* Encourage faculty members to as-
sess their courses by giving credit
for SOoTL articles for promotion and
tenure and research records; course
assessment can then be built into the
program assessment plan.

e Online courses provide a wealth of
data stored in electronic format, e.g.,
discussions, quizzes, student partici-
pation (engagement).

In sum, regardless of whether the
assessment process is done as a compli-
ance exercise or primarily driven by the
department and the faculty, it can—and
should—be useful to the department and
to the educational endeavor. Assessment
should demonstrate student learning
knowledge and skill development, and
identify a roadmap of how to improve
learner outcomes in the future.

Some Thoughts and
Suggestions on Assessing
Student Learning

—Linda Suskie,
Middle States Commission on
Higher Education

Pressure to assess student learning more
carefully and systematically is clearly
mounting. Federal and state agencies are
increasingly calling for solid, compel-
ling evidence of student learning, while
higher education leaders are challenging
faculty to improve the quality of curricula
and pedagogies. Efforts to assess student
learning thus serve two ends: one, to
demonstrate the worth of our programs to
external constituents and, two, to inform
our understanding of the effectiveness of
our teaching strategies.

In response to these forces, faculty to-
day are grappling with understanding the
nature, methodology, and value of assess-
ment. Fortunately, there is a growing body
of literature on the assessment of student
learning in higher education, and the em-
phasis is on simple, flexible approaches.
The assessment process begins by clearly
articulating expected student learning
outcomes: what faculty expect students
(both political science majors and those
taking political science courses as part of
a general education core) to be able to do
upon graduation. Encouraging faculty to
discuss their aims and arriving at some
common ground may be one of the great-
est benefits of the assessment process, and
one that the American Political Science
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Association can encourage through con-
tinued cross-institutional dialogue. The
discussion can then move to reviewing the
curriculum to ensure that every student,
regardless of the particular courses or
tracks he or she elects, has sufficient op-
portunity to achieve those goals. Again,
this discussion can be of great benefit to
the faculty and can be promoted by APSA
through cross-institutional dialogue.

Once goals for student learning are in
place, the assessment process itself can
begin by compiling and systematically
reviewing evidence of student learning of
those goals. Often this evidence is already
at hand in the form of student papers,
tests, projects, surveys, and/or evaluations
by field experience supervisors. The pro-
cess of program-level assessment entails
examining this information from a new
angle, evaluating not just individual stu-
dents’ performance but also the effective-
ness of curricula and pedagogies revealed
by examining this evidence holistically. A
tally of faculty ratings of student papers
using a rating scale or rubric, for example,
might indicate that, while students’ writ-
ing skills are generally very good, their
ability to analyze and synthesize the
sources they have identified is disap-
pointing. Faculty can use this information
to launch a discussion on strategies to
improve students’ skills in analyzing and
synthesizing research sources and then try
out these strategies in their courses.

Effective assessment is thus not an
intrusive burden but an opportunity to pro-
vide students with an even better educa-
tion than they are now receiving. The key
to a successful assessment effort is there-
fore to foster an institutional climate that
prizes not only assessment efforts but also
efforts to improve teaching. A campus
with a thriving assessment program values
efforts to assess student learning and im-
prove teaching in a number of ways:

e Assessment results inform important
decisions. If a department finds that
its students have inadequate technol-
ogy skills, for example, the institution
makes an effort to fund the hardware
or software needed to improve their
skills.

* Innovation and risk-taking are encour-
aged. Faculty are encouraged, for
example, to address disappointing as-
sessment results with new pedagogies,
even if those innovations may lead to
temporary declines in end-of-course
evaluations.

*  Assessment efforts are valued in
promotion and tenure decisions. The
work of a professor who develops a
new approach to teaching American
government, validates the effective-

ness of the new approach through
careful assessment, and publishes the
results in a respected peer-reviewed
journal is valued as much as that of
the professor who publishes more
traditional research.

¢ The burden of assessment is eased
as much as possible, through support
from both the institution and from the
American Political Science Associa-
tion. While an institution can provide
coordination, technical assistance, and
professional development opportuni-
ties, the APSA can develop a clear-
inghouse of model curricula, state-
ments of expected student learning
outcomes, and assessment tools such
as rubrics and surveys.
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