
SECTION VI: Additional Reading 
 
The following documents might be helpful as background information for our continuing 
discussion about our new curriculum. They are included only in an email version of this booklet. 
 
Lang’s call for liberal arts colleges to return to their original mission by reinvigorating its “civic 
dimension” in his essay, “Distinctively American: The Liberal Arts College” (1999), may be a 
helpful framing device for faculty seeking a more articulated foundation for basing our new 
curriculum on the principle of engaged citizenship. A similar theme is struck in a recent 
interview with former U.S. Senator Bob Graham in The Chronicle of Higher Education (2009).  
 
Weiner’s list of best practices in her essay, “Establishing a Culture of Assessment” (2009), 
should be compared with our own assessment plan and recent work in assessment. It supports 
our attempt to measure our progress towards achieving our goals in general education and our 
proposed approach.  
 
Barbara Wright’s articles on direct and indirect assessment are the foundation texts for the 
information presented by the Assessment Working Group. 
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The traditional mission of liberal arts colleges is examined in light of present trends that seem to 
undermine the continuing viability of that type of higher-education institution. 
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Patents on the traditional mission of liberal arts education have expired. Generic versions of that 
mission are now regularly included in even the most specialized undergraduate curricula. In the 
marketplace, meanwhile, the undiluted liberal arts experience is battling the pressures of 
escalating costs, rising tuitions, and increasing demands for career training as a primary 
component of undergraduate study. These pressures alone weigh heavily on the future of 
independent residential liberal arts colleges. However, their impact is compounded by the 
contemporary environment of social change and societal demands. As a result, the educational 
estate of these colleges is being fundamentally challenged and their continuing viability seriously 
threatened.  

This essay will address the following questions: In view of their acknowledged problems, have 
liberal arts colleges lost their relevance and do they, in terms of their traditional mission as 
liberal arts colleges, face extinction? If so, and the "natural selection" process is allowed to 
proceed, does it matter? If it matters, why? What are the options for survival? And would 
"responsible citizenship," as an active ingredient, contribute significantly as a force for breathing 
new life and viability into the liberal arts mission?  

There are some thirty-five hundred colleges and universities in the United States. Under 
sufficiently elastic criteria, about eight hundred of these might claim a liberal arts identity and at 
the same time qualify as "independent" and "residential." However, the latest Carnegie 
classification lists only 125 colleges as baccalaureate (Liberal Arts I) institutions, that is, 
"primarily undergraduate colleges with a major emphasis on baccalaureate (liberal arts) degree 
programs."(1) The list does not include doctoral universities that offer baccalaureate programs or 
colleges with baccalaureate programs where fewer than 40 percent of graduates receive liberal 
arts degrees. While this essay is focused on the baccalaureate (Liberal Arts I) group, in obvious 
respects its comments apply to higher education more broadly.  

While sharing the Carnegie liberal arts classification, these 125 colleges differ greatly in their 
characteristics of smallness, independence, academic and nonacademic programs, resources, and 
facilities. It is also noteworthy that only one college in this group was founded after 1950 - 
while, over the same period, the total college population of the United States almost quintupled. 
Further to the point, since 1950 many liberal arts colleges have closed their doors or sought 
survival by merging or abandoning their liberal arts identity, while the number of four-year 
colleges offering the bachelor's or first professional degree as their highest degree declined by 
more than 12 percent.  



THE HISTORIC LIBERAL ARTS MISSION  

Liberal arts colleges - like many other colleges and universities - have their philosophical roots 
in a tradition that began in New England over three hundred years ago with the establishment of 
the first enclaves for educating privileged white males. Their select young students were 
groomed in a tightly disciplined Anglo-Saxon educational tradition that was presumed to instill 
qualifications for leadership of a theocratic community. While imparting knowledge, their 
academic regimen was also intended to develop personal character and intellect - to turn out 
what continues to be confusingly styled "the whole person," prepared to function knowledgeably 
within a framework of civic responsibility. Woodrow Wilson, as president of Princeton, referred 
to this tradition when he spoke of "the generous union then established in the college between 
the life of philosophy and the life of the state" in the early years of this country.(2)  

Today, unlike their forebears, liberal arts colleges do not as a general rule feel impelled to 
exercise a proactive role in preparing students for service in their communities. Contemporary 
liberal arts curricula are seldom designed to implement that civic dimension of their missions by 
reaching beyond the campus environment. Rather, conscious of their established prestige and 
historic role in higher education, they are substantially consumed by internal academic agendas.  

This change came about over the past 150 years as America's steadily expanding population and 
evolving agricultural-industrial-service economy generated new educational demands. 
Institutions of higher education that were established to satisfy these demands included land-
grant colleges, vocational schools with science and engineering disciplines, research universities, 
and graduate and professional schools. While higher education was thus becoming more integral 
to American life, liberal arts colleges continued to focus steadfastly on their traditional curricula 
and became more and more detached from the community. They came to be virtual academic 
islands that regarded applied learning as somewhat declasse.  

Reformers of liberal arts education have considered the need for adapting attitudes and curricula 
to encourage more significant relationships with community problems and social change. Indeed, 
college years now abound with serious discussions and random initiatives of voluntarism that 
evidence social concern. Issues of diversity, multiculturalism, poverty, freedom of speech, 
empowerment, environment, demographic and economic changes, affirmative action, gender, 
and equal opportunity permeate the curricula of the humanities and social sciences. Qualities of 
responsible citizenship as demonstrated by student engagements with social issues are 
applauded; but rarely do colleges engage these issues in ways that meaningfully prepare students 
for active roles as citizens in recognizing, understanding, and responding to them.  

The social philosophy of Plato, with its mandate for responsible citizenship, is recognized as a 
building block of the liberal arts canon. The stated mission of virtually every liberal arts college 
attests to this. However, while professing allegiance to the canon, liberal arts curricula are not 
explicitly designed to inculcate qualities of civic responsibility, that is, to impart the knowledge, 
understanding, and ability to make thoughtful and ethical judgments of social issues - to feel the 
motivation and moral responsibility that encourage constructive participation in a democratic 
society. Liberal arts colleges seem content to presume, with some justification, that the 



traditional liberal arts education in itself infuses special qualities of citizenship into student 
psyches that eventually emerge in various ways as postgraduate dividends to society.  

The limited civic responsiveness of liberal arts colleges may in part reflect a muddled 
understanding among their constituencies - administration, faculty, students, trustees, alumni - of 
the social issues and the "buzzwords" by which they are identified. It may reflect ethical 
uncertainties and substantive disagreements in assessing the relevance of the issues to liberal arts 
education - or, in any case, the priority of their claims to attention. It may reflect fears of getting 
trapped in positions where responsive actions might open a Pandora's box of more serious 
problems and controversial reactions. As Gregory S. Prince, Jr., wrote, "Educating for civic 
responsibility is educating for changes, and that task creates tension, resistance and even 
anger."(3) Finally, colleges may fall back on the minimalist concept that "learning for its own 
sake" needs no extracurricular rationale.  

Whatever the explanation or excuse, the disengagement of colleges does not reflect the readiness 
of most of their students to initiate or become involved in social causes that touch their idealism, 
emotions, or sense of justice. Arthur Levine has pointed out that 64 percent of all college 
students are currently involved in some form of community-service activity.(4) However, 
lacking an institutional imperative, these activities are mostly random off-campus extracurricular 
ventures that are peripheral to academic programs, undertaken with insufficient understanding of 
the problems they address and the qualifications needed for dealing with them. Their goals often 
lack definition, criteria for evaluation, mechanisms for continuity, and responsibility for 
accomplishment.  

Issues of citizenship and social responsibility impact all colleges and universities - their 
governance, budgets, staffing, internal relationships, and academic life. They provoke the 
collision of diverse perspectives and perceived interests of faculty, administrators, students, 
trustees, and alumni. Most of these institutions are in some measure shielded from the impact by 
their institutional characteristics, their curricular orientations, and their positions in the 
marketplace. Academic programs that are heavy in the sciences, research, or professional and 
vocational training can dull the cutting edge of social concern and temper motivation for activist 
diversions.  

Independent residential liberal arts colleges, by contrast, are by their nature uniquely vulnerable 
to these collisions. Smallness and limited resources compound the difficulties of maintaining a 
liberal arts character as they try to contain or accommodate the insistent demands of diversity, 
financial aid, alternative lifestyles, new technology, community relations, and requests for 
student services. For these live issues and others that touch directly upon questions of citizenship 
and social responsibility, procrustean responses accomplish little and may even exacerbate the 
problems.  

Beyond issues associated with socially responsible citizenship, liberal arts colleges also have the 
problem of sustaining their traditional academic character in a competitive environment in 
which, on the one hand, they have lost the exclusivity of their liberal arts franchise and, on the 
other, more and more of their prospective students insist on undergraduate education that also 
offers attractive vocational substance. This is not to suggest that the value placed on the liberal 



arts has diminished. On the contrary, and perhaps for the very reasons that threaten its future, the 
educational preeminence of the liberal arts canon could be more important than ever as an 
attribute of democratic culture and a qualification for leadership. Indeed, as professional and 
service activities have become major growth sectors of the American economy, a liberal arts 
degree has come to be regarded as a valuable and often essential employment qualification for 
future managers.  

CHANGE: A LIBERAL ARTS CONSTANT  

Like most systems that relate to intellectual or spiritual life, liberal arts education must 
periodically refresh the substance of its mission - most immediately by adapting its content and 
structure to address the needs and objectives of a democratic society that has undergone and 
continues to undergo major transformation. There is nothing new about this. Pressures for 
change have been a historic constant in the lives of liberal arts colleges. Among many influences, 
the innovations of prominent educators - such as Charles Eliot, John Dewey, Frank Aydelotte, 
Alexander Meiklejohn, and Arthur Morgan - plus the perennial need to recruit the next class of 
qualified students have stimulated colleges to respond in various ways.  

Claims to elitism have become more restrained. Discriminatory practices are much less apparent. 
Visible evidence on campus of racial diversity is a must. Rights and considerations of gender are 
generally respected and substantially accommodated. A cornucopia of curricular concepts have 
entered the liberal arts lexicon - " free electives," "distribution requirements," "cores," "majors" 
and "double majors, "minors," "concentrations," "internships, "honors," and "interdisciplinary" 
activities of all types. Curricula have been modified to dilute the European tradition of Platonic 
idealism with the American tradition of philosophical pragmatism. Thus, they now offer more 
languages (often without Latin and Greek), somewhat greater cultural diversity, updated and 
revisionist reading lists, and larger doses of both the sciences and professional studies. On the 
negative side, as rising operating costs have compounded the urgency of recruiting an adequate 
student body in an increasingly competitive market, many colleges - especially those with 
severely limited financial-aid budgets - must contend with the questions of economizing on 
instruction and lowering standards of admission and academic performance.  

Like all colleges and universities, liberal arts colleges in recent decades have also been obliged to 
cope with burgeoning external forces - new and challenging frontiers of knowledge and 
communications, dramatic new learning tools, maintenance and obsolescence, global 
considerations, increasingly diverse constituencies and their growing service demands. 
Thoughtful responses to these forces have rarely come easily or uncontested. Responses are 
tempered by the need to surmount barriers of academic process and prerogative, sensitivity to 
relationships with peer colleges, costs and financing, internal conflicts over the allocation of 
resources, strong individual biases, and the viscosities of tradition.  

There are also strong internal forces, with none more powerful and insistent than the faculty. 
Adam Yarmolinsky rightly depicted faculty as the legislative body of any college.(5) Without 
their consent, no program of instruction can be offered, no student can graduate, no faculty 
member can be hired. Their prerogatives and the advocacy of their disciplines, matters of tenure, 



maintenance of quality, and intramural competition for resources are influential ingredients of 
just about every curricular and institutional policy decision.  

Liberal arts colleges boast faculties that are distinguished by sustained dedication to 
undergraduate teaching and the values of a traditional liberal arts environment. As Vartan 
Gregorian put it, "At the heart of liberal education is the act of teaching."(6) However, many 
good teachers have been gravitating toward the scholarly and monetary rewards of specialization 
- committing themselves to increasingly narrow segments of their disciplines, giving their 
research priority while offering only part-time instruction to students. Absorbed in their 
disciplines, more and more teachers confine their responsibilities to the classroom and 
laboratory, competing for student majors who can be trained according to research needs with 
slight regard for the content or direction of their nonacademic lives. Frank Wong observed that 
such specialization geared to "careerism and credentials" is a very serious concern when, narrow 
and dominating, it becomes disconnected from human values, social needs, and the personal 
development of students.(7)  

No less than faculties, administrators and trustees of liberal arts colleges also find themselves 
turned inward. Except when associated with campus crises, concerns over issues of citizenship 
and social responsibility are understandably displaced by operating and budgetary priorities. 
Published mission statements and annual reports almost invariably include references to these 
civic issues. However, such language usually represents a ritual of righteous rhetoric rather than 
functional liberal arts credentials. The rhetoric suggests de facto decisions that, beyond 
organizing the intellectual life of students, colleges do not accept a responsibility for cultivating 
responsible citizenship.  

REVITALIZING THE FUTURE OF LIBERAL ARTS COLLEGES  

Leon Botstein asserts that the organization of knowledge and the modes of transmission are 
inherently part of a fabric of social ideas and action.(8) Drawing on management guru Peter 
Drucker's statement that the purpose of any organization can be found outside of the 
organization, James Mingle maintains that while the tradition of an institution gives it strength, 
external engagement governs its future.(9) The operating agendas of liberal arts colleges are not 
consistent with these precepts. If liberal arts colleges as such are to retain a significant role in 
higher education, they will have to redefine their missions in contemporary terms. Beyond 
rhetorical therapy, redefinition will have to invoke a philosophy of enlightened self-interest that 
clearly makes "social ideas and action" and "external engagement" the subjects of aggressive 
attention. It must effectively associate both institutional and student objectives with those of the 
community and responsible citizenship. To achieve the development of students as the "whole 
persons" that liberal arts curricula are said to intend, classroom and campus boundaries must not 
limit institutional responsibility for intellectual growth and academic experience.  

The philosophy of liberal arts is the philosophy of a democratic society in which citizenship, 
social responsibility, and community are inseparable. An educated citizenry is the essential 
instrument for promoting responsible social action and community well-being. It is characterized 
by an ongoing effort to develop informed, humane, and thoughtful judgments of social issues and 
to act appropriately on these judgments. Such issues may be identified by their impact on the 



rights and well-being of human beings, their relationships to the community, the environments in 
which they exist, the rules by which they are governed, and the equity with which they apply.  

Some 150 years ago, Alexis de Tocqueville, commenting on the qualities of citizenship, 
observed that, unlike peoples of other countries, Americans as individuals took a particularly 
active responsibility for the well-being of their neighbors and their community. Since then, the 
massive demographic, cultural, and economic changes of this country's expanding and 
increasingly diverse population, together with the forces of new technology and globalization, 
have eroded this characteristic. Most people now tend to ignore or reject more than casual 
involvement with social issues that they do not perceive as affecting them very directly. Respect 
for the rules, processes, and institutions of our democratic society has been largely displaced by 
suspicion and cynicism. Popular sentiment has become increasingly disenchanted with politics, 
political decision making, and the quality of political leadership. So pervasive is political apathy 
that it is unusual when even half the citizens who enjoy the right to vote do so in an election. The 
bonding sense of pluralism associated with America's melting-pot tradition has been abraded by 
multicultural separatism that is often blind to shared values. The causes that inspire strong civic 
reaction today are often thoughtless and narrowly orchestrated "us versus them" expressions, 
most notable for their qualities of cultural bias, ignorance, or lack of understanding among 
community groups.  

These conditions also point to major deficiencies in the responses of American education to the 
needs of a vastly changed society. By almost any statistical measure, the public education system 
- indispensable to the existence of a free democratic society - has deteriorated. Especially at 
primary and secondary levels, it fails to meet the educational needs of youth who must learn to 
live their lives in a society very different from that in which their parents came to maturity. 
Almost half the children who started school this year have no credible expectation of a college 
education - and this in an era when 80 percent of all new jobs require entry-level skills 
equivalent to at least two years of college. Among other negative consequences, these 
deficiencies have greatly restricted the number of students who qualify for higher education - a 
consequence of particular severity for liberal arts colleges.  

Higher education, generally, and liberal arts colleges, specifically, have done little to help rebuild 
the condition of the nation's educational system. From their prestigious position at the top of the 
educational ladder, colleges and universities generally have shown little disposition to reach 
down with sustained commitment to help make the total process of education work effectively 
for everybody. There has been no long-range cooperative outreach geared to the assumption that 
"a rising tide raises all ships." Rather, the recruiting efforts of institutions strive to compete more 
intensively within the limited pool of qualified students who are able to climb the educational 
ladder with minimal supportive intervention.  

The undergraduate years are the most fruitful - and, for most students, the last - period for 
nourishing their ideals and expanding their social perspectives and intellectual horizons in 
preparing for their eventual places in society. Whatever the nature of the institution or its 
curriculum, the processes of undergraduate education both in and out of the classroom should be 
designed to enrich the experience of students by inculcating democratic values, respect for the 
institutions of democracy, ethical perspectives, civic duty, and social responsibility. As a 



distinguishing element of their mission, liberal arts colleges can take the leadership in making 
this happen.  

AN OPEN-ENDED CHALLENGE TO LIBERAL ARTS COLLEGES  

The development of curricula and delivery systems for providing such enrichment is a general 
and open-ended challenge to higher education. Although higher education institutionally would 
surely applaud such objectives in principle, most colleges and universities are likely to find the 
challenge intimidating, impractical to implement, unaffordable, or beyond their educational 
charter. Few would willingly recast their educational programs to satisfy intangible and perhaps 
controversial social objectives that may seem remote from current academic agendas. Some 
might insist that their existing agendas already deal adequately with civic concerns.  

Liberal arts colleges cannot so readily dismiss this challenge. For one thing, to do so could 
properly be regarded as disavowing a moral responsibility and repudiating their traditional role 
in higher education. For another, there is the serendipitous fact that major social issues bound up 
in the challenge include some that liberal arts colleges must in any event confront - if they are 
not already trying to do so. But especially important, it would squander their special 
qualifications for meeting this challenge.  

Liberal arts colleges are natural laboratories for undertaking long-term institutional commitments 
to serve social objectives. They are relatively homogeneous bodies and free from crosscurrents 
of interests and territorial imperatives that characterize the operations and politics of large 
university complexes. As small communities in their own right, these colleges provide favorable 
environments in which to develop and test elements of curriculum and related programs for 
making responsible citizenship a meaningful part of undergraduate experience. When undiluted 
by vocational priorities, their academic domain and campus attributes provide opportunities to 
encourage thoughtful and creative initiatives. Their liberal arts disposition tends to be responsive 
to projects that associate intellectual commitment with human concern - an association that 
propels social action. They are practiced in consulting and cooperating with their internal and 
external constituencies when considering and carrying out major policy decisions and 
commitments. As Michael Sandel has noted in substance, liberal arts colleges are positioned to 
develop "the capacity of individuals to balance individual and community responsibilities, civic 
responsibility against individual freedom, and procedural aspects of institutions with the content 
of their mission and program."(10)  

Taking their problematic future into account, liberal arts colleges may well regard the challenge 
of enriching American education as a special opportunity to reconstitute the viability of their 
historic role in higher education and their distinction in the marketplace. Instead of seeking 
survival by compromising their mission and adapting their character to more merchantable 
denominators, liberal arts colleges can find new vitality and appeal by adding responsible 
citizenship as a discrete undergraduate dimension. Obviously, the dimension will not, like 
Athena from the head of Zeus, emerge on any campus as a fully fashioned creation. Rather, over 
time it will develop incrementally in substance and effectiveness from the initial projects and 
programs and the related collaborations among college and community constituencies.  



Moreover, packaged with the experience of organizing and administering them, programs and 
related projects could, as tested models, become available to all colleges and universities for 
adaptation and replication.(11) With the galvanic influence of success, these models of liberal 
arts experience could do much to encourage other institutions to bridge the critical gap between 
approval of program objectives in principle and positive engagement to achieve them. In effect, 
the challenge may be said to offer liberal arts colleges the ultimate opportunity for institutional 
revitalization by serving what has become this country's highest priority: to assure a genuine 
opportunity for a quality education to every child. It is important to realize that every major 
problem America faces - political, economic, social - is at least in part rooted in the disarray of 
American education. According to a U.S. Department of Education survey published in 1993, 
over one-third of this country's adult population is functionally illiterate - a condition that must 
surely be reflected in the nation's productivity, economic growth, racial disharmony, poverty, 
crime, competitive position in world markets, and, ultimately, its viability as a free democratic 
society.  

AN AGENDA FOR ACTION  

There are many paths to responsible citizenship, just as there are many ways - instructional and 
experiential - to cultivate its qualities. As a starting point for making responsible citizenship a 
substantive element of undergraduate experience, political scientist Benjamin Barber provides a 
broad blueprint of the qualities desired: "The willingness to engage in public issues (which 
grows out of self-esteem); empathy and respect for differences; commitment to nonviolence and 
conflict resolution; and the ability to analyze information, evidence, and argument."(12)  

I do not profess expertise or presume upon professional prerogative by prescribing details and 
process for teaching and cultivating these qualities. However, John Dewey prescribed three 
essential elements: it should engage students in the surrounding community; it should be focused 
on problems to be solved rather than academic discipline; and it should collaboratively involve 
students and faculty.(13) Within this prescription, programs can be planned to provide 
opportunities for constructively expressing the idealism and socially driven energies of students, 
joined with the experienced guidance of faculty. Such programs could foster socially oriented 
collaboration and volunteerism within the institution and community. As Alfred H. Bloom wrote, 
such programs should "educate students for the kind of ethical intelligence that is required for 
our time, to transform values to strategies for social change, [and] to provide exposure to [social] 
problems so vivid that it will develop in them a lifelong commitment to respond."(14) There is, 
however, one major caveat: without infringing upon "first amendment" rights, the form, 
direction, content, and conduct of programs must be consistent with approved institutional 
policies.  

Thus envisioned, the undergraduate learning experience for responsible citizenship would 
function in three contexts:  

In the classroom. Courses on citizenship can teach its meaning philosophically and practically. 
They can foster an understanding of the fundamental significance of pluralism in society - to 
appreciate the common values of diverse cultures and to respect their differences. Students can 
learn to take pride in their ability to contribute usefully to public affairs, to believe that they can 



make a difference, and to recognize the importance of experiential learning. Faculty can relate 
elements of existing courses in their disciplines to civic issues for student consideration. Students 
can be encouraged to ask penetrating questions and learn to communicate effectively with 
understanding and respect for the sensitivities of individuals and groups.  

On the campus. Aspects of citizenship and social responsibility associated with living together 
on campus and the problems of institutional life can be subjects for communal discussion and 
resolution. They can be central considerations in establishing facilities, organizing and extending 
campus activities, and stimulating student initiatives. They can promote interactions among 
interest groups. Campus publications, special research, and involvement in conflict resolution 
can promote thoughtful intramural dialogue on aspects of campus activities and policies relating 
to concerns such as diversity, multiculturalism, racism, harassment, social conduct, and academic 
performance.  

In the community. Local communities provide colleges with a broad range of options for 
program-related projects and an opportunity for imaginative initiatives. Projects can be long- or 
short-term undertakings and associated with classroom studies. Areas of outreach, whether local 
or distant from campus, can include education, the environment, health care, economic 
development, cultural enterprise, and social services. Projects can be internships or established 
community actions that invite college participation. They may network with established public- 
and private-sector educational and social service programs, or join in establishing new ones. 
They must have reasonably defined parameters with specified objectives and competent 
oversight, as well as providers with performance responsibilities who are or can be qualified to 
fulfill them. Moreover, well-intentioned though they may be, projects must be more than 
extracurricular "feel good" exercises that confer little benefit, and that may be seen as superficial 
or patronizing.  

AN AGENDA FOR COLLABORATION  

For programs to be effective, colleges must from the beginning seek to establish collaborations 
that relate to each of the three contexts of program operation - classroom, campus, and 
community. These collaborations are needed to contribute useful experience and judgment in the 
planning, organization, and oversight of programs and for dealing with related problems and 
policies. Collaborators must fully understand the program, recognize the significance and 
credibility of its objectives, know what is expected of them, and demonstrate enthusiasm for 
being part of it. They can have an appropriate role in program governance.  

Upfront collaboration that represents participation of the entire college community is 
fundamental. Each in their own way, administrators, faculty, students, trustees, and alumni - as 
individuals or representing a constituency - can contribute constructively to some aspect of the 
program and its related projects. In so doing, not only is the campus spirit of community 
enhanced but, particularly important, institutional commitment to the program as a contemporary 
element of mission is affirmed.  

Off-campus ingredients of the program require that collaborations involve members of the local 
community - corporations, public and private social-service agencies, church and civic groups, 



schools and community colleges, and individual volunteers. These collaborations may deal with 
projects that respond to specific community concerns in education, environment, health, 
economic development, and poverty. Collaborators as a group should reflect the diversity of the 
community, and take care that interactions among themselves and with the community are 
considerate of the rights, experience or inexperience, sensitivities, and interests of those affected. 
In addition to personal fulfillment, the services of collaborators can provide inspirational models 
of college leadership, responsible citizenship, and town-gown relationships.  

Institutional collaborations among liberal arts colleges, perhaps under the auspices of existing 
associations, can be of greatest importance for program development and significant 
accomplishment. The structure and details of individual college programs must obviously be 
shaped by local circumstances - and programs may differ accordingly. However, their common 
thrust will generate experiences and information that can be usefully exchanged, and raise 
problems and policy questions that can usefully be discussed. Over time, a basic agenda for 
promoting responsible citizenship, adaptable but with conceptual integrity, would be collectively 
developed as a kinetic dimension of liberal arts curricula.  

Liberal arts colleges share some critically important objectives that, by their nature, can be best 
served by collaborative attention - and without antitrust concerns. Thus, probably all of them and 
their student bodies are now engaged in various socially motivated projects on their campuses 
and in their communities. Without intruding on their individual integrity, many of these projects 
could be advantageously associated with the program's broad agenda of preparing students for 
responsible citizenship.  

Most urgent among the common concerns of liberal arts colleges is the tremendous need for 
enlarging the pool of students who want a college education and can meet admission 
requirements. This need - a bottom-line aspect of America's currently paramount concern with 
education - bears on other college problems such as recruiting, academic standards, diversity, 
and financial aid. As a primary building block of a program for responsible citizenship, liberal 
arts colleges - perhaps using projects of the nationwide "I Have a Dream" program as models - 
can most appropriately work together to address the urgency of assuring every child a genuine 
opportunity for a fulfilling education.  

To that end, liberal arts colleges should reach out insistently into their communities, where, by 
their nature, they are important members - commanding respect and contributing intellectual and 
economic value. Understandably, except when interests unavoidably collide, colleges usually 
prefer to avoid initiatives or gratuitous involvements in community concerns that might invite 
controversy. However, it is reasonable to believe that, as an acknowledged means of promoting 
responsible citizenship, projects associated with community needs provide common and inviting 
grounds for college-community engagement.  

Through the combined efforts of administrators, faculty, and students, colleges can mobilize 
local businesses, public and private agencies, churches, and civic groups to join in planning and 
carrying out projects that address specific community needs - in particular, helping their children 
climb the educational ladder. Where possible, these projects would cooperate as auxiliary 
support facilities to complement the regular public services of the community. Special attention 



might be directed to developing the important resource found in community colleges, as a 
reservoir of disadvantaged students who are at least preliminarily committed to pursue higher 
education.  

This essay recognizes the fact that no educational program involving change is without cost - and 
that the cost of undertaking to establish a comprehensive program to make responsible 
citizenship an active part of the liberal arts mission could, over time, be quite considerable. 
However, it seems premature to be put off by the question of cost and related funding until the 
liberal arts community or its leaders can assess the value of its benefits and establish a clear 
sense of direction by answering the questions with which this essay began - and deciding 
whether responsible citizenship is to be reestablished as an active ingredient of a liberal arts 
education. That decision speaks to the future of liberal arts colleges - to the revitalization of their 
tradition as a distinctively positive force in American education. It also speaks to the direction of 
higher education generally in fulfilling its responsibilities to the national community.  
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Colleges are failing to produce competent public citizens, and accreditors should pay more 
attention to their performance in that area, says former U.S. Sen. Bob Graham, a Democrat of 
Florida. 
Mr. Graham says that too many Americans have no idea how to organize their neighbors to 
affect public policy. Even the students he encountered a few years ago during a visiting position 
at Harvard University, he says, lacked basic knowledge about how to leverage public power. 
In his recent book, America, the Owner's Manual (CQ Press), written with Chris Hand, Mr. 
Graham calls on colleges to be much more explicit in teaching about what it means to be a 
citizen. 
Mr. Graham—now based at the University of Florida, which recently established the Bob 
Graham Center for Public Service—is also part of a nascent effort to develop ways to measure 
colleges' success at producing public-spirited adults. He spoke with The Chronicle this week. 
Q. What was your experience at Harvard in 2005? 
A. It was eye-opening, in comparison to an inner-city high school where I had taught civics for a 
semester 30 years earlier. And the eye-opener was the similarity. The students at Harvard were 
about as illiterate in terms of the skills of participatory democracy as those students had been 30 
years earlier in the high-school classes. 
The message I got from that was that we not only had not made progress in 30 years, but that 
we've retreated, at a time when it is increasingly important for citizens to feel self-confident 
about their ability to solve the problems of their communities, their neighborhoods, their state or 
nation. 
Q. Yet there are a number of initiatives, including the American Democracy Project, that are 
urging colleges to take civic education more seriously. Are you encouraged by that or anything 
else? 
A. The emergence of President Obama, who himself was a community organizer before he was 
in any political office, has underscored the importance of political participation and the skills you 
can acquire at the neighborhood level. I think his campaign was energizing for many people. The 
question is, Was that just a false spring of new interest in democracy, or will it be the seedbed of 
a longtime reform? 
Q. Some people might worry that colleges' civic-education programs would have a liberal-
Democratic bias. How would you reply? 



A. Learning the skills of citizenship is like learning to play the piano. Once you know how to 
play the piano, you can play jazz, you can play Beethoven, you can play Broadway tunes. The 
same is true of the skills of participatory citizenship. It's not directed at any single ideological set 
of issues. You can decide what motivates you and what you value. 
Q. Another objection might be that civic-education programs would be one more burden on 
students who are already juggling families, jobs, and classes. 
A. If our democracy is not important enough for it to be part of a person's schedule of life 
preparation, then I think democracy is in very deep trouble. And many of the things that students 
are dealing with in the other dimensions of their lives, whether it's as a parent or as a worker or 
as a homeowner in a neighborhood—the kinds of challenges that you face there often require 
you to have the skills of citizenship. 
Q. You've been involved in some conversations about how the regional accreditors might 
measure colleges' success in their civic-engagement roles. Can you say anything about what 
those metrics should be? 
A. I'd like to encourage people to think outside the box and not get focused on any particular way 
of measuring. But having said that, I think there are three buckets of examination. 
One would be what is happening to your current students. Some of that could be quantitative: 
How many of them are participating in community service? How many are voting? How many 
have taken courses to prepare themselves for their citizenship responsibilities? 
The second bucket would be graduates. How much of an influence did the university experience 
have on students five or 10 years after they've graduated? Are they participating in civic 
organizations? Are they voting at higher levels than the general population? 
And third: You know, there's a saying that if you want to evaluate a college of education, the 
first place to go is to the local schools. If a college of education professes a commitment to 
improving teaching and learning, and it is not apparently having an effect on the schools in their 
vicinity, what confidence can you have that they're going to make a difference in schools further 
away? Well, apply that same principle to citizenship: Does the community in which a college is 
located demonstrate higher-than-average citizenship qualities? Are people more likely to join 
organizations with civic missions? Are people more likely to come together in their 
neighborhoods to solve local problems? Are they voting and participating in political campaigns 
at higher-than-average levels? 
 
But this is a wide-open question.  How do you evaluate a college on its citizenship mission?  I’m 
hoping to generate as many ideas as possible. 
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Establishing a Culture of Assessment 
Fifteen elements of assessment success—how many does your campus have?  

By Wendy F. Weiner  

College representatives typically start accreditation visits by talking to the visiting team about their 

institution’s culture of assessment. Too often, however, the speakers lack an understanding of what that 

truly means. To determine whether an assessment culture exists—that is, whether the predominating 

attitudes and behaviors that characterize the functioning of an institution support the assessment of 

student learning outcomes—one must look at the attitudes and behaviors of individuals within that 

institution. 

Just claiming that a culture of assessment exists does not make it so. In fact, there are fifteen major 

elements contributing to the attitudes and behaviors of a true culture of assessment. Few institutions of 

higher education can assert an expert level for all fifteen items, but those who claim to have an 

assessment culture must recognize them, be expert at some, and be moving toward achieving the rest. 

Only when an institution is on the path to meeting these standards can its claim to have a culture of 

assessment be taken seriously. 

The fifteen elements needed to achieve a culture of assessment are the following: clear general education 

goals, common use of assessment-related terms, faculty ownership of assessment programs, ongoing 

professional development, administrative encouragement of assessment, practical assessment plans, 

systematic assessment, the setting of student learning outcomes for all courses and programs, 

comprehensive program review, assessment of co-curricular activities, assessment of overall institutional 

effectiveness, informational forums about assessment, inclusion of assessment in plans and budgets, 

celebration of successes, and, finally, responsiveness to proposals for new endeavors related to 

assessment. 

General Education Goals 

General education goals are critical for assessment. These are the core competencies that all students, 



regardless of major, are expected to demonstrate. Although each institution must determine what those 

competencies should be, most colleges and universities stress oral and written communication, critical 

thinking, quantitative and scientific reasoning, and information literacy. In recent years, global 

competence has also earned a high level of attention as a general education goal. Because general 

education goals must be assessed on a regular, perhaps rotating, basis, the number of goals should be 

manageable. 

One challenge is that many faculty view general education goals and the assessment of them as the 

responsibility of colleagues who teach general education courses, such as first-year composition, 

introduction to biology, or introductory mathematics. Thus, they see written communication as the duty of 

first-year composition teachers. 

Assessment professionals challenge this viewpoint for several reasons. First, if graduates should meet 

general education goals, assessing written communication should not be limited to firstyear composition. 

If a goal is important, and all goals should be, then the skills involved in achieving it should be taught and 

reinforced throughout all four years of a bachelor’s program, regardless of major. Second, skills need to 

be developed over time and integrated throughout the curriculum to enhance fully a student’s abilities. 

Third, faculty must verify that each degree program has multiple opportunities for students to learn and 

practice all general education skills assessed. The basic tenet of never testing students on something they 

have not been taught holds especially true of general education goals. 

Common Use of Assessment Terms 

Too often, faculty discussions about assessment lead to frustration. The cause can be as simple as a lack 

of common language. To avert unnecessary assessment angst, it is imperative to work on a glossary of 

terms. In other words, everyone involved in assessment should come to the table to develop a list of 

assessment terms and working definitions of those terms. Once this tentative list has been compiled, it 

should be made available to the entire academic community for further input and, ultimately, collegewide 

adoption. 

Faculty Ownership 

If the faculty does not own it, it is not going to happen. At best, if faculty fail to assume responsibility for 

assessing student learning outcomes, a college will have a faculty of “defiant compliant.” As anyone who 

is employed by a college knows, the real energy for program implementation comes from faculty 

members. They need to take part in planning and developing an assessment program, because they will 



certainly be the implementation team. 

The success of the program will depend on having a faculty-led team composed mostly of faculty from 

across disciplines who plan the program, develop tools for and implement it, and use the data obtained. 

Otherwise, a college merely has an assessment program in theory, not in practice. 

Ongoing Professional Development 

Faculty members are not born with an innate knowledge of how to assess student learning outcomes. 

Some will learn on their own or while attending conferences. To ensure widespread understanding, 

however, a college must offer an ongoing professional development program that begins by building 

understanding of assessment concepts and elevates faculty competence through a series of higher-level 

assessment workshops. 

By establishing assessment workshops, the college demonstrates its commitment to assessment and raises 

expectations among faculty. The workshops lead to conversations about assessment, encourage faculty to 

use the language of assessment, and help them gain competence and confidence. It will become clear that 

assessment is accessible and important. 

Sending teams of faculty to assessment conferences is another way to foster the culture of assessment. 

Even though doing so is more expensive than bringing speakers to campus for in-house workshops, off-

campus conferences allow faculty to gain a broader perspective and establish a network of resources. In 

addition, the college delivers a clear message that assessment is valued, and faculty view the conference 

as a reward. 

Through ongoing professional development, faculty will come to understand that assessment is an 

achievable and engaging part of their jobs. 

Administrative Support and Understanding 

If faculty members think that their administration views assessment as a fad that will go away, or even 

that it sees it only as the job of faculty, they will hesitate to engage in the assessment process. But 

assessment is everyone’s business, beginning with the college president. Too often, college presidents fail 

to see their role, which is to keep their colleges honest in their assessment efforts. An informal survey 

conducted among assessment coordinators identified several key responsibilities of presidents: they must 

review student satisfaction surveys, assess institutional effectiveness, and use assessment findings in the 

budgeting and planning process. Presidents can also demonstrate earnest support of assessment by 



attending workshops and becoming conversant in assessment, as well as by committing sufficient 

resources and incentives to the effort. 

After more than twenty years, it is clear that assessment is not going away. It has outlasted a plethora of 

educational innovations. But perhaps most important, assessment is about accountability. Once the 2006 

report of the Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher Education was published, 

regional accreditation bodies stepped up the urgency of local assessment programs in an effort to ward off 

federally mandated programs that many worried would overlook local needs. 

Practical, Sustainable Assessment Plan 

When a college community develops an assessment plan, it must keep in mind the need to do so cost-

effectively and realistically and to revisit the plan frequently. If colleges are assessing six core 

competencies, it is probably not practicable to assess all students on all six competencies every year. 

Doing so would be an onerous task. 

  

Another way to consider the plan is through the individual effort of faculty members. Each faculty 

member needs to select a learning objective to assess each year. Results should inform future assessment 

in that course or department in terms of change and assessment focus. They should also support 

assessment efforts going on elsewhere on campus. Such course-embedded assessment is a practical 

approach. It allows assessment to be integrated into normal course implementation instead of added on as 

an extra task for overworked faculty. 

Systematic Assessment 

The assessment plan must provide for a methodical assessment process. In other words, assessment of 

student learning outcomes must be consistent and orderly over time. As a regional accreditor explained, 

assessment should not be “once and done.” For example, if a college is assessing critical thinking, it 

should do so regularly, using uniform tools and a steady schedule—which does not necessarily mean that 

testing should be done every year. 

Student Learning Outcomes 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to implement assessment without identifying outcomes for student 

learning and program success. A college must understand what students will be able to do by the end of 

each course. Faculty must therefore agree on basic learning outcomes for each course, and the outcomes 

should be stated in the course catalog—for example, “By the end of the course, students will be able to x, 



y, and z.” The outcomes must be measurable. “Understand” and “learn” are not measurable. To find verbs 

that will lend themselves to measurable outcomes, faculty should consult Bloom’s Taxonomy at 

www.odu.edu/educ/ roverbau/bloom/blooms_taxonomy.htm. It includes appropriate verbs such as 

“define,” “describe,” “illustrate,” “compare,” “appraise,” and “construct.” 

Comprehensive Program Review 

Program reviews can take many forms. Institutions assessing progress at the department level often use 

prescriptive formats to guide them in auditing their academic programs. Assessment of student learning 

outcomes is one factor in such a report. Some institutions have posted information about their processes 

on the Internet, and excellent examples are available, including that of North Carolina State University, 

available at www.ncsu.edu/uap/academic-standards/uapr/ Undergrad_ Prog_Review_6%20Final.pdf. 

Of course, each institution needs to customize its review process, which is about improvement, growth, 

and accountability, not merely meeting the requirement of a regional accrediting body. 

Assessment of Co-curricular Activities 

Discussions of assessment all too often focus entirely on courses and academic programs, even though 

learning can and does take place outside the classroom. On many campuses, significant sums of money 

support co-curricular activities that may provide learning opportunities. For example, if a college offers a 

globalawareness series through a student activities program, the series should be included in the 

assessment plan. As part of the plan, it should also have its own set of desired outcomes and be 

systematically assessed for student learning. 

Institutional Effectiveness 

There are many areas to assess in addition to student learning outcomes. Considering all areas, and how 

well the college is meeting its mission and goals, is essentially assessing institutional effectiveness. This 

makes assessment everyone’s business. 

Assessing campus climate is an important part of evaluating an institution’s effectiveness. Students’ 

perceptions and attitudes about their campuses and college communities have been shown to affect 

student learning. “Taking the temperature” of a campus will reveal how students view its commitment to 

their success. Areas to assess include opportunities for student-faculty interaction, academic support 

services, personal support, academic challenge, enrichment, and library services. In addition, the 

president’s office, administrative services, the board of trustees, workforce development, the foundation, 



public relations, and all components of student services should not be overlooked. Every area ultimately 

has an impact on students and their success. 

Information Sharing 

Sharing the results of assessment, good or bad, is an essential part of a successful assessment program. 

Faculty can learn from one another. Each department needs to see what the others are doing and how well 

their efforts are working. Such sharing provides opportunities for departments to engage in peer review, 

steer away from failed experiences, and replicate successes where appropriate. It also permits faculty to 

identify activities from other disciplines that they can combine with their own to produce richer results, 

and it highlights areas of the curriculum that can benefit from cross-disciplinary efforts. 

Planning and Budgeting 

Often, faculty are turned off by the budgeting process. It does not have to be so. All faculty can contribute 

to their department’s plan and provide data for informed budgeting. The operational plan should highlight 

areas that need to be improved and have specific objectives to guide the department in working toward 

improvement. Assessment results can demonstrate areas of need within a department, and faculty can 

evaluate how much money might be necessary to rectify a problem. Also, if faculty engagement in 

assessment has yielded positive results, faculty can think about rewards that could be put in their 

department’s budget to continue the good work. 

Although some faculty may resist supporting budgeting and planning efforts as additional work that the 

department head is paid to do, others who are regularly involved in improving teaching and learning will 

gladly provide input that will move them closer to the level of success they seek. Likewise, for an 

administration committed to a culture of assessment, the planning and budgeting process can help it 

accomplish this goal. When an administration explains the budgeting process to the entire college 

community and invites interested parties to participate, it signals that it is going to close the loop in 

planning, assessment, and budgeting. Of course, administrators must follow through and make sure that 

more money flows into classrooms as a result. 

Celebration of Success 

Too often, assessment reports are turned in and the faculty members involved never hear another word 

about them. Celebrating successes demonstrates the importance of assessment. In fact, celebrating 

participation in assessment is of tremendous value. Acknowledgment and appreciation serve to reinforce a 
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college’s assertion that assessment is important and that assessment reports are read and valued. 

Among faculty, revealing failed assessment strategies suggests an openness to collegiality and trust of 

colleagues. It is also useful to discuss what went wrong and why; sometimes, minor adjustments will 

make all the difference. 

New Initiatives 

Perhaps the most compelling indicator of an assessment culture is what occurs when any new initiative or 

proposal is advanced. Automatically, the questions asked will be: What are the goals and objectives? How 

will we assess the effort? These questions will be followed by lively discussions at meetings around the 

college, including not only the president’s staff but also other interested parties. When such a response 

occurs, it will confirm that an institution possesses a culture of assessment. 

Wendy F. Weiner is professor of education at Chatham University. Her e-mail address is 

wendy.weiner@gmail.com. 
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Surveys:  Common method of gathering information from people on a wide variety of topics 
(personal characteristics, expectations, experience, attitudes, values, behaviors, perceptions, 
satisfaction), generally in the form of a questionnaire, which may be distributed in hard copy  or 
online or – less often – administered by phone. 
 
Advantages: 

·  Are well-known, broadly accepted 
·  Are adaptable to many different kinds of research questions 
·  Are adaptable to different audiences (students, alumns, employers, non-completers) 
·  Items can vary in format, e.g., yes/no, rating scales, lists, open-ended questions 
·  Can reveal the “why” and “how” behind the “what” 
·  Results allow statistical analysis, reporting 
·  Self-reports are generally truthful, accurate 
·  Many surveys are commercially available, usually can be customized, e.g., NSSE, 

CCSSE, CSEP, CCSEP, CORP, Noel-Levitz 
·  Purchased surveys provide norms, benchmarks, detailed reports 
·  Software programs are available, e.g., Survey Monkey, Zoomerang 
·  Software and email make surveys swift, cheap to administer 
·  Data are easy to store and analyze 

 
Disadvantages: 

·  Construction of survey requires expertise, time, clarity about purposes 
·  Hiring consultants and purchasing survey services can be costly 
·  Surveys run danger of being too long, too broad 
·  Response rate may be very low 
·  Low response rate reduces representativeness, usefulness of results 
·  Structured format reduces chance of unanticipated findings 
·  Institutions often over-survey, leading to survey fatigue, wasted resources 
·  Collected data are often not used, shared 
·  Telephone surveys can be slow, expensive; becoming less popular 

 
Solutions/responses: 

·  Use on-campus talent to construct the survey, analyze results 
·  Reward contributors 
·  Be clear about purpose and educational outcomes to be investigated 
·  Keep the survey as appealing, brief, easy to deal with as possible 
·  Create “buzz” with pre-survey communications 
·  Use reminders, incentives to increase response rate 
·  Use “captive audiences” when appropriate, e.g., class meetings, seniors lined up for 

commencement 
·  Pool and consolidate campus survey efforts, make maximum use of existing data 

 



Interviews:  One-on-one conversations designed to elicit a variety of information; may range 
from highly structured (much like an orally conducted survey) to open-ended and exploratory. 
 
Advantages: 

·  More personal than the written survey 
·  More appropriate for some audiences, e.g. high-status trustees, wealthy donors, elusive 

non-completers 
·  Allow for more probing, rephrasing, to elicit targeted information 
·  Can reveal the “why” and “how” behind the “what” 
·  Are useful as follow-up to survey results 

 
Disadvantages: 

·  Are labor-intensive at every stage:  planning, scheduling, conducting, data recording and 
analysis 

·  Require skilled interviewers 
·  Do not reach as large an audience as paper or online surveys 
·  May elicit socially acceptable rather than accurate responses 

 
Solutions/responses: 
 

·  Be clear about purpose 
·  Use selectively 
·  Use in combination with other methods 
·  Develop a basic protocol 

  



Focus groups:  Structured, in-depth, group discussions of specific topics, guided by a trained 
moderator and generally audiotaped, videotaped, or recorded by an assistant moderator. 

 
Advantages: 

·  Allow examination of otherwise elusive perceptions, feelings, attitudes, ideas 
·  Adaptable to wide variety of target groups, topics, issues 
·  Offer insights into strengths, weaknesses of educational experience 
·  Can reveal the “why” and “how” behind the “what” 
·  Are useful in tandem with a survey project: 

o At the front end, as a way to identify productive topics, questions 
o At the back end to help interpret, clarify results 

·  May reveal new, entirely unanticipated problems, insights 
·  Can be implemented relatively quickly, cheaply 
·  Rubric or matrix may be used to score multiple focus groups and arrive  

at findings 
·  Can do double duty as a direct method, too 

 
Disadvantages: 

·  Moderators must be identified, trained 
·  Development of the topics, questions, and matrix requires care 
·  Sensitive topics may not lend themselves to focus group discussion 
·  Scheduling can be a challenge 
·  Smaller numbers of students are reached than with surveys 
·  Incentives for student participation may be needed 
·  Conduct of individual focus groups will necessarily vary 
·  Results may not lend themselves to statistical analysis, generalization 

 
Solutions/responses: 

·  Use campus expertise, volunteers, to keep costs down 
·  Train new moderators by having them observe skilled moderators 
·  Present participation in focus group to students as privilege, opportunity 
·  Share interesting, surprising findings broadly, but keep identities confidential 
·  Use as an opportunity to show the institution listens carefully, takes student 

seriously 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ethnographic research: Selected students serve as participant-observers, gathering 
information about learning and/or student experience through conversations with fellow students, 
observation, and reflection on their own experiences.  Participant-observers meet regularly with 
faculty and/or staff conducting the study to refine questions, share findings, analyze them, and 
plan next steps. 

 
Advantages: 

·  Provides an insider perspective otherwise unavailable 
·  Allows longer-term inquiry, e.g., a semester as opposed to one-time interview 
·  Allows in-depth study, exploration of “why” and “what to do” as well as “what” 
·  Provides access to elusive values, attitudes 
·  Can include non-verbal information such as body language, demeanor 
·  Has potential to produce unanticipated, surprising findings 
·  Has high likelihood of producing useful, actionable information 
·  Is adaptable, e.g., to student life as well as academic issues 

 
Disadvantages: 

·  Requires careful definition of the topic of study 
·  Is time-consuming 
·  Requires training, continuing attention, regular meetings 
·  Quality, commitment of participant-observers may vary 
·  Attrition of participant-observers may reduce usefulness of results 
·  Few models are available 

 
Solutions/responses: 

·  Choose participant-observes carefully 
·  Provide training, incentives, support 
·  Focus the inquiry but allow for evolution of project, adaptation to unexpected                           

findings 
·  Provide incentives to participant-observers and faculty/staff coordinating project 
·  Create a risk-free environment 
·  Avoid identification of individuals when reporting findings 

  



Direct or indirect?  Some methods can work both ways . . . 
 
Classroom research:  Classroom research is included here as a direct method but it can 
function as either a direct or an indirect method.  Of the dozens of classroom assessment 
techniques (or CATs) developed by Cross and Angelo, some demonstrate what students know 
and can do, while others elicit reflection, perceptions, and other forms of indirect evidence. 
 
Course management programs:  Course management programs make it possible for 
faculty to capture discussions and other evidence that would be ephemeral in the classroom; 
hence they are classified here as a direct method.  Such programs often include a survey or 
questionnaire template, however, that makes it easy to construct and administer surveys online.  
See discussion of surveys in handout on “Indirect Methods.” 
 
Focus groups:  Focus groups are generally regarded as an indirect method of assessment 
because students are encouraged to talk about their personal experiences and perceptions.  
However, they can also function as a direct method, if the topic of discussion is an issue in the 
major and students are guided by the protocol to demonstrate their command of disciplinary 
concepts, theories and methods.  In this case, students do not receive a grade for their role in the 
discussion, but the recording is analyzed by faculty to draw more general conclusions about the 
strengths and weaknesses of the academic program. 
 
Portfolios:  Portfolios can function as both a direct and an indirect assessment method.  They 
are direct in the sense that student work is displayed and can be rated, providing direct evidence 
of knowledge and skills.  The reflective essays, in which students look back on various pieces of 
their work, describe what each represented in terms of challenges or achievements, and evaluate 
their personal progress as learners, are indirect evidence of a high order. 
 
Student self-assessment:  Self-assessment is classified here as a direct method because the 
performance of self-assessment demonstrates directly how skilled students are at self-
assessment.  However, the process may be structured to elicit student reflection on how learning 
occurred, what helped or didn’t, etc.  In other words, self-assessment can also function as an 
indirect method. 
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