assessment not yet shown to be valid.

Assessment should not be streamlined, it should be shelved until such time as reliable evidence for its benefit to student learning (in higher education) can be presented and verified. It is utterly ironic that an enormous apparatus has developed and spread into nearly every corner of higher education based on the premise that you have to prove the students are learning what you’re teaching, but this apparatus bears not the slightest responsibility for demonstrating its own efficacy.
2.1 Program Review. There was agreement that program review had helped the department/program (16). In particular, it helped clarify priorities (6), goals and objectives (6) and identify strengths and weaknesses (3). 

Our department has just gone through an extensive assessment in preparation for our program review by outside reviewers. I believe it will result in more coherence in the curriculum. It has also been useful in identifying future needs.

Faculty indicated that especially useful was feedback they had gotten from reviewers from outside the university (6). Some were aware that program review could aid getting resources from the college (2). 

Several indicated that the self-study reports are too detailed and there is too much data collection (13). 

Remove faculty involvement in retrieving any statistics about its program. (Do we really want faculty having to spend time collecting data about the number of students in all the classes of a department over the past six years?  That’s really not a good use of us.) 

Some found that program review is happening too often (7). They feel that they do not get a chance to learn from a previous program review before they are designing a new one. 

There is a time to assess and a time to implement new programs and courses, letting them bear fruit before taking stock.  Obsessing about assessment every year does not give time for new efforts to take root.  
Program review should be tailored to the department (3). 

Massive flexibility in program review. One size does NOT fit all, and the form of program review should largely be determined by the department. If the department doesn’t want to do something and it’s forced to anyways, what do you think the department learns from the exercise? Resentment.
A few suggested that someone should be hired to do some of the assessment to relieve that burden on faculty (4).

2.2 Assessment of Course Goals. Faculty members found that course objectives are being evaluated too frequently (10) and are not sure how to incorporate the results to improve their courses (10). 

So, you think one of the main values of a college education is learning how to

formulate and think about problems, and not just learning facts or learning how to solve, say, math problems? Just make “formulating and thinking about problems” a learning objective and assess it. Let’s say a squad of faculty members devises an “instrument”, administers it, and grades it. The average score is 70%. What do you do with that information? What does 70% mean? Why would you think it means anything? Of what earthly benefit was the huge expenditure of time? Are you going to make big curricular changes if the average score is 55%, or are you going to change the “instrument”? How can you evaluate something that is at the same time very important and very broad? At least the administration will be happy because you have carried out an assessment activity.

and

I distinguish between assessment, which is a beyond-the-classroom measure of what students have learned in a particular discipline, and Assessment, the fad-de-jour, kindergarten-level set of activities that begins with a vacuous mission statement along with purposely nebulous, trivially obvious “learning goals” and “objectives”, continues through “alignment” with the curriculum, and then propagates an endless and useless set of “techniques” to evaluate goals that were too vague to be of any use in the first place. Having reduced all of, say, (ed: deleted name of academic field), to half a dozen “overarching” learning objectives, no conceivable instrument can yield anything but noise on the question of whether these objectives are being met, nor provide any information that could actually be used to improve the curriculum.
They find that assessment of qualitative and broad goals is impossible; in particular, the results are not valid (9). The following two comments are from assessment experts.

We have had a lot of trouble getting inter-coder agreement on qualitative assessments of writing and mini-research. Exams are easier but it trivializes the richness of what our courses are about….only partly body of knowledge….lots about process and application.

and

We developed a procedure using student papers and an assessment rubric.  Of course, we generated some numbers.  But when we examined the psychometric properties of the data, we found the rubric had no reliability whatsoever.  Scores from one rater were completely unrelated to scores from another rater.  Because most members of my department have at least some appreciation for assessment, we all recognized immediately that the numbers were meaningless.
At a theoretical level, assessment is a great idea.  But in practice, it is most often a meaningless exercise.  

In general, they say that creating valid assessment tools is very difficult and time consuming and they are not good at it (10). Some feel that they need help from administrators/experts in designing valid assessment tools (6). The assessment tools coming from above the departments need more structure and clarity (5) and input from the faculty (5). 
Assessment means measuring a concept through valid and reliable methods.  Developing good measures requires a great deal of work and a large amount of research to demonstrate reliability and validity of the measure.  Even so, a large investment of time and effort is no guarantee that a measure will prove to be a good or useful one.  I have seen quite a few experiments undermined by poor measures, even experiments by people who know what they are doing.  In short, assessment is difficult.
and

It is a burden to have to demonstrate that a particular assignment includes objectives a, d, and f.  It’s better to inductively see what students are getting from it and then check to see if that includes segments of your objectives.  Regular evaluations of student work if done on a rubric would work.
2.3 Streamlining. One third of the respondents stated they do so much assessment, that they do not have enough time for their teaching and research. In addition, assessment hurts student learning in two ways: the faculty do not have enough time to prepare for class and they have to spend too much time in class doing course assessment (this does not include exams and papers) (14). 

This is a very significant question, because the imposition of assessment tasks is supposed to benefit student learning, but may actually achieve the opposite result if faculty members must divert time from instruction to assessment. The question raised above should actually be formulated as follows: “Does Assessment improve student learning enough to overcome the decrease in student learning implied by taking faculty members away from their core instructional tasks to complete Assessment requirements?” 

I have yet to see any evidence, at SCU or elsewhere, that the kinds of Assessment activities that are typically mandated (which are conveniently summarized in the book, “Assessing Academic Programs in Higher Education”, by Mary Allen) improve student learning at all. Therefore, my tentative conclusion is that there is a net decrease in student learning.
Faculty say that existing data should be used for assessment of programs and courses and that new assessment tools should be avoided (6). Some asked for a commitment from administrators and those in charge of assessment that their focus be on streamlining assessment (5). 

I’d like to see some leadership on the part of our administration showing that they understand faculty annoyance on this issue and will represent the faculty’s overall viewpoint on assessment.  That means public statements agreeing that this is a problem, working to reduce it where possible, and conveying these complaints to WASC directly where necessary.

A few praised the simplification of the Faculty Activities Report (2). 

2.4 Purpose. Too many faculty members do not know why they are doing all the assessment that they are doing (8). Some feel it is just to please WASC (10) and some of those said that the WASC specified assessment is the most useless (3).

Faculty members are frustrated by the lack of feedback from above on the assessment they have done. They believe that no one in their Deans’ office reads reports coming from program review (5). 

2.5 Syllabi. There are faculty who find putting course goals and objectives (in particular core, department and course goals) on a syllabus is a waste of time and paper (8). Many of the learning objectives are too vague (6) and it is not believed that students will actually read the goals and objectives or care about them if they do.

Remove all MGOs and rubrics.  They don’t help us teach better.  Insisting that objectives be written in a certain way and then requiring they be put on syllabi is confusing for students, who often don’t understand the edujargon that the Core and WASC push for here.  When objectives make sense in a language that the students can understand and benefit from, we already put them in the syllabi.  However, when a Core course has departmental objectives + course objectives + core objectives on the syllabi, students are going to be confused if they read the syllabus.  That’s very bad.  

The whole endeavor reeks of not trusting the faculty to teach well, and a belief that somehow requirements imposed from above will help.  

 A few feel that specifying what goes on a syllabus is a violation of academic freedom (2). 

There were some complaints about the current system of assessing syllabi for new core classes by core curriculum committees. It is found to be burdensome and too restrictive (6).  

2.6 Assessment of Student Learning. Some said that exams and papers are useful for evaluating students (4). Surveying the percentage who go to graduate schools, pass a career exam or get a job (4) can be useful also. Surveys of graduating seniors (3) and alumni (2) can help improve programs. 

While the delivery system is obviously important, I think that student learning is more a function of the effort, attitude, approach, talent, and background of the student.  The assessment measures that I have seen undercut the importance of the student's contribution.  
2.7 Assessment of Faculty. A few mentioned SALG student evaluations as being superior to the numerical and narrative evaluations we use now (2). A few others said that the narrative evaluations of faculty from students give them informative feedback (2). The current numerical evaluation system of faculty from students was found to be useless by some (4).  

When we give students evaluation or assessment questions, we are implicitly communicating to them that the questions are important. Therefore, every quarter we suggest that their informal measurement of our expertise is somehow important. When we ask them to evaluate the organization of our courses, we encourage higher value for a course that does not encourage a tolerance of ambiguity (learning objective for Core Natural Science courses). Similarly we encourage higher value for a course that does not open up complexity or encourage students to rise to challenges.
Faculty in large departments complained that they spend too much time evaluating their colleagues (3).

Ethical standards today dictate that professionals not use scale scores to make these kinds of decisions unless they have adequate evidence that the scale measures what the test maker claims it does.  I don't see why the same ethical standards should not apply to higher education.  In the case of personnel decisions, it's not only an ethical issue.  It may also be a legal one.  I would not want to be the person who has to persuade the court that the scale used to measure teaching effectiveness is reliable and valid.

3. Recommendations
In addition to the complaints, there were suggestions for improvement. They are ranked from highest to lowest interest based on the surveys.

3.1 Primary recommendations

1) Decrease the frequency of program review and assessment of course goals.
2) Have assessment experts spend more time helping departments streamline assessment.

3) Stop the enormous data collection for program review that is performed by faculty – it is a waste of their time. Either hire a staff member to do it or do not require it.

4) Review all assessment not yet shown to be valid according to standard scientific methods.

3.2 Secondary recommendations

5) Improve the structure and clarity of assessment tools given to departments from above.

6) Make program review specific to each department. It is a waste of time for departments to be ticking off boxes and evaluating goals that are not appropriate to them.

7) Find ways to use existing data collection to do assessment instead of creating new tools.

8) The administration should commit to improving the assessment situation including an endeavor to negotiate with WASC.

9) Deans should read program review reports and give feedback to the departments.

10) When a school has an accreditation agency in addition to WASC (like ABET) find ways to get work done for one to count toward the other.

3.3 Tertiary recommendations

11) Put course goals and learning objectives on a website instead of on a syllabus. Most students do not read them and do not care about them and it is a waste of paper. 

12) Simplify the process of getting syllabi for new core courses approved.

13) Increase faculty input on assessment tools.

14) Explain to faculty the purpose of each assessment tool.

15) See what other universities are doing in terms of assessment so we can use this to streamline our process.

16) Consult AAUP publications to make our assessment more effective.

17) Develop better narrative and numerical evaluation tools for students to evaluate faculty.

18) In large departments, find a more efficient method of evaluating colleagues, perhaps using sampling. 

Conclusion
Assessment should be valid, useful and not too time consuming. Responses to the survey indicate that assessment is failing on all three counts. In this report we make several recommendations. We hope these recommendations will open a discussion involving the faculty, the Deans’ offices and the Provost’s Office so that we can make assessment effective.

When assessment is well-designed, manageable, sustainable, meaningful, it gives me very important information about my students’ learning and by inference about my teaching. 

� The survey did not include work/life issues, retiree health benefits or the status of lecturers, for example.





