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We would like to thank Michelle Janning, Neal Christopherson, and Kendra Golden for their deeply 

valuable contributions to our discussions, and to thank Dean Perfetti for our funding and productive 

advice. 

 

Admirable qualities of this report come out of the deeply engaging discussions and generative 

disagreements our committee had over the course of the Spring, 2019 Semester. Any shortcomings derive 

from Sharon’s imperfections alone.  

 

Please note: we are not experts in assessment (other than grading our students) so this report is not based 

on considerable expertise but rather on about nine weeks of reading assessment-related material and on 

conducting discussions with those who have more expertise than us, followed by four or five weeks on 

thinking about how to design instruments of assessment that are meaningful for our particular disciplines. 

So, this report is not designed to provide extensive recommendations for your disciplines, but rather: 

 

 to provide some background and materials on assessment (and its relationship to accreditation) 

that we found useful as a foundation for designing meaningful instruments; 

 

 and to raise some questions and thoughts that might help to generate discussions in your 

departments, programs, and divisions on creating meaningful assessment in a way that works for 

the best interests of your students and your department. And that would have the residual effect of 

being satisfying to accreditors. 

 

We have attached our syllabus and are in the process of having the CLEo site we used during our 

Workshop migrate to Canvas. Our site has digital copies of all readings. We would be delighted to add 

anyone to that site who wants access to these materials. Please just let Sharon know and she will give you 

access. We also purchased a series of readings on assessment, with funding from Whitman. We will 

donate these books to our Associate Dean for Faculty Development, Helen Kim, so that they can be 

borrowed by all faculty who want to investigate creative and effective strategies for assessment.  
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“[T]he purposes and processes of assessment – collecting and reporting data to external 

audiences – continue to take primacy over the institution’s consequential use of the results of 

outcome assessment” Ikenberry and Kuh, “From Compliance to Ownership: Why and How 

Colleges and Universities Assess Student Learning.” Using Evidence of Student Learning to 

Improve Higher Education. 

 

 

“Philosophy will clip an Angel's wings, 

Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, 

Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine— 

Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made 

The tender-person'd Lamia melt into a shade.” 

John Keats, awesome Romantic poem, “Lamia.” 

 

 

“I now view assessment as a matter of faculty governance, see it as a necessarily 

multidisciplinary and collaborative, and regard it as inextricably linked with an ethics of 

intellectual self improvement….In order for assessment to serve learning at the broader, 

institution-wide level, it must be driven, first of all, by the questions of those most involved with 

instruction to give its inquiries purpose, direction, and potential usefulness for action.” David 

Mazella (eighteenth-century literary scholar at the University of Houston) From Assessment in 

the Disciplines: Literary Study, Measurement, and the Sublime.  
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Report on Assessment: From a Workshop held in Spring, 2019 

 

I. Introduction 

 

 

We formed this workshop because we wanted to have a semester-long discussion about whether 

there could be a way of intellectually appraising our departments and courses that was 

meaningful and ethical. We came to understand, from an article we read by Stanley Ikenberry 

and George Kuh, that one way to frame our concern that our early experience of assessment did 

not seem meaningful (particularly in the humanities and fine arts) was to consider whether this is 

because we were complying with external demands rather than finding consequential, 

meaningful ways to engage with student learning more broadly.1  Such cursory compliance is 

true of many faculty across the nation, not because faculty don’t care about developing teaching, 

but rather (at least in part) because of the way assessment came into being in general. To many 

of us it just seems like one more bureaucratic thing to do, or even worse, something that captures 

and then applies problematic data. So, we wanted to figure out if there was a better way. Here is 

the goal we set ourselves at the beginning of the semester; whether or not you think we achieved 

it, we think this is a goal to keep in mind as we think about assessing programs and classes.  

 

Overarching goal: to create ethical approaches to intellectual and/or creative appraisal at the 

course, department, and program level, that involve the student in their own self appraisal and 

that affirms the joyful, metamorphic liminal space of the dynamic classroom, while recognizing 

and exploring ways to integrate into appraisal how the student (as a whole being) learns. We also 

wish to discover how to connect these approaches to our specific accreditation agency on terms 

that benefit our students.  

 

Although we didn’t revisit it later in our discussions, we did consider at the beginning the 

importance of language in naming what we do. Given the baggage that the term assessment 

carries, we wondered if intellectual/creative appraisal might be a better term to use as we 

further explore evaluating our classes and departments in meaningful ways.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 (“From Compliance to Ownership: Why and How Colleges and Universities Assess Student Learning.” Using 
Evidence of Student Learning to Improve Higher Education. Jossey Bass, 2016. 1-26) 



5  

 

II. Assessment and Accreditation  

 

A good starting place for this report is to look at our distinct accreditation handbook from the 

Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities.   This is a good starting place, because 

although assessment and accreditation are definitely not the same thing, assessment has been 

strongly tied to accreditation not only in our case but more generally, so it is good to know what 

is required of us in terms of assessment by accreditors. This does not mean that assessment 

should be driven by accreditation but that there are certain features that our accreditation agency 

requires of us in regards to assessment that we should keep in mind.  

 

You will already know some basic things about accreditation at Whitman: 

 

1) We are on a seven-year cycle.  

2) This cycle includes doing annual reports, scheduling self-study reports in years one, 

three, and seven, and any additional requested reports.  

3) That being accredited is tied to federal funding for students and for the college. 

 

However, there is much more to know about accreditation. The NWCCU Accreditation 

Handbook is 105 pages long. The complexity of the assessment process made us appreciate more 

fully the extensive workload of the Associate Dean for Academic Affairs and the Assessment 

and Accreditation Committee (formed in 2010) on which our division chairs sit and represent our 

interests.  

 

The first edition of the NWCCU Accreditation Handbook, per their copyright page, was 

produced in 1965. Here is their mission as they define it: 

 

“The mission of the Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities (NWCCU) is to 

assure educational quality, enhance institutional effectiveness, and foster continuous 

improvement of colleges and universities in the Northwest region through in‐depth 

institutional self assessment and critical peer review based upon evaluation criteria that are 

objectively and equitably applied to institutions with diverse missions, characteristics, and 

cultures.” (bold is mine)2 

 

One of our colleagues noted that the Commission perceives itself as standing between the 

college/university and the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Education who recognizes the 

regional accrediting agency as “reliable authorities on the quality of education offered by 

                                                           
2 This quote explains who the folks are who run the NWCCU: “The Board of Commissioners of the Northwest Commission on 

Colleges and Universities consists of a minimum of 14 Commissioners, a chair, and the President who is an ex officio member of 

the Board. A majority of Commissioners represents NWCCU‐accredited institutions; however, at least one‐ seventh (1/7) of the 

membership of the Board is comprised of public members who are not affiliated with NWCCU‐Accredited, Candidate, or 

Applicant institutions. Commissioners are elected for staggered three‐year terms and serve without compensation. The Board of 

Commissioners normally meets twice a year, but various committees meet more frequently to facilitate the 

Commission’s work. The Commission’s day‐to‐day activities are conducted by its President and staff” (3). 
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educational institutions;” And of course, whether we are giving a high quality of education is 

linked to “United States government assistance” for our students (2).  

  

We can see here that, according to the NWCCU handbook, assessment is about accountability (to 

ensure, or perhaps more accurately to make visible, educational quality) but also about fostering 

“continuous improvement” which may be more significant to faculty. It is important to keep 

these two distinct goals in mind because at times they seem in tension with one another.  

 

How does the commission measure success, particularly given it is applied to institutions “with 

diverse missions, characteristics, and cultures?”  It asks institutions to “examine their own 

missions, operations, and achievements” and then to host periodically peer evaluators to review 

their findings. So we are to define what we do (e.g. through our mission statement, our learning 

goals in general studies and in departments/programs) and then evaluate ourselves in a way 

that is relevant to our distinct sort of institution (since this accrediting agency evaluates all 

sorts of institutions, including research universities, community colleges, technical institutions 

etc. even some Canadian Universities - Simon Fraser University is there - as well as liberal arts 

colleges). This can be an issue because many of the processes and concepts that become models 

may come from institutions that are not like us (liberal arts colleges are in the minority here) and 

that might drive an emphasis on skills or other ways of perceiving learning that don’t capture the 

essence of what we do.    

 

In year one at Whitman we set out to define what we do for accreditation (this definition is 

reflected in our mission statement): It includes: accessibility, diversity, and inclusion; a rigorous 

liberal arts education; and a goal to support life and learning beyond Whitman. Each core theme 

has to have a benchmark and then there needs to be an indictor (e.g. that 75% of departments will 

reach their learning outcomes). That pattern in then reproduced in each department and program. 

 

So that is accreditation. Assessment of classes, programs, and departments are a core part of (but 

definitely not the whole of) the accreditation process and we do have to assess in order to be 

accredited. So, what exactly is the faculty part of this? Faculty are relevant to a lot of the 

material in the NWCCU handbook, but the crux of what we look at in our departments, 

programs, and classrooms is from Sections 4A and 4B of the NWCCU handbook, which is 

within the category Standard Four (Effectiveness and Improvement). Here are the precise 

sections that we found most important and that we kept coming back to during our discussions: 

 

Section 4A and B of the Handbook seem to be what is most directly relevant to faculty and 

classroom assessment. Here are some key quotes. You can see the whole here: 

https://www.nwccu.org/accreditation/standards-policies/standards/ 

 

4.A.1   The institution engages in ongoing systematic collection and analysis of 

meaningful, assessable, and verifiable data— quantitative and/or qualitative, as 

appropriate to its indicators of achievement—as the basis for evaluating the 

accomplishment of its core theme objectives. [bold and underlining are mine] 

https://www.nwccu.org/accreditation/standards-policies/standards/
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4.A.3 The institution documents, through an effective, regular, and comprehensive 

system of assessment of student achievement, that students who complete its 

educational courses, programs, and degrees, wherever offered and however 

delivered, achieve identified course, program, and degree learning outcomes. Faculty 

with teaching responsibilities are responsible for evaluating student achievement of 

clearly identified learning outcomes. [bold is mine]. 

 

4. B. 1 Results of core theme assessments and results of assessments of programs and 

services are: a) based on meaningful institutionally identified indicators of 

achievement; b) used for improvement by informing planning, decision making, and 

allocation of resources and capacity; and c) made available to appropriate 

constituencies in a timely manner. [bold and underlining are mine] 

 

Members of our workshop were particularly interested in the fact that:  

a) Quantitative data is not required if it is not appropriate. 

b) “Qualitative” data is affirmed “as appropriate to its indicators of achievement.” To many 

of us, this seemed crucial to allowing us leeway to be aspirational rather than asinine, 

since measuring many of our disciplines with numbers is deeply problematic and flattens 

the meaning of what we do.  

c) That the word “meaningful” was particularly significant to us and seems at times to have 

become lost in or subsumed by assessable and verifiable. 

 

Some of the colleagues that we consulted who have some expertise in assessment noted that 

there is a push from some assessors towards quantitative data, but that we can push back to a 

degree.  We do need to have a definition that we can say is fulfilled or not; the department or 

program needs to know if it is succeeding, but this can take different forms (and in the case of 

the humanities and fine arts, sometimes this can be narrative forms). And what we do needs to be 

verifiable, so we do need to retain documentation. But within these limits, we can be creative if 

that’s what we need to be to produce meaningful information. 

 

Most of the regular staff at accrediting agencies who oversee evaluating our assessment have 

backgrounds in higher education and often were faculty before moving into administration. And 

the evaluation teams are selected from inside our region but outside our state.  This means that 

they will have an understanding of the challenges that faculty face in crafting appropriate 

methods and instruments to assess meaningfully.  

 

 Although we have framed our discussion with accreditation, we want to reiterate that assessment 

is not at all the same as accreditation. Our sense was that our assignments and assessment 

exercises should measure what is important and meaningful in our disciplines and the residue of 

that should be forwarded to those who are preparing our accreditation materials. In other words, 

department and program assessment is a scholarly exercise emerging from faculty expertise and 

a commitment to student learning, and those preparing the accreditation materials for our 
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accrediting agency can use that material to not only inform but also shape the accreditation 

process in meaningful ways.  
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III. The History of Assessment. 

 

We can understand some of the tensions in assessment today if we look at the way it 

emerged in the last few decades of the twentieth century. One of the first essays we read, 

from a book entitled: Enhancing Assessment in Higher Education: Putting Psychometrics to 

Work (2017), reviewed the history of assessment. Here’s what the authors concluded:  

 

History of Assessment 

 

Peter T. Ewell and Tammie Cumming identify four intellectual strands that ultimately converged 

in assessment; they then emphasize that there is tension between these approaches: 

 

1) A research tradition that began in the 1930s and 40s that took methods from 

educational and developmental psychology and that generally focused on single 

undergraduate colleges. From this tradition came elements like “basic taxonomies of 

outcomes, models of student growth and development; and tools for research like 

cognitive examinations, longitudinal and cross-sectional surveys, and quasi-experimental 

designs.” 

 

2) A literature that studied retention that emerged in the late 1960s and 70s. This 

literature affirmed Tinto’s notion of academic and social integration. Tinto’s concept 

of student integration was published in the mid 1970s and it argued that “students who 

socially integrate into the campus community increase their commitment to the institution 

and are more likely to graduate” 3 New methodologies came from this literature that 

involved “longitudinal study designs, specially configured surveys, and multivariate 

analytical techniques that were later adopted by many assessment practitioners.” 

Cumming and Ewell note that “retention scholarship was action research: Although 

theoretically grounded and methodological sophisticated, its object was always informed 

intervention.” 

 

3) In response to the development of large-scale federal programs in the 1960s and 1970s, 

that required program evaluation, a scholarship of program evaluation emerged. 

Initially “program evaluation…relied almost entirely on quantitative methods. It was also 

related to a wider movement toward ‘scientific management’ that quickly found 

applications in higher education in the form of strategic planning, program review and 

budgeting.” 

Scientific management, as most of you know, came into being in the very early 20th 

century. Frederick Winslow Taylor, an American engineer who published The Principles 

                                                           
3 Cynthia Demetriou and Amy Schmitz-Sciborski,  “Integration, Motivation, Strengths and Optimism: Retention 
Theories Past, Present and Future.” In R. Hayes (Ed.), Proceedings of the 7th National Symposium on Student 
Retention, 2011, Charleston. (pp. 300-312). Norman, OK: The University of Oklahoma. 2011. 
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of Scientific Management in 1911 is the key figure in this movement. Basically, his 

interest was to study work and workers for the sake of efficiency.4 This sort of connection 

is related to cybernetics which has its background in science and the social sciences.  

4) Mastery learning: a movement that began in elementary and secondary education but by 

the mid 1960s had also been applied to postsecondary education. This sort of learning is 

“based on agreed-upon outcomes, [thus] assessing and certifying individual achievement 

was always paramount. Cumming and Miller say that this sort of tradition provided “the 

conceptual foundation for ‘alternative’ institutions” that include Evergreen College. 

Some of the assessment practices associated with this sort of model were “evaluating 

student portfolios and other authentic measures of student attainment.”  

 

  

 

Number three was of most concern to us because it tends to privilege excessively 

efficiency and standardization. In regards to the broad history of assessment, and to the 

third item in particular, we discussed in detail our concern with the language of 

assessment; its genealogy does not come from the humanities and fine arts and does not 

and likely cannot assign values to the things that are most meaningful to the humanities 

and fine arts. And it may not capture elements of other disciplines in the sciences and 

social sciences.  

 

 

 

Ewell and Cummng locate the beginning of assessment proper at the First National Conference 

in Higher Education in 1985. The sponsors were the National Institute of Education (NIE) and 

the American Association for Higher Education (AAHE).  The conference was responding to a 

report that had come out the previous year called Involvement in Learning. This report 

recommended: that high expectations be created for students: that students be involved in higher 

learning environments; that students be provided with prompt and useful feedback.  But there 

were other pressures to create “coherent curricular experiences that could best be shaped by 

ongoing monitoring of student learning and development.” Ewell and Miller note that “A 

concomitant enlightened but unexamined, assumption was that the tools of social science and 

educational measurement, deployed appropriately, could be adapted by all disciplines to further 

this process of ongoing inquiry and improvement.” (7). And there were pressures outside the 

academy – a call for more accountability.  

At the conference, the attendees tried to talk through some of the tensions, such as 

“accountability versus improvement” or whether “quantitative or qualitative methods would 

                                                           
44 Frederick Winslow Taylor: Reflections on the Relevance of The Principles of Scientific Management 100 Years 
Later 
Giannantonio, Cristina M, PhD; Hurley-Hanson, Amy E, Journal of Business and Management; Fort Collins Vol. 17, 
Iss. 1,  (2011): 7-10. 
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predominate.” And they started to develop taxonomies. In the late 1980s (1986-89) “the major 

testing organizations” started to create instruments that came out of previous prototypes. Slowly 

but surely, as colleges (like Alvaro College or what is now Truman State University) would 

implement processes, they would report back and other colleges would take them as models. We 

might also add to the history outlined in this article the Spelling report of 2006 that critiqued the 

lack of accountability mechanisms in higher education and put pressure on colleges to design and 

implement mechanisms deemed to be better.  

The article on the history of assessment helped us to recognize the origins of some of our own 

frustrations. We could see that the divided aims of the formal assessment structure 

(accountability and improvement) were apparent from its beginning, and some of the historical 

influences explained why quantitative methods often seemed predominant.  Our discussion of 

this history concluded that a goodly number of our group value the improvement of our students 

over accountability, not because we don’t think we should be accountable but because we 

already are accountable, and (particularly for those of us in the humanities and fine arts) we 

value qualitative measures rather than quantitative measures, which we felt often flattened or 

removed everything that was meaningful about what we were doing. There was a sense that it 

may sometimes be beneficial to give the qualitative a place of predominance in some instances.  

 

One place mentioned in this article as a source of information on elements to keep in mind as we 

re-design assessment are the 2013 “Principles for Effective Assessment of Student 

Achievement” which you can locate here:  

 

http://www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/documents/endorsedassessmentprinciples_sup.pdf 

 

 This document was “adopted by the presidents of major research universities in cooperation 

with the heads of the nation’s regional accreditation bodies” (Ikenberry & Kuh 16). They note 

that students need to show success in three domains.  

1) Evidence of student learning experience (how students are learning – e.g. kinds of 

experiences in and out of the classroom). 

2) Evaluation of student academic performance (meaningful curricular goals and defensible 

standards for evaluating whether students are achieving these goals). 

3) Post-graduation outcomes. 

This document also says: “The accreditation process needs to allow institutions flexibility with 

regard to the methods for measuring progress toward these goals.” This seems to suggest we are 

not stuck in as rigid a system as we might think.  

  

http://www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/documents/endorsedassessmentprinciples_sup.pdf
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IV. What is Assessment Exactly?  The Nuts and Bolts of Assessment.  

To get a broad overview of what assessment is, you might look at Barbara E. Walvoord’s book: 

Assessment Clear and Simple. We looked at extracts from the second edition.  This book 

addresses a lot of very specific questions we might have, such as why are grades not sufficient 

for assessment or how goals should be framed in order to be measurable. Chapter 3 is addressed 

to departments and programs. In it she maps out a range of ways to assess that are specific and 

practical and gives several case studies. At a minimum she says, there should be: 

A basic no-frills assessment process in which there are: 

*learning goals for each of your degrees, certificates, or programs. 

*two measures of how well students are achieving the goals – one direct measure (that 

would require evaluating student work) and one indirect measure (student surveys or 

focus groups) that ask how well students achieved goals, what aspects of education in the 

department were most helpful, and what might the department do differently to help you 

learn more effectively.   

*a process of working with that information to see if changes are needed. 

Walvoord acknowledges that we can’t fully assess all qualities, some of which are ineffable, but 

suggests that we can get indications of how well learning is happening, noting that “[w]e are not 

caught between objectivity…and subjectivity.” She adds that when we want to measure 

something more ineffable like “ethical reasoning and action” we might ask students for feedback 

in surveys alongside evaluating something they do so we gain a more complex understanding not 

only of the end result of their work but about their intellectual processes.   

After reading Walvoord, we read a series of articles that looked at more specific challenges in 

implementing such processes in different disciplines and talked about some of the very particular 

issues that we faced. Here are a few examples: 

In a discussion of articles about assessment in science, we talked about what happens when you 

have to cover a certain amount of material (e.g. scientific disciplines) in a course?  How can we 

distinguish the content we are trying to teach and the skills we are trying to evoke from students? 

Is it more important to assess skills (which are easier to evaluate) or concepts (which are harder, 

but perhaps more valuable)?  Some students who struggle with skills can still solve problems. Is 

the end result – solving the problem - more important than the methodology? By the end of a 

content-heavy introductory course, is it more important for students to replicate the content or to 

be able to apply relevant elements of the content that they have selected as most useful to a 

problem they haven’t encountered before? Should they be able to apply their knowledge to a 

very unfamiliar problem, perhaps even from another discipline? How standard does their 

knowledge have to be? 

In a discussion of articles about assessment in fine arts, we talked about the distinct nature of the 

fine arts from other disciplines, even those affiliated with it in the humanities.  There is certainly 

knowledge of many sorts to be learned and synthesized in the fine arts. For example, oral exams 

can be particularly meaningful in seeing how well students can weave the work they have crafted 

into a historical and cultural framework; being able to dynamically move between and 
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understand multiple points of view can also be indicated in oral exams. And the work itself 

displays a degree of mastery of specific skills. And yet, experiencing mystery, suspending 

judgement, disrupting categories, and encountering the immeasurable, is a crucial part of the fine 

arts (and can also be a part of the humanities). We discussed the way it often can’t be described 

as well in quantifiable terms as it can in analogies (we might try to explain such an experience by 

describing spelunking in a cave and encountering its immensity when you enter). Things that 

might not be so easily evaluated might include things like: nurturing students to acquire and 

honor peripheral vision, things just out of the line of sight; jarring students out of their way of 

seeing by giving new ways of looking – seeing the campus layout as a metaphor; teaching them 

how to “play” in a generative way that creates something we might call beauty or something 

else. This last grouping can often be the very things that inspire and produce a desire to learn in 

students. 

The scholar Lucinda Cole notes, “Creativity means recognizing the rules, recombining them, and 

transcending them; it is conditional upon having internalized rules apparent in work whose value 

is partly dependent upon its difference from what came before. From this perspective, creativity 

is a sort of divergent thinking, domain-specific knowledge from which deviation may occur” 

Assessment in the Disciplines: Literary Study, Measurement, and the Sublime. The act of 

transcending and deviating is a form of higher-order thinking to which advanced students should 

aspire, but is the very thing that often resists (and perhaps should) measurement.  
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V. Problems with Assessment and with Problematic Use of Metrics 

 

a) We read a series of arguments that outlined concerns with assessment. Some of these 

articles were hostile to assessment in general. Others, particularly those by David 

Eubanks, identified concerns as part of a quest to formulate better ways to approach 

assessment. Here are some of the key problems identified.  

Problems with Assessment.  

This information is from specific articles aimed at assessment by Eric Gilbert (Chronicle, 

2018), Molly Worthen (NY Times, 2018), David Eubanks (“Guide for the Perplexed” in 

Intersection, Fall, 2017) and from a broader work that engaged with the use of data (Weapons of 

Math Destruction, Cathy O’Neil, 2016).  Note that Eubanks is the Assistant VP for Assessment 

and Institutional Effectiveness at Furman University. 

*faculty might be tempted to make something up because they have “concluded that 

assessment data do not tell you anything useful about our program” (Gilbert). 

*It devours a lot of money that could be used elsewhere, and this is increasing because 

commercial interests, such as consulting firms, are getting involved (Worthen). 

*It may be significant and worrying that assessment arose at the same time as the 

“decision of state legislatures all over the country to reduce spending on public 

universities and other social services.” (Worthen). 

*Assessment oversimplifies complex intellectual endeavors (Worthen).  

*the methods of gathering and analyzing data are very poor. So, either “the faculty are 

generating good data” and not using it effectively or the faculty are trying but “the data 

and methods in general use are very poor at measuring learning.” He thinks it’s the latter 

(Eubanks).  

*Statistical testing can imply a degree of certainty that can create misinterpretations 

(Eubanks, quoting a concern by Patrick Terenzini in a 1989 article). Eubanks worries that 

process (checking boxes and cheerfully measuring outcomes) has become more important 

than creating something meaningful. He questions whether we are emphasizing form over 

function. When comparing a test at the beginning of a class and then at the end, it is all 

too easy to draw false conclusions and make changes that actually damage your 

teaching.5  

                                                           
5 He gives an example from foreign language departments over a two-year period. It would seem that about 16% of 

students in his example are not meeting the expectation of performance in language skill. Usually, the “correction” 

would be something like spending extra time at the beginning reviewing basic skills. This change would reduce 

content for 84% of students who don’t need it. If we study it more carefully, we might discover that students are 

coming with varied preparation and may wait a few years before taking the course (forgetting earlier language 

experiences) or that students who are weaker academically might put off taking the course. So a solution might be 

better advising rather than changing the course.  
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*The mass-produced nature of assessment creates “dozens or hundreds of shallow pools 

of data, with small decontextualized samples. There is no time to diagnose, let alone fix, 

the data problems.” When assessing our classes, we are working with small samples 

(Eubanks).  

 

 It is important to note that Eubanks is not rejecting assessment. Rather he says we need to 

“create and share large sets of high-quality data. These might be organized by discipline or at the 

institutional level to focus on a manageable number of outcomes – not hundreds of them at once” 

He also foregrounds the importance of working as partners with faculty. Pay particular attention 

to Eubanks since he is particularly well versed in the assessment process. You can read 

Eubanks’s article here: 

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.aalhe.org/resource/resmgr/docs/Int/AAHLE_Fall_2017_Intersectio

n.pdf 

 

b) A Broader Critique of Metrics: 

 

We also read an extract from a book that talked in general about problems with a poor or 

problematic use of metrics. While we read Weapons of Math Destruction, another 

relevant work you might consider is Jerry Z. Muller’s The Tyranny of Metrics (2018) 

Neither text rejects metrics or the use of data but they do warn that they need to be used 

with great care, that we ought not to over rely on them, and that we need to recognize the 

limits and dangers of metrics. Here are some of the key concerns raised in the section we 

read from Weapons of Math Destruction.  

Cathy O’ Neil, Weapons of Math Destruction (2016) 

 Using metrics often incentivizes cheating and can damage the very thing it is trying to 

measure or improve. As an example, she refers to the way that The US News and World 

Report has inflicted damage on higher education as some have tried to game it or to 

improve only the metrics the report valued rather than what educators think is important.   

 

 Metrics can privilege efficiency and erase the human cost. Significant problems are 

created by using data in the workplace to make employee hours more efficient (e.g. 

“clopening”– the same employee opens and closes, or creating irregular work schedules). 

This is great for maximizing efficiency and terrible for human lives. 

 

 Metrics can define people in limited ways that do not capture the complexity of human 

interaction. For example, the Cataphora software system rated technology workers on a 

number of metrics, including their ability to generate ideas, by burrowing into their 

emails. Some people, the system thought, based on particular terms used were idea 

generators, others were connectors. But this data can oversimplify human interaction and 

also presupposes that employees see email as a space to generate ideas.   

 

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.aalhe.org/resource/resmgr/docs/Int/AAHLE_Fall_2017_Intersection.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.aalhe.org/resource/resmgr/docs/Int/AAHLE_Fall_2017_Intersection.pdf
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 The sort of data provided by the Cataphora system and other systems can be used to cull 

a workforce in ways that are shortsighted and limited. A worker who does not seem to be 

an idea generator on email might be a vital motivating force to her network of colleagues, 

but this value is not visible to the algorithm. An algorithm can appear to make tough 

decisions easy, but producing a neat number or a tidy chart may, in fact, lead to bad 

decisions based on problematic data.  

 

 Statistics are frequently misinterpreted resulting in systems that seem ambiguous and 

chaotic. She refers to the case of Tim Clifford from New York City, a teacher who, after 

many years of successful teaching, received 6/100 on a teaching evaluation. If he hadn’t 

had tenure he could have been fired. He had no idea how to improve it so he just kept on 

teaching the way he had. The next year his score was 96. He said he realized the system 

was broken. The model that had been used was deeply problematic. Cathy O’ Neil writes 

that in a well-meaning quest to try to adjust for social inequalities in the student body, 

administrators had moved to a model that was not based “on direct measurement of the 

students” but on “the so-called error term – the gap between results and expectations. 

Mathematically this is a much sketchier proposition. Since the expectations themselves 

are derived from statistics, these amount to guesses on top of guesses. The result is a 

model with lots of random results, what statisticians call ‘noise.’” This noise is made 

worse by the fact that the numbers being measured (a class of twenty-five or thirty 

students) is too small to “balance out the exceptions and outliers”).  
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VI. A Defense of Assessment.  

We read an article by Kate Drezek McConnell in Inside Higher Education called “What 

Assessment is Really About.” It was written in March 2018 in response to Worthen’s New York 

Times article. McConnell has spent 15 years working “on campuses in assessment and 

evaluation.”  She is currently Senior Director for Research and Assessment at the Association of 

American Colleges and Universities.  

McConnell argues that when she began working in assessment “simplistic quantification of 

learning was the coin of the realm” but the AAC&U “championed the role of faculty expertise in 

teaching, learning, and assessment, and created an alternative approach to standardized tests, the 

VALUE (Valid Assessment of Learning In Undergraduate Education). 

https://www.aacu.org/value/rubrics. The rubrics were created by teams of faculty members and 

they are available for free (and are about 10 years old). We have attached these rubrics as an 

appendix to this report. She writes:  

“Far from a reductionist tool, research has demonstrated that the VALUE rubrics empower 

faculty members to help translate the learning that takes place when a student completes an 

assignment they crafted, one that aligns with and promotes disciplinary knowledge, and -- at its 

best -- gives students not just the requisite skills for the single assignment, but also advances the 

ultimate purpose of college teaching: long-term retention of knowledge, skills and abilities and 

the ability to transfer those skills to a completely new or novel situation.” 

It is clear from her argument that she recognizes that many issues exist when assessment is done 

badly and seeks to replace reductive or over simplistic assessment methods with more effective 

ones.  The rubrics to which she refers try to offer a more complex and faculty-designed approach 

to assessment. They are available in Word as well as PDF format so you can adapt them to your 

specific needs. 

If you want to read an article that discusses both the uses and limits of rubrics, you might look at 

Sarah Webster Goodwin’s “Fearful Symmetries: Rubrics and Assessment” (in Literary Study, 

Measurement and the Sublime).  She argues that rubrics are useful “But rubrics have their 

limitations that may lead us to a false sense of safety, may make us miss openings onto new 

ideas and processes.” During our own discussions, although we saw value in rubrics (and the 

VALUE rubrics recognize complexity), we talked with admiration about the assignments we 

received from students that brilliantly, powerfully exceeded expectations, often through violating 

our rubrics, making visible their limits.   

  

https://www.aacu.org/value/rubrics
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VII. Questions and Thoughts that Emerged from our Discussions 

 

A) Primarily relating to faculty: 

1) Perhaps a key early step in imagining how to assess meaningfully is to determine precisely 

what we are trying to accomplish in the classroom, not just in terms of content knowledge or 

skills, but more broadly. For example, are we trying develop a robust theory of mind in our 

students? If so, how might we define such a goal and determine the steps most likely to lead to 

it? 

2) When we are evaluating what is happening in the classroom, how can we integrate our 

understanding of student abilities and performance with external factors, such as how much sleep 

students are getting, how much time they are spending on their homework, what sort of 

preparation they have had for this course of study before coming to Whitman? That is to say, 

before we make decisions about what might be best for our teaching, how can we get a fuller 

understanding of the context in which our students are learning? How can we assess the 

community, interaction with roommates etc.? What would be the best mode of integrating our 

discoveries with information about what is happening outside the classroom? How are we as an 

institution blending the data we do collect from assessment with other data (e.g. how many 

students are dropping out; how many students have mental health issues).  

3) Might studying students’ ability not only to provide answers in conventional ways but also to 

apply their learning to new, unfamiliar situations, help us to understand higher-level thinking in 

students?   If they have learned an array of methods and techniques in a class, this might evaluate 

how well they understand which methods might work best and whether they can creatively 

combine methods for better results. Some of us are doing this already (e.g. geology, psychology), 

but we might ponder whether this might work in other disciplines, such as philosophy or fine 

arts.  For more information about this application approach, or studying student success through 

projects, you might look at Paul Hanstedt’s Creating Wicked Students (2018).  

4) How do we capture some of the most important work we do, which is “unlearning?” Often, 

we spend a great deal of time teaching students to reject old bad habits and problematic 

intuitions. While assessment can seem to privilege linearity, transitions can be messy and 

convoluted, and thus be resistant, to a degree, to tidy rubrics. How can we capture the messiness 

of intellectual advancement? We discussed the tension that seems present between reason that 

often measures things and the imagination that often disorients and confuses things productively. 

Should we have horizontal aspirations (that might capture more intricately getting worse before 

getting better)? Is this productive disorientation tied to inclusive pedagogy, in particular the idea 

of productive discomfort, where such moments can be the precursor to big cognitive and 

neurological leaps (but can be hard to explain as progress)?  

5) To what extent do learning goals provide effective direction and to what extent do they close 

down meaning and can that closure be avoided? If we decide on a learning goal or desired 

outcome at the beginning of a semester is that useful? What is the difference between moving 
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from the learning goal we crafted at the beginning of the semester down to the reality of what 

happened during the semester and moving from the classroom up – that is to say recognizing 

particular problems that happened that semester and responding dynamically to them? Is it 

sometimes appropriate to throw out a learning goal and respond instead to issues on the ground? 

6) Are outcomes more important than processes? One of the articles we read highlighted the 

potential benefits of measuring flow – moments in a process of learning - rather than 

conventional outcomes. What might be ways in which we could collect and evaluate the flow of 

reaching a high-level mindset? 

7) For those of us who feel that assessment as it is simply doesn’t measure the things that are 

important in our discipline, can we redefine assessment in a way that does reflect our discipline? 

We wondered what assessment would look like if each of our departments had designed it to 

measure what our discipline most values. If your discipline designed assessment, what would it 

look like? What are the core concepts that your discipline teaches? How would you measure 

them in a way that is meaningful to your discipline and that reflects the deep meaning of learning 

(rather than superficiality – e.g. can they write a thesis statement)? Are there alternate models 

from ethnography or other disciplines? We particularly wondered about disciplines in the 

humanities. 

8) We spent quite a bit of time talking about the language of assessment, perhaps because the 

language of assessment, as it has historically evolved, carries implications that are problematic. 

We read Judith Butler’s essay, “Ordinary, Incredulous” (in The Humanities and Public Life, 

2014) in which Butler expressed concern that we accept a certain language as normal that 

privileges a certain set of values and gets in the way of others. She asserts that things that we in 

the humanities think are important can’t always be translated into a metric of value as we have 

inherited it in assessment. Everything becomes focused on “deliverables,” and as a result 

everything becomes a function of something else. We can’t articulate a language of distinct 

values because everything becomes a function of deliverables in a chain. Butler suggests 

citizenry as the basis for a language of meaning that might provide an alternative. During our 

discussion of language we expressed interest in the term “indicators of student learning” as 

indicators, a term often used in driving, foregrounds direction rather than an end point.  We also 

talked about the word “index” instead of “measure.” Butler adds that the very thing that the 

humanities are good at is to critique metrics and the language of instrumentalization. Butler, in 

fact, argues that we must “think critically about modes of measurement and schemes of 

evaluation.” How might we in the humanities, fine arts, and beyond respond to her call to action?  

9) We spent a lot of time articulating why qualitative information was so important to us. The 

qualitative, we affirmed, can address things like joy and unexpected learning. Words give texture 

that we need and breathes life into practice. We did note that numbers can be useful to show 

sharp shifts and see patterns and trends but words are also very important.  We brainstormed 

about having a collation of interviews or written journals or other qualitative forms of appraisal 

or indexing along with a statement that noted our strengths and areas of development as an 

acceptable means of assessment. 
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10) We raised concerns about the use of numbers flattening the dynamic make up of each class 

and always leading to the concept that there needs to be a very particular kind of “improvement” 

(better numbers) and no level is ever enough.  This (as discussed in the critique of metrics above) 

can actually incentivize changes that are not beneficial to students. Numbers can also lead to the 

foregrounding of standardization and efficiency which can further flatten meaning and erase 

elements like wonder and curiosity that are central to what we do. 

11) We are concerned that sometimes assessment, the way it is currently articulated, seems to 

suggest that failure is always located in the teacher. Can we reframe appraisal so it is not stuck in 

a binary of success and/or failure or in the language of culpability, and make it a creative, 

imaginative discovery process that strengthens intellectual growth in students and inspires the 

remarkable resource that is our faculty. 

12) How do we ensure students collaborate in the assessment process and are not objects of 

study? What would our students think should be assessed?  What sticks in their mind throughout 

their time here and what is forgotten? 

13) If we can use appraisal creatively to inspire and intellectually energize our students and 

ourselves, do grades help or impede the process?  

14) In some ways, the way we, at Whitman, had to rather abruptly frame assessment in terms of 

accreditation may have led us to emphasize the collection of data over a holistic picture of what 

we need to make visible to accreditors, which is that we have an iterative appraisal process in our 

programs and in relation to our individual courses that does consider what students are achieving 

in our classes and aims to address any concerns that the faculty diagnose. Perhaps as we start 

thinking about assessment in the future, we might flip that emphasis. Focusing on a meaningful, 

holistic picture will give us more opportunity to be aspirational.  

B) Relating both to faculty and to the administration of assessment 

1) The amount of time assessment can take if we do it well and meaningfully is substantial. This 

raises a series of questions, such as: what are we going to cut back on to fit in this sort of 

meaningful assessment; what sort of remuneration could be provided; is it the best use of 

resources for faculty members to assess every course that counts for a general education 

requirement or would it be more beneficial to target specific courses each year?  

2) Should our assessment committee and its leader be connecting with other liberal arts college 

committees to determine how to craft concepts and rubrics that assess what we think is important 

for a liberal arts education? In other words, is there way in which we can create a space within 

our accreditation agency that is even more conducive to the qualities of a liberal arts education? 

3) What are effective ways to strengthen reciprocity between the faculty and the administration 

as we seek to partner to assess meaningfully. For example, should the Associate Dean of Faculty 

Development be on the Assessment Committee as s/he can be an effective bridge between 

assessment and faculty development above and beyond the division chairs? 
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4) We wondered if our assessment committee should investigate other colleges where they are 

rethinking assessment creatively (one workshop member mentioned: Hampshire College, 

Fairhaven, and Evergreen). It might be useful to collect a variety of possibilities and then 

consider if they are useful to us.  

5) Is assessment effective when it gathers information about every course every semester/year 

(e.g. every course in the general education program) or would it be more effective if it was used 

strategically (e.g. aimed at certain constituencies that we want to help, such as the fly-in students 

and how to help them succeed)? 

6) How ought we to take into account the sort of student we are assessing (what some call 

Generation Z or the IGeneration)? Is it simply a more transactional generation or not? What are 

their changes in motivations (e.g. several articles we read suggested they may be more interested 

in environment and social justice than earlier generations, that inclusion is important to them, 

that they listen to social influencers, that digitally engaged experiences are important, that they 

are used to customization of experiences, that they are satisfied with fewer comforts and more 

flexible, interactive learning spaces, that they are deeply concerned with financial security, that 

they tend towards majors they believe to be practical, they are interested in learning things they 

can apply, they often see failure as catastrophic)? When we consider what we need students to 

learn and then to assess that learning, how do we ensure we are responding to the students we 

have in this historical moment? In order to give them the in-depth and rigorous intellectual 

experience that will create life-long learning, where do faculty adapt to help them step into deep 

learning and where do faculty challenge them to step outside their preconceptions? 

7) What should we be looking at in the first year experience? How do we measure deep learning? 

Are we looking to help guide students to acquire a disposition rather than an outcome? How do 

we avoid being rigid? It may be important to remember that some students may be deeply 

immersed and focused and others may be scattered and diffused, but both may be taking part in 

an intellectual journey. How might we honor these different but perhaps equally intellectually 

important paths? 

8) Since employability is often presented as a key element of learning in the current culture, 

should we simply reject that paradigm as irrelevant to what we do, or can we invite employers to 

be our advocate in relation to many things that we deem to be meaningful, but that don’t fit tidily 

in conventional assessment boxes, like curiosity and passion and focus? 

9) If we become more innovative in creative, meaningful assessment techniques, is it worth 

writing an article or articles aimed at a general audience? It could be shared with other colleges 

but also perhaps even have an audience with the general public.  
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VIII. A Possible Assessment Checklist 

 

1) What is a meaningful element (end result, part of a process) for me to study in regards to 

this class, this program, this department? Why is it meaningful? Is it meaningful in and of 

itself or as part of a broader whole? When considering what is meaningful, you might use 

your own disciplinary concepts or broader concepts, depending on what you are studying.  

(When you start developing these elements, they will need to be tied to existing 

department, program, or course objectives; over time you may find these objectives need 

to be reworked to respond to what you are finding to be meaningful). 

 

2) If I select to study a broad category (e.g. critical thinking) am I measuring the whole 

thing (in which case I might need to understand the components that make up this 

category and ways in which they interrelate, and to design a multi-component instrument) 

or a crucial part of that category? If it is a part, why am I choosing this part, and will I be 

appraising other parts at a later date in an order that will give me an understanding of 

how students are doing in the broad category? 

 

3) Can this element be assessed and verified in a way that does not negate its 

meaningfulness? What instrument that allows for accessibility and verifiability will 

flatten the meaning least and how can we communicate in our ultimate assessment the 

limits of the instrument? 

 

4) What do we want to study in relation to this element? Is an end product suitable or do we 

want to study moments in a process? Do we want to look at direct evidence (student 

work) or indirect evidence (student reports)? 

 

5) What are the merits and drawbacks of using quantitative vs. qualitative data to look at 

this element? Which are you selecting and why? 

 

6) What is the context in which students work towards this goal both inside and outside the 

classroom (e.g. what scaffolding are you providing to ensure students can accomplish 

what you want them to accomplish and what supplemental support to they have in office 

hours, recitations etc.). What is the context outside the classroom? Would it be useful to 

have student input into aspects of the broader college community and to ways in which 

their own behavior influenced learning? Which of these elements of context can be 

influenced by the department? If there are trends that suggest there are issues outside the 

department, how should they be addressed? 

 

7) Is it better to finalize what you are going to assess at the beginning of the semester/year 

or should we wait until we have a stronger sense of what is happening in a particular 

class?    

 



23  

8) How can we meaningfully capture what has happened as we translate this instrument for 

our colleagues in administration who are trying to convey it to our accreditation agency? 

Narratives, numbers, images, sample portfolios? 

 

9) Most importantly, how will this benefit students? 
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Appendix 1: Syllabus 
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Syllabus ITL: 10 Feb, 2019 Version 

Intellectual/Creative Appraisal (formerly known as Assessment) 

8 Participants: M. Acuff, Sharon Alker, Tim Doyle, Russ Gordon, Julia Ireland, Kazi Joshua, 

Helen Kim, Chris Leise.   

 

Meeting Dates: Fridays at noon throughout the Spring, 2019 Semester  

(with Wednesdays at noon as a back up). And possibly a few 

evening coffees to ensure we can get through the material. 

 

Objective: We wish to create ethical approaches to intellectual and/or creative appraisal, at the 

course, department, and program level, that involves the student in their own self-appraisal and 

that affirms the joyful, metamorphic liminal space of the dynamic classroom, while recognizing 

and exploring ways to integrate into appraisal how the student (as a whole being) learns. We also 

wish to discover how to connect these approaches to our specific accreditation agency on terms 

that benefit our students.   

Meeting Place: Maxey 308 

CLEo Site: Accreditation ITL 

 

    

 

January 10th, 2019 (optional): There is a workshop with Paul Hansted which you 

do not have to attend (but I will attend and report back on) on assessment. Place: 

Memorial 331. 

 

January 11th, 2019: Our ITL has a private meeting with Paul Hansted, Professor 

of English at Roanoke College and expert on assessment. Place: Memorial 331. 

Optional Reading to Prepare from Hansted’s Book: Creating Wicked 

Students (2018) 

Chapter 2: “Setting Goals for our Courses”  

Chapter 7: “Assessing Wickedness” 

Note: By “wickedness,” Hansted is responding to an idea promoted by Edmond 

Ko who would often say that “his students faced wicked problems, that is, 

situtations where the parameters of the problem and the means available for 

solving them were changing constantly” (Hansted, 3). Thus, Ko (and Hansted) 

argued we need to give students “wicked competencies.” 

 

 

 

I. Prologue 
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Week 1: Friday 18th January 

General Meeting to discuss objectives and the syllabus.  

Week 2: Friday 25th January 

Reading: The History of Assessment & Where we are Today 

1) Peter T. Ewell. “History and Conceptual Basis of Assessment in Higher 

Education.” Enhancing Assessment: Putting Psychometrics to work in Higher 

Education, 2017. 

2) Stanley O. Ikenberry and George D. Kuh. “From Compliance to Ownership: 

Why and How Colleges and Universities Assess Student Learning.” Using 

Evidence of Student Learning to Improve Higher Education. Jossey Bass, 

2016. 1-26.  

 

Week 3: Friday 1st February 

Reading: Key Problems with Assessment 

1) Weapons of Math Destruction, The Introduction and Chapters 3 (Arms Race) 

and 7 (Sweating Bullets) are not about assessment in particular but they are 

about the way Big Data is misused and in the way that reducing “human 

behavior, performance and potential to algorithms” is problematic”  

2) “An Insider’s Take on Assessment: It May be Worse than you Thought.” 

Chronicle of Higher Education, January 12, 2018. 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/An-Insider-s-Take-on/242235 

3) “The Misguided Drive to Measure ‘Learning Outcomes.” New York Times. 

February 23, 2018.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/23/opinion/sunday/colleges-measure-

learning-outcomes.html 

4)  “What Assessment is Really About.” Inside Higher Education. March 1, 

2018. (this is the article recommended by Paul Hanstedt).  

https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2018/03/01/assessment-isnt-about-

bureaucracy-about-teaching-and-learning-opinion 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit I: A Broad Survey of Assessment: its origins, its 

purpose, its strengths and its problems. 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/An-Insider-s-Take-on/242235
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/23/opinion/sunday/colleges-measure-learning-outcomes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/23/opinion/sunday/colleges-measure-learning-outcomes.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2018/03/01/assessment-isnt-about-bureaucracy-about-teaching-and-learning-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2018/03/01/assessment-isnt-about-bureaucracy-about-teaching-and-learning-opinion
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Week 4: Friday 8th February 

Defining Assessment. What is its Relationship to Accreditation? 

1) “Assessment, Learning and Judgement in Higher Education: A Critical 

Review.” Chapter 2 in a book by the same name, Assessment, Learning 

and Judgement in Higher Education. 2009.  

 

2) Assessment Clear and Simple 

Chapters 1 “For Everyone: The Basics of Assessment” and 3 “For 

Departments and Programs” 

3) Website of Whitman’s Accreditors. the Northwest Commission on 

Colleges and Universities for Accreditation (NWCCU). 

 

Week 5: Friday 15th February 

Reading: Alternative ideas: “Edumetrics” and “Evaluative Judgement” “  

 

1) “The Edumetric Quality of New Modes of Assessment.” Chapter 6 in, 

Assessment, Learning and Judgement in Higher Education. 2009.  

 

2) Tai, Joanna, Roja Ajjawi, David Boud, Phillip Dawson, Ernesto 

Pandero. “Developing evaluative judgement: enabling students to 

make decisions about the quality of work.” Higher Education (2018)  

76: 467-481. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-017-0220-3 

 

 

Week 6: Friday 22nd February   *Kendra Golden visit 

  No assigned reading (unless Kendra assigns us anything). Please take a 

second look at the website of Whitman’s Accreditors: The Northwest 

Commission on Colleges and Universities for Accreditation.  

   

We will prepare questions that will help us understand how assessment works at  

Whitman.  

 

  

  

  

  

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-017-0220-3
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Week 7: Friday 1st March   

Assessment in the Humanities/Philosophy 

  Judith Butler, “Ordinary, Incredulous.” The Humanities and Public Life. Ed.  

  Peter Brooks, with Hilary Jewett. Fordham UP, 2014.  

 

Week 8: Friday 8th March 

Assessment in the Humanities/Literary Studies and Composition 

Michael Holquist, “Measuring the Humanities: The Slippery Slope from 

Assessment to Standardization.” Literary Study, Measurement, and the Sublime.  

Donna Heiland, “Approaching the Ineffable: Flow, Sublimity, and Student 

Learning.” Literary Study, Measurement, and the Sublime.  

Barbara E. Walvoord, “How to Construct a Simple, Sensible, Useful 

Departmental Assessment Process. Literary Study, Measurement and the Sublime.  

 

SPRING BREAK 

Week 9: Friday 29th March 

Assessment and the Fine Arts 

 Reading: 

1)  Chapter 2, “Conversations” from Why Art Cannot be Taught.  

2) Selections (sample assignments) from Draw it with your Eyes Closed: The Art 

of the Art Assignment. TBD. 

3) Selections from Art School: Propositions for the 21st Century 

 

Week 10: Friday 5th April 

Assessment in the Science Classroom 

Reading: Assessment in the College Science Classroom (2014) 

Chapter 3 (Summative Assessment) and 4 (Formative Assessment) 

Unit 2: How do Various Sections of the University (Fine Arts, Humanities, 

General Studies, Sciences) grapple with Assessment. What is the Practice now 

and is there a Better Way?  
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Week 11: Friday 12th April   ***Michelle Janning will visit 

  

No Reading: Prepare questions for Michelle Janning. Professor Janning has 

experience in both assessment at Whitman and outside the college and is 

interested in helping us envision new possibilities for assessment. 

 

 

Week 12: Friday 19th April 

Assessment in the First-Year Program: Thinking about the students we have. 

1) “Early Benchmarks Show ‘Post-Millennials’ on Track to be Most Diverse, 

Best-Educated Generation Yet.” Pew Research Center, November, 2018. 

2) Damon Williams, “Who are the Centennials” Center for Strategic Diversity 

Leadership and Social Innovation.  

  

 

Week 13: Friday 26th April  

No Reading: Drafting ideas together about intellectual appraisal (as opposed to 

assessment) for our own use and to present to faculty. 

 

Week 14: Friday 3rd May Neal Christopherson will visit. He has generously agreed to attend to 

talk about some of the reports he has worked on over the past five or six years about the student 

experience, particularly the longitudinal study that began in 2012 and that followed a random 

sample of 75 students over their time here and beyond.  

No Reading: Prepare questions for Neal Christopherson.  

 

Week 15: Friday 10th May 

  No Reading: Drafting ideas together about intellectual appraisal (as opposed to  

  assessment) for our own use and to present to faculty. 

 

 

 

 

UNIT 3: APPLICATION TO WHITMAN. STARTING 

TO PLAN WHAT IT WOULD LOOK LIKE IF WE 

TOOK SOME OF WHAT WE’VE LEARNED BACK 

TO OUR DIVISIONS. 
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Websites: 

 

Whitman College’s Accreditation Body is the Northwest Commission on 

Colleges and Universities for Accreditation (NWCCU). Their website is: 

http://www.nwccu.org/ 

There is a definition of accreditation in the FAQs  

 

  

Other resources: 

Survey of Assessment Culture: https://www.shsu.edu/research/survey-of-assessment-culture/ 

  

http://www.nwccu.org/
https://www.shsu.edu/research/survey-of-assessment-culture/
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Appendix 2: Draft Instruments Prepared by Several Members of the Workshop as they 

Engaged with the Ideas in the Readings. 
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Draft Instruments 

 

1) Julia Ireland 

 

 

Philosophy Department ITL Project – Senior Exam Assessment 

 

Julia A. Ireland 

 

History 

The Philosophy Department adopted a senior exam to replace the “History Sequence Paper” of 

Senior Philosophy, which is its senior assessment mechanism. Members of the Department felt 

that the requirement was resulting in papers that were of poor quality; papers were 

philosophically derivative, lacking strong and analytical complexity theses, and often poorly 

executed. As a result, we decided to go back to a comprehensive exam focused around 6-7 texts 

that share a common theme, e.g. Self, Freedom. 

 

Learning Goals 

In adopting the exam, the Department was focused on the specific Learning Goals: 

 

[fill in specific goals] 

 

In addition, we hoped the exam would foster intellectual community among our seniors – 

something flagged in our most recent External Review as weak in our Department and especially 

desired by Seniors in the absence of a senior capstone or equivalent. 

 

Exam Formulation Process 

The Department spent substantial hours discussing the theme for the exam, reading seven very 

different texts, discussing format as well as to how to engage students in the process of studying 

for the exam (the goal of community), the composition of exam questions, and its alignment with 

student learning goals. This took a considerable amount of Departmental time and energy when 

we were also seeking to bring our new colleague, Wenqing Zhao, into departmental and campus 

culture. One component of the assessment is to review through a questionnaire and follow-up 

discussion faculty perception of the exam with respect to its success in meeting learning goals 

and time spent on senior assessment – including the Senior Honors Thesis – in relation to other 

possible Department conversations, e.g. scaffolding the curriculum, Departmental mentoring, 

broader initiatives geared toward departmental community, research. Michelle Janning 

recommended a three to five year timeline to assess the implementation of the exam. With this 

first year of faculty assessment, the goal is to simply gather information about our respective 

experiences in order to then get a sense for one or two changes that would improve the process 

for ourselves next year and to pose the next set of questions with respect to the exam’s 

implementation. 
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Faculty Questionnaire 

 

1. Was the adoption of the exam an improvement over the “History Sequence” paper and 

previous iterations of the comprehensive exam? Why or why not? 

2. Did the process and construction of the exam succeed in addressing or meeting 

departmental “Learning Goals”?  What did the exam do best, what did the exam do least 

well, and how do we know? 

3. What is the one improvement that could be made that would address what the exam did 

least well? 

4. Do you feel that the Department effectively communicated to students the purpose, goals, 

and expectations of the exam as part of community? Why or why not? 

5. How could the Department improve its own process with respect to the exam, especially 

its extensive time commitment? Would a 2-credit Senior Seminar improve this process? 

 

Student Experience 

 

The assessment of student experience will roughly follow the same structure as the Departmental 

assessment of the questionnaire and follow-up conversation; Michelle Janning reiterated the 

significance of the latter as fulfilling the goals of community. The questionnaire will include 

Departmental and pose some of the same versions of questions included on the faculty 

questionnaire.  

 

Student Questionnaire 

 

1. What was your experience of the Philosophy Department’s exam in general terms? What 

did you learn, how did you learn it, and did the exam succeed in addressing the 

Departments “Learning Goals”? Why or why not? 

2. Comment on the theme and selection of texts. Were there too many texts? Too few? Was 

the exam too hard? Too easy?  

3. A Departmental goal as part of the process of the exam was creating community in the 

Philosophy Department the senior year. Did we succeed? What are your thoughts about 

the 2-credit Senior Seminar to read and discuss the required texts? 

4. What did the exam do best, and what did the exam do least well? 

5. Did the Department effectively communicate the purpose, goals, and expectations of the 

exam? 

6. What is the single improvement you would make for the exam next year? And what 

advice would you give to next year’s seniors about how to study for the exam? 

7. What is a good question to ask about the exam that would have been important for your 

own learning? 

8. Include one thing (or more) you would like the Department to know about your 

experience in the major or – more particularly – your experience during your Senior year. 

 

 

 

 

 



35  

Assessment Format and Outcomes 

 

The responses to both questionnaires will be reviewed and discussed by the Department; notes 

from the discussion will be taken as part of the generating raw data, and a one to two page 

document will be generated that provides a summary overview to serve as the basis for future 

reference. The Department is currently in the process of revising a rubric to grade the history of 

philosophy question on the exam, and will use the questionnaire information to help inform that 

discussion; this rubric will be communicated to students. The Department hopes to identify one 

to two improvements that can be made to the exam with respect to its own process, and one to 

two improvements that can be made with respect to student experience. We hope to clarify 

whether we need a 2-credit Senior Seminar to support the exam structure and the goal of 

community to be adopted Fall 2020. The goal for this year is to generate some raw data, make in 

reach changes that will in turn assist future assessment with respect to student learning outcomes, 

and clarify how the exam aligns with departmental “Learning Goals” as reflected in other part of 

our curriculum. A good and measurable outcome will be coming up with the right questions to 

understanding the trajectory of student learning. The form of the assessment will be a narrative 

overview of the exam, supported and converted into numerical data, and a brief commentary on 

“outliers” and “concerns.” 

  

 

 

 

2) Russ Gordon 

 

 

Writing Assignment for the Math 126 Final Exam 

 

 

As you may recall from the syllabus, the goals for this course include the following items: 

 

1. to develop quantitative reasoning skills; 

2. to learn how to read technical material; 

3. to learn to write technical information correctly and clearly; 

4. to take pride in your work and to avoid errors; 

5. to learn how to solve non-routine problems; 

6. to appreciate/understand  how mathematicians view mathematics; 

7. to comprehend some aspects of calculus. 

The in-class portion of the final exam will be checking your success on item (7). However, I am 

curious about your thoughts on items (1) through (6).  Consequently, I am requesting that you    

write three paragraphs discussing these items: one paragraph on item (3) and one paragraph each 

on two other items of your choosing that seem significant to you. For each goal, you may discuss 

ways in which you improved over the course of the semester (and how you know that you have 
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done so) or you may discuss how or why you feel you made little progress toward that goal. You 

should include specific details and/or general impressions that indicate how you recognize that 

you have made progress in a given area or to better explain why you made little progress on a 

given goal. You may also discuss things that you could have done differently (study habits, 

asking for and receiving assistance, etc.) or things that I (as professor) could have done 

differently to help you accomplish the goals. 

The total word count for all of the paragraphs (that is, the entire paper, should be 300–500 

words. I will be looking for depth of thought/analysis and engagement with the goals rather than 

a mere list of platitudes. I will also check for correct use of language and coherence of thought. 

The paper needs to be typed, with appropriate line spacing and font size, as you see fit. The 

assignment is due at the beginning of the scheduled final exam. 

The syllabus states that the final exam is comprehensive and is worth 80 points.  Twelve of 

those points will be allotted for this paper. 

 

A discussion of the results: 

 

I decided to try a different type of assessment for Math 126 this semester, one that is more 

qualitative than quantitative. As indicated by the assignment on the previous page, I had the 

students write a short paper expressing their thoughts on some of the learning goals that I state 

on the syllabus and discuss during the semester. The assignment is essentially assessing item (ii) 

in the quantitative reasoning distribution area, namely, “Represent, communicate, and analyze 

ideas and data using symbols, graphs, or tables.” 

 

The students (there were 17 total in my two sections) wrote on a variety of items, expressing 

their thoughts and discussing their accomplishments or lack thereof. The main take-away for me 

was the realization that there is a significant gap between my idea of what the goals are and what 

the students think the goals are. Here are three examples to indicate the discrepancy. 

 

1. For item (4), I want students to write their work neatly and to include clear steps so that others 

can read their solutions. I also expect them to make a concerted effort to avoid careless errors 

(such as 4 · 2 = 6). Some students more or less stated that they could not take pride in their work 

unless they were getting a good grade. However, a person needs to realize that doing your best, 

whatever that may be, is a source for feeling good about your work. In addition, students 

interpreted errors as any mistakes at all. However, as you learn new material, some errors are 

inevitable and you can learn from your mistakes. 

 

2. In reference to item (5), some students interpreted non-routine problems as difficult problems, 

that is, problems similar to examples but with more complicated functions or algebra. However, 

problems that are non-routine are those for which you have seen and practiced the skills and 

ideas necessary to solve the problem, but it is unclear how to proceed because the problem looks 

very different from the examples or requires multiple ideas in the same problem. Solving these 
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sorts of problems involves having a mental list of options to try as you ponder the problem, 

perhaps over an extended period of time. 

 

3. For item (6), during the semester, I talk about the history of various mathematical topics, 

mention further applications of some of the math we are doing, and illustrate how some topics 

lead to interesting mathematical problems that may have no immediate applications at all. In 

their paragraphs, the students focused more on notation and solving problems the way a 

mathematician might, rather than looking at the bigger picture and realizing the breadth and 

depth of mathematics. 

 

In hindsight, perhaps I should have known that there was a potential for misinterpretation of 

these goals, but this assessment really opened my eyes. Hence, moving forward, I plan to 

rephrase the goals for the course to make them clearer to the students. I also plan to mention the 

goals more often during the semester and provide explicit examples of the various items. 

 

 

3) Tim Doyle, Proposal for Assessment for First-Year Pods 

 

 

I'm writing to share my thoughts RE assessment and the opportunity presented by the new FYE 

model to bake in a natural structure for assessment.  Here I will focus more on the Pod semester 

because I think it presents the greatest opportunity to change how we approach assessment 

within the FYE.  Forgive me for ignoring Encounters in this discussion---it's a little macabre, but 

it feels a bit like planning a vacation in front of a dying friend. 

 

What I’m presenting here is a structure for generating assessments that plays an organic role in 

the life of the FYE, serves several of our own individual needs as instructors staffing the FYE, 

and also targets the crafting of productive, open faculty collaborations.  This is not a proposal for 

a particular instrument but a discussion of the positive structural role that assessment might play 

if we build it in from the outset in a way that resists flattening forms of measurement and the 

generation of data that aren’t directly relevant to the faculty making decisions about how to 

revise course content and approaches."  

 

A principle, an observation, and a rhetorical question: 

 

(1) Assessment should be a byproduct of the regular process we use to reflect on and revise our 

courses, not the reason that induces us to reflect on our courses. 

 

(2) Because substantial aspects of the new FYE involve collaborative course development and 

teaching we already need to document and share our reflections as a natural part of collaborating 

to improve the experience of the FYE for all involved.  In essence, the structure of the FYE 

already necessitates some sharing and expression of reflections on course content and efficacy. 

 

(3) Staffing for pods should be integrated with the process by which pods self-appraise and 

revise their themes/questions and shared learning experiences---how else should someone timing 

into teaching the FYE know what group they want to join? 
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Here's my proposal in response to these three thoughts: 

 

Let's skip to the planning stages for year two or three of the new FYE when the original pods are 

starting to need new bodies as individuals who founded them are timing out, going on sabbatical, 

3AM rage emailing the faculty list and refusing to ever... whatever.  This is the time when we 

need to figure out how to sustain or terminate and replace pods to facilitate staffing. 

 

My suggestion is that we ask each pod to prepare a report at the end of the fall semester that 

details how and how well they are tackling the shared learning goals with a special eye to how 

the shared theme/question or shared texts or shared student experiences are playing into this 

performance.  The report should conclude with a set of concerns or critiques and possible actions 

as recommended by the current year's teaching faculty for the pod.  This should be made 

available to all faculty who are currently teaching or timing in to the FYE.  Second semester 

"seminar" instructors need to know this sort of thing so they know what to be prepared for as the 

next semester begins; Pod people need to know what's going on in the pods so that they can opt 

into the pods that are taking on the tasks to which they believe they have the most to contribute.  

Changes to each pod should be made in the form of having the newly constituted pod write a 

short letter detailing the changes they will make and how they believe they are responding to the 

strengths and weaknesses identified in the previous semester's report. 

 

The previous pod report and the response from the newly constituted pod---their plan for the next 

year---should be the raw materials from which we glean an assessment of the program from year 

to year.  This takes a process that we need to undertake to organize and sustain pods and gives us 

assessment of pods as a byproduct. 

 

Some further thoughts on sustaining pods: 

 

Back before the Big Vote there was a lot of reasonable concern about how we will staff the pods.  

Some of that concern was from folks who didn't want to have the additional contact hours 

involved in organizing pods; I have nothing to say to that.  But another set of concerns arose 

about how pods grow, live, and die. This second set of concerns is something that we can use the 

above-mentioned process to address. 

 

How should we handle a pod with dwindling faculty interest? 

 

A pod should only run if there are at least two instructors (three instructors?) committed to it.  A 

pod that runs in a year with less than four instructors should be terminated in the subsequent year 

unless four or more instructors commit to it for the subsequent year.  This allows instructors to 

get a decent return on preparations made in the service of a pod even if it doesn't have the 

momentum required to persist indefinitely.  The pod report will be a major way for pods to 

recruit new members. [This requires an addendum to the motion we passed to lower the 

minimum pod size to accommodate some occasional shrivel.] 

 

How should we handle a pod with excessive interest? 
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A pod with over seven faculty members committed to it should split in two---cell division.  Each 

half should craft its own response to the previous report/plan for the next year.  These pods might 

recombine as interest fluctuates, or they might diverge and really become quite separate over a 

few years.  They may have some shared activities between pods, but they may diverge 

immediately.  The title and catalog text for a pod should be the purview of the newly constituted 

pod. [This would require an addendum to the motion we passed to raise the maximum size of a 

pod from six to seven sections.  This is just a mathematical issue: if the normal minimum is 4, 

we need to allow the full 4-7 range so that the first too big pod can split into two pods of four and 

not immediately enter a state of shrivel.] 

 

This proposal also has the advantage that there is no problem of popularity.  A popular pod will 

just undergo cell division, and an unpopular pod will have some life support available to allow 

committed faculty to rally interest or at least repay investments if faculty prefer to stick it out for 

another year rather than opting into a new pod. 

 

Essential to all this are the ideas that (a) pod content is under the purview of those teaching, and 

(b) teaching within a pod can still, under this model, be a matter of great individual freedom. 

Because these reporting and redesign efforts are concentrated near the moment when hand the 

baton, the wisdom of a prior cohort informs the deliberations of the new cohort, but nobody who 

is not teaching a pod dictates anything about content to anyone who is teaching in that pod.  This 

model for growth and death of pods is consonant with maximum faculty autonomy while 

focusing our attention on our shared purpose, indeed on revisiting our shared purpose each year. 

 

4) Sharon Alker and Chris Leise. Assessment Instrument for Capturing Flow. 

 

This brief portion of an instrument to learn how to capture flow was inspired by “Approaching 

the Ineffable: Flow, Sublimity, and Student Learning” by Donna Heiland. She builds on ideas 

inherited from psychology about flow experiences, which “can help shape particularly intense 

forms of student engagement in learning, and move on to consider such engagement as not only 

affective but also as cognitive and even creative experience.” She discusses why people, students 

and otherwise, do things passionately (rock climb, play chess, play musical instruments etc.) for 

which they are neither famous nor paid, and suggests it is tied to a flow experience that begins 

with clear goals, immediate feedback, a balance between challenges and skills, and ultimately 

leads to a loss of self-consciousness and a loss of one’s self in the project (something we might 

call transcendence and explains why we might seem to lose time when we are in the thrall of 

such an experience).  

 

Goal: Capture the ephemera of learning and teaching experiences (in-class, in-office, and outside 

of structured environments) to help students identify when they undergo transformative changes 

in their thinking. Concentrate on embodied/affective phenomena as well as intellectual 

realizations. 

 

Outcome assessed: “Recognize and delight in moments when engaging with texts generates 

surprising effects.”  
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Teaching approach: As instructors--in classes and in office meetings--identify moments when 

students appear to experience breakthroughs in learning. Point it out, then warmly invite 

student(s) in questions to notice as much as they can about what’s going on. What did it feel 

like? What specific elements combined to produce the outcome? Can they identify an underlying 

generality from the specifics that reveal something about how they learn best? 

 

Ask students to take learning notes over the course of the term, alongside their normal notes on 

content and method. 

 

Collection of indirect data: Have students submit a single paragraph reporting a significant 

breakthrough moment prompted by class. What aspect of their learning improved at that time? 

What content and/or method contributed most to producing the outcome? If they can recall, what 

did the breakthrough feel like? 

 

Use that indirect data to engage with the student’s work (direct data). If a student, for example, 

reported a breakthrough in being able to hold both parts of a metaphor (tenor and vehicle) in 

their mind at once and see how they interact, that is something you would look for and reward in 

their work. 

 

Start to study what you are seeing in the class as a whole. Do these breakthroughs occur at 

certain moments? You might, yourself write a few sentences of reflection down after a class in 

which a breakthrough occurs about what else was happening in the class and with the student. 

How do your own experiences interact with or even differ from those recorded by students? 

 

 

6) Art Assessment - Acuff 

  

More than anything, participation in this CDTLI permitted me to move from an admittedly 

cynical view of assessment and its history, issues, rewards, risks and failures, to a focused set of 

questions about the fundamental meaningfulness of college-level art instruction, and the 

relationship of the arts to the larger project of a small liberal arts college. 

  

I have come to see assessment as: 1) a means to stimulate specific and meaningful questions 

about student learning (quite distinct from grading); 2) an organic and reflexive mechanism that 

can be incorporated fairly painlessly into my teaching; 3) a recursive process that will help to 

hone pedagogy and concentrate my energies; 4) a way to kindle, build and examine a 

departmental ethos through ongoing reflections on what and how we teach. 

  

I have gathered below three different written articulations of what we think we are doing as 

defined by 1) our current major/thesis Assessment rubric, 2) the Fine Arts Learning Outcomes 

from the Gen Ed Requirements, and 3) the Learning Goals as listed on our department website. 

  

All three descriptions of what we are hoping to achieve are useful but play to distinct audiences. 

The Assessment Model’s 10 questions are powerful in their focus on senior work/outcomes 

while the others are more broadly conceived to apply to our beginning level classes that serve 

mostly non-majors/ gen-ed requirements. 
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Since we transitioned to on-line assessment in 2018 the department has abandoned the use of the 

10 questions. I’d like to try to resurrect them in some form, preferably in a real life conversation 

at the end of every year, as opposed to the simple quantitative metric we have been doing 

(mostly, if not exclusively) out of institutional obligation. 

  

I’m also proposing to lead a yearlong conversation about pedagogy and assessment within the 

structure of monthly Art Department meetings throughout the next academic year. Beneath the 

rubrics I’ve compiled a list of what I think are some of the more interesting questions for our 

department to consider in light of what we’ve explored this semester. 

  

Finally, as part of my course wrap-up I have asked students to answer a series of questions about 

what and how they learned during the semester. I’ve been doing a version of this for a long time 

(tailored to and in preparation for them to fill out their course evaluations) but my questions have 

become more pointed over the years and now reflect many of things we thought through in our 

CDTLI. That is the last item included in this document. 

  

I’m deeply indebted for the ways I’ve been able to listen to how others wrestle with giving and 

getting the most out of our chosen professions. Most special to me was hearing how everyone 

spoke from a place of deep conviction and commitment. 

  

I also appreciated the shared skepticism about using logics of extreme capitalism and reducing 

everything to a market-based language in which only the measurable is valued. This will 

undoubtedly be an ongoing concern for all of us. I have faith that we will hold space for mystery 

and all that is un-measurable, un-namable and unknown! 

  

Current Model 

  

The departmental model for assessment of the senior thesis in art consists of the following 10 

questions. Each year the faculty rank each thesis and accompanying artist statement on a scale of 

5-1, 5=excellent, 1=unacceptable. 

  

1) Give an overall rating of the student’s artwork in comparison to other students within BA 

studio art programs in small liberal arts colleges with no portfolio requirement for the major. 

  

2) How well does the student’s artist statement discuss the work presented in the exhibition? 

  

3) Does the statement demonstrate an awareness and understanding of historical precedent, 

contemporary parallels of thought, and relevant critical issues and theories within their work? 

  

4) Does the student’s artist statement justify the nature, suitability, and integrity of the formal 

processes and materials utilized in the work? 

  

5) Does the student demonstrate strong self-evaluation or critical assessment of their own work 

through the editing process? 
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6) Has the student made sound and thoughtful decisions regarding presentation, utilization of 

space and viewer interaction? 

  

7) Is the work well crafted? Are the technical aspects of the work resolved at a level appropriate 

to the piece? 

  

8) Does the work demonstrate innovation and a willingness to take risks? 

  

9) Does the work demonstrate a substantial physical and mental investment and personal 

responsibility? 

  

10) Is the convergence of form, content and context resolved? 

 

General Education Requirements 

Fine Arts – Learning Outcomes 

Students will be able to do one or more of the following: 

• Solve problems in creative ways 

• Recognize the techniques used in at least one art form 

• Understand different theoretical approaches to artistic production 

• Develop their ability to express themselves artistically 

• Critically analyze and interpret their own and others' artistic work 

 

Program Learning Goals 

Students in art classes learn creative problem-solving skills, non-linear and abstract-thinking 

skills, and how to interpret and express complex ideas in a wide range of sensorial forms. 

Upon graduation, a student will: 

 

   Demonstrate technical skills and processes associated with a wide variety of visual media. 

   Generate images/objects. Interpret the visual language and meanings of art works. Pursue 

   courses of study in both traditional materials/visually based art practices, and conceptually and 

   technologically driven modes of art production. 

   Be informed by the critical and formal discourses of the discipline(s). Learn to research in 

   libraries, archives, galleries, and museums. 

   Interpret and express ideas in a wide range of sensorial, visual and verbal forms. 

  Acquire creative problem solving skills, and non-linear and abstract-thinking skills. Understand 

  and position their endeavors within a cultural and historic framework. 

  Travel to NYC on a research trip and attend exhibitions in the numerous venues on campus. 

 

- What can be measured in our classes? What constitutes effective measurement in the arts? Are 

there aspects of what we do that absolutely cannot be measured? 

- Do the values espoused in the documents above correspond to our courses? Are our courses 

designed to achieve these outcomes? How can we get really specific about this? 

- Are there things we would like to achieve that are not reflected in the documents/goals above? 

- What are the specific skills on which we place emphasis and how do we know whether they 

have been engaged with to a satisfactory degree? 
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- Are we grading the work produced, the process that leads up to the work, or some combination 

of both? How exactly do we do that? What are reasons for emphasizing process over or equal to 

product? What other activities are graded in our classes? 

- Is studio practice one of a variety of ways of constructing knowledge, alongside and equal to 

other disciplinary endeavors? Are specific things emphasized that we can highlight (irrationality, 

emotion, abstract reasoning, embodied intelligence, non-linear thinking, etc.) 

- How can the arts and humanities resist becoming mere accessories to a STEM-driven agenda? 

- Is the kind of thinking we ask of our students different in kind from other ways of constructing 

knowledge across the college? Should we be messaging around this more? 

- What ideas from positive psychology’s notion of “flow state” that can help us in our teaching? 

For example, certain student learning studies suggest, “engagement is linked with attainment.” 

What if creativity is seen not in traditional terms (as an inherent, individual trait) but as “a 

process that takes place within a system?” Can instruction be designed to create the conditions in 

which “flow” is likely to occur? 

- What cultural changes in the student body must we contend with and orient to? (e.g. 

shorter/fractured attention spans, remedial needs of incoming students drawn from more diverse 

backgrounds and educational experience, heightened fragility, greater levels of generalized 

cultural anxiety, consciousness around trauma and its effects, micro-aggressions, ongoing 

systemic issues of inequality and injustice, etc.) 

- What makes students approach art classes in un-academic ways, hoping for and anticipating the 

“easy” A, and what can be done to disabuse them of these attitudes? 

- How do student learning outcomes shift in the context of majors and non-majors or 

beginning/intermediate vs. advanced art courses? 

- Is the intellectual isolation of the arts valuable in any way? Or is a more “discipline-dynamic” 

relation desirable? What is possible? 

- Can the lack of coherency of the art curriculum be considered a strength? A weakness? Where 

and when? 

- How can meta-cognition serve us in our teaching and students in their learning (e.g. “learning 

how to learn”, contractual learning, the value of failure)? 

- Are “new kinds of learning” that focus on leadership, interpersonal skills, ethics, 

communication, character, tolerance, citizenship and endurance things we want to incorporate 

actively into our classes? 

- For the most part, students operate out of a default 19th/20th century paradigm in their 

understanding of art. The last 100 years have occasioned radical revisions to traditional ways of 

thinking with regard to notions of beauty and truth.  Each semester feels like a struggle to find 

common ground. How are we dealing with this? 

- How do/can the visual arts situate themselves in relation to the broader liberal arts at Whitman? 

Where would we like to see a shift? 

- How can we accurately measure student motivation in our classes? 

- I’m inspired by my English colleague’s idea of recognizing transformation as a marker of a 

particularly powerful classroom experience/example of learning. They attempt to track it by 

pointing it out in class and in-office meetings as well as encouraging students to take “learning 

notes” throughout the semester. What would this look like in the arts? 
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Beginning Sculpture – Acuff 

Exit Questions 

 

 I’m interested in what and how you learned in this course. Many of you will never use plaster or 

a band saw or weird plastic detritis again, but the experience of putting materials together in new 

ways, of acquiring a visual language, syntax, a sense of the historical trajectory of sculpture and 

ultimately an understanding of the kinds of explorations sculpture is good for will hopefully 

persist inside of you, someway, somehow. 

 (Think of a seed planted therein.) 

 Please answer the following questions re: your experience in this class, making and interpreting 

things: 

 1) The role of “peripheral vision.” How did witnessing your classmates make things change 

you? What did you feel when you saw people making things radically different from what you 

made? How can that experience be made more powerful? Do you feel confident that your 

peripheral vision benefited you? How? 

 2) Can you describe a moment during the semester when your thinking about art shifted in a 

meaningful way? I’m curious if a “rupture” of sorts took place, what prompted it, and how you 

moved through it. 

 3) Were you able to achieve a “flow state” during the semester? Flow states are characterized by 

a mental state in which a person performing an activity is fully immersed in a feeling of 

energized focus, full involvement, and enjoyment in the process of the activity. In essence, flow 

is characterized by complete absorption in what one does, and a resulting loss in one's sense of 

space and time (Wikipedia). If you weren’t able to achieve this, why do you think that is? 

 4) Rank your motivation to work in this class on a scale of 1-10. 

 1 = oxen needed to pull you to the studio to do things; 

10 = whenever anyone texted “where u?” you were often here, in the sculpture room. 

 What motivated you in this class to make your work? Were you excited about the ideas and 

materials presented? Were you in search of an A? Do you just want to graduate and needed fine 

art credit? Was there some other force that kept you grinding and cutting, welding and 

laminating?  
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7) Sharon Alker: Encounters 

(this is an adapted version of the actual series of assessment exercises I did in my Spring, 

2019 semester.  

Learning Outcome: Students need to develop a writing process that includes an 

understanding of the recursive nature of writing 

I became very excited with the possibilities of this learning objective, given the workshop I had 

done on assessment this semester. I decided I wanted it to be meaningful. It is important to me 

that students going forward understand the value of recursive writing and also recognize that 

(while it can be challenging to make time) it ultimately results in a higher quality of work. I had 

worked extensively with them through the Fall semester, making them rewrite every single 

paper. On the first paper, they met first with a writing fellow with a draft, and then with me, with 

a revised draft. So when they handed it in, it had been through two sets of revisions. For the next 

two papers, they had to meet with me with a draft. For the final portfolio at the end of the 

semester, they had to include a fourth paper that was a rewritten paper, adding another primary 

source into the argument. 100% of students crafted a more complex argument (albeit sometimes 

a structurally messier one) by the end of the Fall. Thus, by the end of the semester, I had 

normalized rewriting as part of the writing process. As you can imagine, this is very time 

consuming. Three paper meetings (that can be up to an hour each) with 17 students can be an 

additional 51 hours (on top of office hours) for one class. Some students asked to meet with me 

multiple times, which I did.  

In the second semester, I generally take a step back and no longer mandate meetings. I will meet 

with students on request but I want them to ask for a meeting if they want one. For the first 

paper, approximately 12 students still met with me, about 9 for the second paper, and about 9 for 

the third paper. Some students met with me multiple times. I still used a writing fellow and 

students also met with the writing fellow and went to the writing center.  

I wanted to test whether all of this emphasis on rewriting had had an effect. But it had been a 

while since I had compelled them to do recursive writing rather than just encouraging them. So I 

decided to do an in-class exercise towards the end of the semester in which I had them (over 

three classes) do a very brief recursive writing exercise. And then I gave them a final in-class 

questionnaire that asked them to talk about recursive writing. This took up 10 minutes in 4 

classes (so a total of 40 minutes). I have listed below the three recursive assignments I gave 

them:  

1) Day 1 of All About my Mother 

Recursive Activity 

Write a paragraph about one element of the film that touched you. It might be a particular 

moment. It might be a recurrent theme. It might be a sound or music. Just free-write your 
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recollection of that moment/moments etc. Include an assessment of why it was important to 

you.  

2) Day 2 of All About my Mother 

Recursive Activity 

Review the paragraph you wrote last class. You have had time to mull over the film 

between classes and during class today. Given that extra time, note places you would need 

to push your idea further, complicate your idea or even change your idea. This could 

include crossing things out, adding things in, mapping out an alternate or more nuanced 

idea. In general, today you should be doing things that help you think more deeply about 

your original idea.  

 

3) Day 3 of All About my Mother 

 Recursive Exercise 

Look over your paragraph and the notes you made last class suggesting changes. Put the 

heading: “Final Version” on a new page. Under that heading, start crafting a thesis. If you 

have time, you can write a new paragraph making an argument, but in general all you need 

to do is to craft a richer thesis statement/argument than you had in your original version. 

At the end of the three days, I thought that the idea of recursive writing would have been 

reaffirmed in their minds. I did read these exercises and found that the students did work hard to 

enrich and deepen their concepts. If I had wanted I could have actually tried to evaluate these 

revisions alongside collecting student opinion. In the future this is something I would consider, 

but I was concerned that doing that while the work was still in process might not capture linear 

growth and could thus imply learning is not happening when in fact it is. Developing an idea is 

messy and concepts sometimes go backwards as well as forwards. The more difficult and 

interesting the idea that evolves, the more likely the student is to become muddled. So, I would 

like to think in more detail about how to measure in-process work before attempting to evaluate 

it. And since the outcome I was trying to measure in this instance was centered on whether they 

had developed a recursive writing process (rather than measuring output) it didn’t seem 

necessary to do so.  

 

I then gave the students the actual recursive writing instrument which was as follows:  

FINAL EXERCISE ON THE LAST DAY OF CLASS: 

One of the learning goals of Encounters is to: Develop a writing process that includes an 

understanding of the recursive nature of writing. Please answer the following questions to 

help me see how this class has engaged with that goal.  
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1) Based on the rewriting we started last semester (with visits to my office) and that we 

concluded recently in our in-class writing, what is the value of recursive writing 

(writing and rewriting)? List ways in which it can be or has been beneficial to you. 

 

2) What obstacles stand in your way in using recursive writing in your writing process 

in the future in other classes? 

 

3) How might you address these obstacles? 

 

I wanted to make this an open-ended answer so that I captured their own interpretation of the 

recursive writing process rather than a limited set of things I thought was important. Narrative is 

more important to me than numbers; qualitative information is more important than numbers. 

What I was looking for in this answer was the following: 

1) Do they understand what recursive writing is? Yes or No? I hoped 100% of them 

knew that. 

 

2) Do they agree that it is valuable? Yes or No? I hoped 100% of them knew that. 

 

3) Can they identify a series of values that they get from recursive writing? In particular 

I was looking for at least 85% of them to identify values relating to either: 

 

*higher order thinking 

or 

*structural cohesion 

 

4) Could they then identify and offer solutions for problems they face in trying to do 

this process that they found valuable.  

 

  

Here are the results.  

 

Out of 17 students: 

100% (17 students) understood what recursive writing is.  

100% (17 students) were able to define it as valuable.  

70% of students (12 students) connected recursive writing to higher order thinking 

70% of student (12 students) connected it to organization and cohesion 

This meant, I met my goal. These students did overlap in the last two answers, but well 

over 80% identified either one or both higher order thinking OR organization and 

cohesion. 



48  

Here were other elements of recursive writing that students identified as important to the 

recursive process: 

65% of students (11 students) said they now recognized that writing is just a process, and that 

early drafts are just brainstorming. 

29% of students (5 students) said recursive writing gives students the opportunity to see leaps or 

other holes in your thinking and fix them.   

12% of students (2 students) said the peer review process that my model promoted (getting an 

outside writer to question your choices) was extremely helpful.  

 Problems they had with recursive writing: 

The single problem they identified facing with recursive writing was that it is time consuming 

(76% of students, 13 students, made this claim). Other single students mentioned the trouble they 

had focusing on a single topic over many weeks, laziness, the tendency to become narrow 

minded, and think one’s original idea is fine. 2 students (12 %) said that they will mostly be 

doing science writing going forward and are not sure if recursive writing is appropriate in that 

field, but that they did see it as important in writing-heavy courses (Professor Gordon has 

reassured me that in future I can tell them that recursive writing is indeed highly relevant to 

science writing). 

 

 How might you address obstacles? 

Above all, they said that to retain this writing process in future courses, they needed to ensure 

they continued to work on excellent time management skills (11 students or 65%). A significant 

number (6 students or 35%) said they would make appointments with their professor or COWS 

to force them to meet deadlines. Other minor things mentioned by a single student were: learning 

to self-motivate; getting better at rewriting preparatory outlines or mind maps so that rewrites of 

the whole paper are not so extensive; getting in the habit of writing more often; setting regular 

writing goals; focusing on school work and not being distracted; and letting go of an over 

attachment to one’s original idea. Two students said they just needed to make themselves do it 

[recursive writing].  

Going Forward: I will not be teaching Encounters again but (as with all of us) will be moving to 

the new model. I will hopefully be teaching the pod model and so plan to brainstorm with my 

pod about ways in which to use this information in a different, abbreviated system in which I will 

not have students for an entire year. It is clear to me that continual exposure to recursive writing 

and a strong support system (professor, writing fellow, COWS) over the course of a year does 

make clear to students the value and concrete effects of recursive writing on their own work. It is 

not simply the saying – my constant reminder that writing is rewriting – but also the doing (the 

managing to reach higher ideas and to write clearer work) that helped students gain insight.  
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Appendix 3: 

Association of American Colleges and Universities  

VALUE Rubrics (in document form) 

Reprinted with permission from "VALUE: Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate 

Education."  Copyright 2018 by the Association of American Colleges and 

Universities. https://www.aacu.org/value. 

*Note, when reviewing these rubrics and deploying them in ways that are meaningful to our 

disciplines and objectives, we might keep in mind Sarah Webster Goodwin’s admonition that 

“rubrics are useful; most importantly, they are deservedly seen as democratic, in that they make 

our assumptions and aims transparent and accessible to all students. But rubrics have their 

limitations: they may lead us to a false sense of safety, may make us miss openings onto new 

ideas and processes. Rubrics, like our goals for student learning, and our assessments, must be 

conceived in an ongoing dialogue (explicit or implicit) and are themselves subject to evaluation” 

Assessment in the Disciplines: Literary Study, Measurement, and the Sublime. 

 

We hope you find these rubrics useful. Just keep in mind that in our discussions we talked about 

remarkable moments when students “blew up the rubric” with their performance in ways that 

were inspiring and powerful.  

https://www.aacu.org/value
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Thank you for reading this report. We hope it will help you open discussions on assessment 

in your own departments, programs and divisions.  

  

 


