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ADDRESSING KEY CHALLENGES IN HIGHER
EDUCATION ASSESSMENT

Donald Shipman, Susan L. Aloi, and Elizabeth A. Jones

The planning and implementation of institutional and programmatic
assessment to ascertain what students have learned and how well
they have learned it encompasses a number of challenges. Some of
these major challenges are gaining institutional resources for assess-
ment, designing faculty development plans, determining student
learning outcomes and measuring them, and making changes based
upon assessment results. There are numerous issues, but the focus in
this article is on the challenges that seem to be most prevalent. This
discussion also emphasizes those issues that must be addressed on a
continuous basis in order to sustain a rigorous assessment process
over time.

Gaining Institutional Resources for Assessment

The process of assessing student learning, like other programmatic
or institutional endeavors, competes for scarce and valued resources.
Because of this competition, it is extremely important to gain admin-
istrative support for assessment planning and implementation
(Jones, 2002; Kuh, Gonyea, & Rodriguez, 2002; Upcraft & Schuh,
1996). Institutional administrators and senior academic leaders
become the “public advocate, leader, and facilitator for creating an
institutional culture that is open to change, willing to take risks, and
fosters innovations by providing real incentives for participants”
(Jones, Voorhees, & Paulson, 2002, p. 20). In sum, these individuals
can provide multifaceted leadership through external, strategic,
process, and technical vision (Peterson & Vaughan, 2002). Without
a strong political foundation, the assessment structure will fail
(Terenzini, 1989).



Institutional Leadership

Given the direct linkage between institutional leaders and the suc-
cessful acquisition of resources to support the assessment effort, it is
worth examining those leadership traits that exist in flourishing
assessment programs. In the National Postsecondary Education
Cooperative study conducted by Jones, Voorhees, and Paulson
(2002), a number of important leadership traits were identified as
hallmarks of success. The researchers noted that these leaders:

• are directly involved in the assessment process;
• meet regularly with assessment personnel; 
• maximize honest, open, two-way communication;
• establish an environment based on trust;
• treat faculty, staff, and administrators as collaborators in a

team effort; 
• demonstrate a commitment to assessment by providing real

incentives for participation and support (e.g., time, teaching
loads, grants, stipends, students); 

• encourage assessment personnel to use a deliberate planning
process;

• make slow, incremental changes thereby increasing chances
for success; and 

• approve the integration of assessment and budgets.

To gain the above caliber of institutional sponsorship, assessment
leaders need to justify and gain resources to plan, implement, and
sustain the assessment effort. “Adequate resources are a necessary
component of successful assessment strategies” (Banta, Lund,
Black, & Oblander, 1996, p. 66).

Resource Expenditures

The literature illuminates a number of different costs associated with
the assessment endeavor. The Middle States Commission on Higher
Education (MSCHE) specifies that resources to conduct assessment
initiatives should encompass “human, financial, technical, physical
facilities, and other resources necessary to achieve an institution’s

336 SHIPMAN, ALOI, AND JONES



mission and goals” (2003, p. 59). The Commission identifies six
areas in particular where leaders and faculties may expect to incur
assessment expenses. These are related to: (1) personnel costs; 
(2) constructing new or purchasing existing assessment instruments;
(3) administering instruments, conducting interviews or focus
groups; (4) data entry; (5) computer hardware and software; and 
(6) communication costs for organizing efforts and for report and
disseminating results.

Institutional Budget

Consideration of the resource expenditures described above is a crit-
ical part of the initial assessment planning process. However, lead-
ers and faculty need to be especially cognizant that many of these
costs will remain as part of the resources required to sustain the
assessment effort. For example, the purchase of computer hardware
to support assessment efforts can be considered an initial cost given
that the equipment will not likely be replaced for years. But, there
are a number of ongoing costs (such as measurement instruments,
travel, and grants) that need to be forecasted in the institutional and
assessment budgets. 

In an effort to make the assessment process as cost effective and
operationally efficient as possible, many academic leaders link the
assessment effort to existing institutional mechanisms such as 
planning, budgeting, and curriculum review (American Association
of Higher Education, 1992; Jones, Voorhees, & Paulson, 2002;
MSCHE, 2003). Ultimately, student assessment needs to be part 
of a “clearly defined strategy, which incorporates it into the more
formal organizational and administrative framework” thus becoming
an “important determinant of whether the resulting information 
will be used in making academic decisions” (Peterson & Vaughan, 
2002, p. 41).

Faculty Development Opportunities

Individual faculty need to be involved in the assessment process.
Their participation can lead to numerous benefits including a better
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understanding of the curriculum and how their teaching contributes
to student learning. In addition, they may become contributors to the
literature on the scholarship of teaching or “identify grant opportu-
nities based on their ability to define, measure, and help students
master meaningful objectives” (Allen, 2004, p. 14). Faculty partici-
pation may also lead to increased inter-departmental, college, and
institutional interactions with other colleagues as they design
assessment plans. Additionally, many professors benefit from new
insights regarding how to align their mission statement with their
intended goals and student learning outcomes at the course, pro-
gram, and institutional levels. They may also gain a better under-
standing about the frequent, direct linkages between the assessment
process and curriculum review, institutional budget, and accredita-
tion bodies (Palomba & Banta, 1999).

Most faculty are not systematically exposed to outcomes
assessment strategies within their graduate programs. Therefore,
professors who provide leadership for assessment and participat-
ing faculty often need formal instruction about the assessment
process. As noted by Licklinder, Schnelker, and Fulton (1997) and
Huba and Freed (2000), institutional support for assessment-
related faculty development must be a sustained, long-term
endeavor to achieve positive gains in faculty attitudes and their
knowledge base.

The challenge is to gain institutional resources to facilitate
assessment-related faculty development and to use that development
to subsequently energize the assessment effort. Some faculty may
serve as institutional or programmatic assessment coordinators or on
different assessment-related committees. Other faculty members
may be responsible for major components of the plan such as assess-
ment instruments, data analysis, writing reports, or dissemination
plans. Palomba and Banta (1999) recommend establishing “an
explicit list of expectations about the roles of various groups
involved in the assessment process” (p. 55).

While faculty may participate in assessment at different levels,
it is crucial that visible incentives be provided to encourage them to
acquire the necessary knowledge and skills to develop meaningful
assessment plans that improve teaching and learning. Clearly, moti-
vation, incentives, and rewards are inextricably linked. The incen-
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tive for faculty to participate comes in part from being involved in a
formal, well-organized process that clearly defines roles and respon-
sibilities for participants.

Other institutional resources can serve as incentives to motivate
faculty to participate and remain involved during the life of the
assessment cycle. Jones (2002a) recommends that administrators
and faculty consider that:

The key is identifying what faculty value that might be used as
incentives—summer salary to work on the initiatives, release
time from teaching a course during the academic year to real-
locate time to implement the innovation, new support from a
graduate or teaching assistant, or resources to attend national
conferences. (p. 83)

Grants and stipends are also an excellent way to reward faculty
efforts in assessment. Research indicates that “internal grants help
support or foster innovations that faculty design but could not be
implemented without additional resources” (Jones, 2002a, p. 83). An
example of these internal grants can be found at Ohio University
where $200,000 annually is set aside for awards to six units that pro-
pose to improve undergraduate education using assessment data
(Palomba & Banta, 1999). Radford University uses a small grants
system of $2000 each for faculty assessment proposals (Banta,
Lund, Black, & Oblander, 1996).

External grants are available for institutions and for faculty
members who desire to build comprehensive and innovative assess-
ment plans. These grants provide “important seed money to begin
pilot projects” (Jones, 2002, p. 83) and are available from sources
such as the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education
or professional associations such as the American Accounting
Association and the Association of Physician Assistant Programs
Research Institute (APAP, 2003). 

Institutional leaders encourage faculty involvement in the
assessment endeavor by formally recognizing their contributions in
the promotion and tenure process (Jones, 2002a). Providing time for
faculty to work on projects and to publish and present results of
assessment initiatives also sends an important signal to faculty that
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assessment is important and that their contributions are valued
(Banta, 2002; Jones, 2002a).

One of the most efficient and effective methods of rewarding
faculty for their assessment contributions is a consistent, well-
publicized recognition process (Rodrigues, 2002). The Middle
States Commission on Higher Education (2003) recommends that
institutional leaders make a point of using assessment language,
being conversant on assessment projects, and publicly noting the
assessment efforts of individual faculty members or departments.
The Commission also highlights key questions that all academic
leaders can reflect upon regarding how faculty are helped to focus
their time on assessment, participate in training opportunities, and
receive meaningful incentives.

Ultimately, on-going faculty development initiatives focused on
assessment have the potential to be an impetus of individual and cul-
tural transformation for participants. For example, if follow-up ses-
sions are regularly scheduled, then faculty get the opportunity to
receive meaningful feedback on ideas that they have designed and
can make changes or revisions as they encounter unexpected diffi-
culties. Leaders and staff who build strong faculty development pro-
grams can help professors to create dynamic, meaningful learning
environments that achieve assessment goals. Using the information
discussed above, those interested in faculty development and assess-
ment can apply these transformational elements to create the condi-
tions that allow assessment to take root and flourish.

Student Learning Outcomes

Developing statements of intended learning outcomes is an impor-
tant foundational step in the assessment process. Diamond (1998)
reports that statements of outcomes do not exist for many curricula
and many courses. In addition, when they do exist, there is often a
gap between stated performance outcomes and assessment. For
example, some instructors intend to promote critical thinking skills
but then assess students through a test emphasizing recall and an
understanding of information. Student learning outcomes ideally
should be student-focused rather than professor-focused (Huba &
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Freed, 2000). They should address what students should know,
understand, believe, and be able to do as a result of their course
experience (Palomba & Banta, 1999; Stuetzer, 1999).

These learning outcomes should also focus on the learning
resulting from an activity rather than on the activity itself (Huba &
Freed, 2000). For example, a program may emphasize that students
will write a twenty page paper which is an example of an activity or
product. This statement can be changed to students will critically
analyze different solutions to resolve a financial issue in public
schools.

Intended learning outcomes should reflect the institution’s mis-
sion and the values it represents (Huba & Freed, 2000). Institutional
and programmatic values are essential components of well-crafted
learning outcomes at the course level (MSCHE, 2003; Palomba &
Banta, 1999; Pike, 2002). This characteristic prompts faculty to 
ask themselves if the values expressed in their mission statement 
are actually being reflected and learned as a result of students’
experiences.

Ideally these outcomes are aligned at the course, academic pro-
gram, and institutional levels (Huba & Freed, 2000). The cumulative
effect that students experience as they move through lessons, units,
and courses should reinforce those major student learning outcomes
developed at the programmatic and institutional levels. 

Intended learning outcomes focus on important, non-trivial
aspects of learning that are credible to the public (Huba & Freed,
2000). This characteristic prompts faculty to integrate, or reexamine,
the foundations of learning. The four major dimensions of outcomes
include knowledge, skills, values or attitudes, and behaviors (Ewell,
1987). Faculty should develop multiple student learning outcomes
that integrate these different domains at the course, program, and
institutional levels.

These outcomes also focus on skills and abilities central to the
discipline and based on professional standards of excellence (Huba
& Freed, 2000). Faculty are cognizant that what they teach and what
students learn should bear scrutiny from their peers both individu-
ally and collectively. Professional organizations and accrediting
bodies provide general and specific guidance to faculties regarding
appropriate levels of academic content, rigor, and coherence.
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Faculty should ask themselves if their outcomes are “compatible
with the best thinking in the discipline in terms of what is important
to know and how information in the discipline is taught” (Huba &
Freed, 2000, p. 116).

It is crucial that intended learning outcomes are general enough
to capture important learning but clear and specific enough to be
measurable (Huba & Freed, 2000). Specific learning outcomes can
provide more direction about the types of assessment instruments
that are most useful.

These outcomes should also focus on aspects of learning that
will develop and endure but that can be assessed in some form now
(Huba & Freed, 2000). Determining the full effect of the college
experience on a student’s life is difficult to analyze; however, learn-
ing outcomes can gauge the progress that students make as they pro-
ceed through lessons, units, courses, and indeed programs and
institutions themselves.

Measurement Instruments

Assessment experts (such as Palomba & Banta, 1999; Huba &
Freed, 2000; Terenzini, 1989; Erwin & Wise, 2002; and Jones,
2002b) recommend the use of a variety of assessment techniques.
Jones (2002b) explains, “As one begins to realize that learning is
multidimensional, then it is vital to review and use multiple assess-
ment methods. It is unrealistic to find a single method that will fully
assess all important student outcomes” (p. 329). A comprehensive
assessment program should contain measures that are formative as
well as summative, direct as well as indirect, course-focused as well
as longitudinal, authentic and course-embedded.

Palomba and Banta (1999) suggest that in order to select among
the many possible assessment methods, faculty must establish their
selection criteria and become familiar with various assessment
methods. The most important selection criterion, according to
Palomba and Banta, is “whether the method will provide useful
information – information that indicates whether students are 
learning and developing in ways the faculty have agreed are 
important” (p. 11).
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The decisions as to who will be assessed, when, and how often
are based on the goals of the assessment program. Incoming students
can be assessed to obtain a baseline estimate of skills and knowledge
and then periodically throughout their college career to determine
levels of growth in these skills and knowledge. This type of longitu-
dinal design also provides feedback on which to base course refine-
ments or student remediation before the student graduates.
Assessing undergraduates during their program and then as alumni
in the workforce can also provide longitudinal data regarding the rel-
evancy of their education (Jones, 2002a). Course-embedded assess-
ments provide a snapshot of learning often gained within one course
over the period of one semester (Jones, 2002b). Data from these
assessments can be used to adjust learning outcomes and to make
curricular adjustments to improve future student learning.

Many standardized tests are available for purchase and permit
the comparison of scores among individuals and institutions. One or
more of these instruments is typically selected when an assessment
is conducted for external purposes. However, if measures are
selected for accountability purposes only, faculty may end up with a
measure that is not valid for use with their unique student population
or particular programs (Erwin, 2000a).

Jones (2002b) explains that an advantage of using commercially
developed instruments is that there is typically evidence about relia-
bility and validity. However, the charges to purchase these tests as
well as the expenses for scoring and data analysis can make this an
expensive choice. To assist in the instrument selection process,
Erwin (2000a, 2000b) and Jones and RiCharde (2004) have devel-
oped assessment sourcebooks that review a wide variety of com-
mercially available instruments and evaluate them based on purpose,
cost, types of scores, reliability, and validity.

In cases where faculty cannot locate a measure that adequately
examines student achievement outlined in their curricular objec-
tives, they will need to develop a measure locally. However, these
locally designed measures are usually untested and of unknown reli-
ability and validity (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Bauer (2003)
explains that if the designers of the instrument skip the important
step of ensuring its reliability and validity, “credibility for the instru-
ment . . . may be jeopardized” (p. 16).
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Using Assessment Data

Once the evidence about student performance is fully analyzed, dis-
cussed, and shared, faculty should use the information to make
enhancements in the curriculum that strengthen student learning
(Jones, 2002a). Terenzini (1989) discusses the importance of utiliz-
ing assessment data to provide regular feedback to students on their
knowledge and skill development. These individual assessments
may then be aggregated to evaluate the effectiveness of a course,
program, or the entire institution.

Peter Ewell (1987) exhorts institutions to utilize assessment
results in identifiable ways. He states, “If assessment results do not
show up visibly in decisions about curriculum, academic policy, and
budget, then the process will have failed” (p. 23). An open environ-
ment where faculty share assessment results with other stakeholder
groups can create dialogues about what meaningful changes can be
made to improve student learning (Jones, 2002a). Colleges and uni-
versities that claim student learning as an essential core of their mis-
sions use the assessment process to reflect on learning outcomes,
analyze data appropriately to determine if the outcomes are being
met, and utilize assessment results to improve decision making in
ways that will enhance student learning.

Conclusion

When faculty are fully involved in the assessment planning and
implementation process, they feel more ownership and trust the
results. Academic leaders who plan systematic faculty development
initiatives can help build a culture where professors develop assess-
ment expertise to apply within their own programs and general edu-
cation. Faculty members may participate in assessment for the
duration of their career if there are meaningful incentives that
encourage them to pursue this work. As more senior academic lead-
ers and their colleagues begin to revise promotion and tenure sys-
tems allowing scholarly work on assessment to count, other
non-tenured faculty may be encouraged to systematically examine
student learning outcomes.
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Comprehensive assessment initiatives have real costs that senior
academic leaders need to explicitly address. With support from lead-
ers, faculty can embark on rigorous assessment plans that examine
whether students actually achieve their intended learning outcomes.
There are numerous benefits that are gained by conducting thought-
fully planned assessments. These benefits encourage increasing col-
laborations among faculty from diverse disciplines who together
strive to improve student learning.
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