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1. Overview of the Study

1.1 Purpose, Rationale, and Nature of the Study

Over the past decade assessment and improvement of student performance has been the
focus of much discussion and many efforts both within and external to colleges and universities.
During that time there has been a progressive increase in the number of postsecondary institutions
engaged in some form of student assessment (El-Khawas, 1990, 1995). A considerable amount of
faculty and administrative time and effort has been invested in promoting, supporting and
implementing student assessment. To date there has been little systematic examination of the -
institutional responses to external demands, the institutional approaches to student assessment, and
the organizational and administrative patterns that are formulated to promote and implement student
assessment. Even less available is evidence regarding the institutional use and impact of student
assessment (Banta, Lund, Black, & Oblander, 1996; Ewell, 1§88b, 1997; Gray & Banta, 1997).
Postsecondary institutions throughout the nation continue to search for appropriate and effective
strategies for student assessment but have little credible evidence to guide their efforts.

NCPI Research Project 5.2 on “Institutional Support for Enhancing Student Assessment
and Performance” addresses this gap by examining how postsecondary institutions respond to
external pressures for and promote the effective use of student assessment practices that impact
student learning and institutional performance. For the purposes of this research, student
assessment refers to those activities focused on measuring dimensions of student performance
other than traditional end-of-course grading.

Building on a review of the literature and a conceptual framework developed during the
first stage of our research on institutional support for student assessment, this study reports on the
second stage of our research: the design, implementation and analysis of a national survey of
institutional approaches to student assessment, the patterns of organizational and administrative

support for student assessment, and the institutional uses and impacts of student assessment



information. The nature and results of each of these activities are addressed in the following

sections of this report.
1.2 Prior Research Literature

1.2.1 Focusing the Literature

An extensive literature review examined what is currently known about the organizational
and administrative context for student assessment in postsecondary institutions (Peterson,
Einarson, Trice, & Nichols, 1997). This review focused on documents published between 1985
and 1996 and included literature from the following data bases: Ecucation Resources Information
Center (ERIC) system, Dissertation Abstracts Intemational (DAI), H. W. Wilson Files (which
includes the Business Periodicals Index, the Humanities Index, anc_i the Social Sciences Index),
ABI Inform, Psycinfo, and the Social Sciences Citation Index.

A two-phase literature search was conducted. In the initial phase, search terms related to
different sectors of postsecondary education (higher education, postsecondary education, two-year
colleges, and college) were cross-referenced with six search terms related to student assessment
(student assessment, student outcomes, learning assessment, learning outcomes, outcomes
assessment, and outcomes of education). This stage of the search yielded a total of 3,475 citations
related to student assessment within postsecondary cducauon institutions.

In the second search phase, the search cntcna were resmcted to include only those
documents that addressed institutional-level issues in student assessment. Results from the initial
search phase were cross-referenced with 57 search terms reflecting an array of potential external
and institutional dimensions. This search produced 567 citations. This subset of documents was
then evaluated and further narrowed based upon the following criteria: direct relevance to the
research focus (document dealt specifically with institutional-level issues of student assessment in
higher education), publication credibility (document was published in a professional journal,

monograph, book, or report), and/or substantive content (document was empirically or
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conceptually grounded). A total of 291 documents which met these criteria were included in the
literature review for this study.
The framework shown in Figure 1 was developed to organize the review of the literature on

institutional support for student assessment.

Figure 1.1 Literature Review Framework

institutional Approaches \

to Student Assessment
External \ Institutional
influences on Utilization and
Student impact of Student
Assessment 1 Assessment
Organizational and
A Administrative Support for A
Student Assessment
institutional
Context

The framework consists of five environments: external influences on student assessment,
institutional approach to student assessment, organizational and administrative support for student
assessment, institutional utilization and impact of student assessment, and institutional context.
Using this framework as a guide, the content of each of these documents was abstracted and
analyzed. Before summarizing the results of the literature review within each environment of this

framework, some observations about the nature of the available literature on this topic are offered.

1.2.2 Nature of Student Assessment Literature
All abstracted documents were classified according to the type of publication they

represented and the nature of the document. Table 1.1 displays the types of publications

abstracted. The majority of documents appeared as journal articles, monograph and book chapters




and unpublished reports. Comparatively few documents were in the form of books and

monographs.

Table 1.1. Type of publications abstracted

Unpublished Reports 70
Monograph and Book Chapters 65
Journal Articles 64
Conference Proceedings 16
Books 10
Dissertations 10
Monographs 10

The nature of each document was characterized using the following categories: descriptive
(described what assessment approaches or support practices states, institutions, etc., had adopted),
evaluative (provided a review or critique of an assessment approach or support practice),
prescriptive (advocated/prescribed the use of an assessment approach or support practice),
conceptual (provided a conceptual model or applied theory to the analysis of an assessment
approach or support practice), and empirical (reported findings regarding assessment approaches
or support practices based on systematic observation, data collection, and descriptive and/or
.relational analysis). These descriptors were not mutually exclusive, thus documents could appear
within more than one category. The nature of the abstracted documents, as Table 1.2 reveals, is
indicative of the recent and emerging character of the literature on student assessment. The
literature on student assessment at the institutional level is primarily descriptive or prescriptive in
nature. Many of the documents reviewed consisted of descriptions of student assessment practices
at single institutions or prescriptive guidelines for how institutions should support student
assessment efforts. Little empirically-based literature and even less evaluative, conceptual or

theoretical writing has been produced on this topic.
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Table 1.2. Nature of Abstracted Documents

Descriptive 146
Evaluative : 38
Prescriptive 87
Conceptual 27
Empirical 58

Several limitations of the empirical literature must be noted. The empiﬁcal literature was
divided about equally between those based on survey and those on cése study research designs.
Survey research has primarily focused on describing the measures and approachéé to student
assessment adopted by institutions. The sampling designs of many surveys have been limited in
terms of the type of postsecondary institutions included or geographical scope of the survey. Few
studies collected information on organizational and administrative support practices or student
assessment uses and impacts, and even fewer examined relationships among external and internal
dimensions of assessment support. Most of the multi-case study reports reviewed were conducted
as dissertation research and many of the single case studies lacked xhethodological rigor. Although
some case study xf:search offered a more detailed examination of the dynamics of institutional
approaches to, and support for student assessment, this comprehensiveness was countered by the
limited scope of organizational and administrative dimensions considered and the limited
generalizability of these findings.

The literature on student assessment is very much an emerging arena of study. As is
evident from the results of the first and second phases of the literature search, a relatively small
proportion of the documents addressed student assessment in relation to institutional-level concerns
or topics. Few of the documents that have taken an institutional perspective have considered the
nature of external influences on institutions’ student assessment effox;ts, provided systematic

evidence on organizational and administrative support patterns, or presented little more than



anecdotal information on the institutional uses and impacts of assessment. In particular, there has
been a paucity of research examining the relationships among these environments.

Findings from the extant literature regarding each of the five environments of the literature
review framework (Figure 1-. 1) are provided in the following sections of this report. Each section
summarizes the literature under the specific domains identified within each of these environments.
We also examine proposed relationships among the various environments and the nature of the

evidence regarding these propositions.

1.2.3 Studies ternal Influences op Student

The literature identified five domains of the external environment that have been discussed
as potential influences upon institutions’ student assessment approaches, support practices, and
uses and impacts: national efforts, state-level initiatives, regional and professional accreditation
associations, the private sector, and professional higher education associations. _ |

According to many scholars, activities at the national level provided the initial impetus for
student assessment in postsecondary education (Banta & Moffett, 1987; Ewell, 1991 Hutchings &
Marchese, 1990; Mar'chese, 1987; Sims, 1992). These activities include the publication of reports
critical of the quality of higher education (Bennett, 1984; National Institute of Education, 1984),
development of the National Education Goals (Education Commission of the States [ECS], 1991;
Nettles, 1995) revxsxons to the Department of Educanon 'S Cntena for Recognition of Accrediting
Agencies (Slms 1992), and linking the provision of federal funding for financial aid eligibility to
institutions’ student assessment efforts (Banta, 1991; Cook, 1989). As a result of these latter two
actions, all six regional accreditation agencies now require institutions to conduct student
assessment (Cole, Nettles & Sharp, 1997). The adoption of the National Education Goals brought
governors and state higher education leaders into the discussion of national standards and
assessment measures for student achievement (Lenth, 1993; 1996; Nettles, 1995). The impact of
these federal policy actions suggests that the national domain has indirectly influenced institutions’
decisions to engage in assessment efforts. There is limited evidence of a direct relationship

between national activities and institutions’ assessment efforts. While some institutions have
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reported that federal funds provided significant support for their initial assessment efforts (Amarin,
Schilling, & Schilling, 1993; Banta, 1991; Katz, 1993), data from nationally—repreﬁentative
surveys reveal that national activities have been a minor influence on institutions’ decisions to
establish (Johnson, Prus, Andersen, & El-Khawas, 1991) or to increase (El-Khawas, 1995) their
student assessment activity.

In contrast to the weak and largely indirect impact of national initiatives, scholars have
portrayed state-level actions as having a strong direct influence on institutions’ student assessment
efforts (Aper, Cuver, & Hinkle, 1990; Ewell, 1993; Hutchings & Marchese, 1990). Since the
mid-1980s an increasing number of states have enacted student assessment initiatives (National
Center for Higher Education Management Systems [NCHEMS)], 1996). Many institutions have
identified state mandates among the reasons cited for initiating (Johnson et al., 1991) and
increasing (El-Khawas, 1995) their student assessment programs and have used student
assessment information for reports to state agencies (El-Khawés, 1996). But scholars debate
whether state mandates have promoted institutional support for and use of student assessment or
have mainly evoked a compliance response 6n the part of institutions (Aper et al., 1990; Ewell,
1993; El-Khawas, 1995).

States use a variety of govemance structures for higher education and vary widely in the
form that student assessment initiatives take (e.g., policy, statute, both policy and statute) (Cole,
Nettles & Sharp, 1997). Scholars have proposed specific dimensions of state-level student
assessment initiatives that may influence the extent to which institutions support and utilize student
assessment. Those include whether: 1) the primary purpose of the initiative is institutional
improvement rather than external accountability (Aper & Hinkle, 1991; Ewell, 1991), 2) the
initiative is linked to other state policy levers (Ewell, 1991) or is consistent with other external
policies or reporting requirements (Jones & Ewell, 1993; Lincoln, 1990; McGuinness, 1994), 3)
decisions about broad guidelines for assessment and strategic and operational decisions are
centralized ﬁt the state level or decentralized to institutions (Ewell, 1984; Jones & Ewell, 1993), 4)

the student performance indicators and assessment instruments are selected by institutions or
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prescribed by states (Ewell, 1987a, 1994; Jacobi, Astin, & Ayala, 1987; Ory, 1991; Terenzini,

© 1989), 5) the institutions are required to report how they have utilized student assessment
information or just provide evidence of assessment plans or the existence of student performance
information (Ewell, 1987b, 1990), and‘6) the states provide fiscal resources to support or reward
institutions’ assessment activities (Banta, 1988; Banta & Moffett, 1987; Ewell, 1987b).

Changes in patterns of state-level student assessment initiatives have been documented over
the past decade and include: greater emphasis on external accountability as the primary purpose
(Ewell, 1991, 1997; Ewell & Jones, 1993; McGuinness, 1994; NCHEMS, 1996), increasing
linkages with other state policies or regulatory systems (NCHEMS, 1996), more frequent use of
common performance indicators (Ewell, 1994; Gaither, 1995; Ruppert, 1994, 1995) and common
assessment instruments (NCHEMS, 1996; Steele & Lutz, 1995), and the introduction of
performance-based funding approaches (Cole et al., 1997; Ewell, 1991, 1997). Overall, this shift
toward increasing regulation at the state level may be expected to increase the number of
institutions reporting student assessment activity but decrease the level of insiitutional support for
student assessment and the likelihood that assessment information is used for institutional
improvement. :

There has been little systematic examination of the relationship between these changing
patterns of state-level activity or the specific dimensions of state-level initiatives and institutions’
student-assessment efforts, support practices or uses. ‘Case study research has produced
conflicting findings regarding the effectiveness of centralized or decentralized state approaches in
promoting institﬁtional support for student assessment (Aper & Hinkle, 1991; Banta, 1988; Ewell
& Boyer, 1988). Survey research has only asked institutions to self-report whether or not a state
requirement for student assessment exists and the extent to which state requirements have
influenced inéﬁtu'tional decisions to begin or increase assessment activity (El-Khawas, 1990;
Johnson et al., 1991; Muffo, 1992).

Although the role of accreditation associations has received less attention in the assessment

literature than that of state agents, accreditation agencies, particularly regional institutional

13



accrediting associations, appear to be an important domain of external influence on institutions’
student assessment efforts (Aper et al., 1990; Banta, 1993; Ewell, 1993). As noted previously, all
regional accreditation associations now require member institutions to undertake and document
some form of student assessment activity (Cole et al., 1997). However, regional association
guidelines vary in terms of the emphasis placed on student assessment compared to other required
indicators of institutional performance, the nature of institutional reporting requirements regarding
student assessment efforts, and the range of student aSsessment-related services and activities
provided to member institutions (Cole et al., 1997).

Increasing numbers of institutions have reported conducting student assessment as a part of
regional (El-Khawas, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1995) and professional (El-Khawas, 1991, 1992,
1995) accreditation self-studies. Further, accreditation requirements was the external domain most
frequently cited by institutions as a reason for initiating (Johnson et al., 1991; Muffo, 1992) and
increasing (El-Khawas, 1995) their student assessment efforts... Beyond these general findings,
evidence regarding the influence of accreditation policies and practices on institutional support for,
and use of student assessment is scant and inconclusive (Cowart, 1990; Gentemann & Rogers,
1987; Gill, 1993; Kalthoff & Lenning, 1991).

Within the private §ector, the business community and private foundations have been
suggested as emergent sources of influence on institutions’ support for student assessment.
Scholars point to the inclusion of employment-related measures (e.g., student success in finding
employment, employer satisfaction with graduates) in institutions’ student assessment approaches
as proof of the growing impact of business community interests (Banta, 1991; Ewell, 1991). Data
from surveys of assessment approaches conducted across different types of institutions suggest
research universities are least likely and community colleges are most likely to collect information
on this aspect of student performance (Cowart, 1990; Johnson et al., 1991; Ory & Parker, 1989).
Discussions of private foundation influences have centered on their provision._of funding for
institutions’ student assessment projects. Descriptions of student assessment projects reveal that a

variety of institutions have received some financial support from private foundations for these



efforts (Banta, 1991; Banta & Moffett, 1987; Obler, Slark, & Umbdenstock, 1993). No
systematic research was found regarding the extent or nature of business community or private
foundation influences on institutions’ support for or use of student assessment.

Finally, in an effort to encourage and support institutions’ student assessment activities,
professional higher education associations have undertaken a variety of efforts that include the
sponsorship of national conferences, publication of resource materials, and provision of consulting
services (Banta, 1991; Mentkowski, 1991). No research was located regarding the extent to which
institutions have used these services and the relationship of professional association efforts to
institutions’ assessment approaches, support practices and uses of student assessment.

Summary of External Influences. External domains must be included in any examination
of influences on institutional support for student assessment. From the perspective of institutional
informants, accreditation requirements have been most influential in motivating institutions to
engage in student assessment, followed by state-level initiatives and, to a much lesser extent,
national efforts (El-Khawas, 1995; Johnson et al., 1991). Scholars have advanced propositions
regarding the influence of specific dimensions of these external domains to institutional support for
student assessment. However, the corresponding research is scant, more often general than
specific in its approach, and descriptive rather than relational.
1.2.4 Swdies of Institutional proaces to S |

| Institutional approach to student assessment refers to the content and technical aspects of
student assessment. This domain represents the specific aspects of student performance and
functioning an institution chooses to assess as a part of its student assessment efforts and the
means by which it measures those aspects. The literature identified four dimensions as the basis
for comparing institutional approaches to student assessment: content or type of student assessment
measures, level of aggregation at which assessment occurs, timing of assessment measures, and
type of student assessment methods employed.

Institutions select which aspects of students’ characteristics and experiences to examine in

their assessment approach. Astin (1991) differentiates between comparatively fixed or variable
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student characteristics. Fixed characteristics include ascriptive circumstances such as socio-
demographic status. Several taxonomies have been developed as means of classifying the variable
dimensions of postsecondary students’ performance or functioning (cf. Astin, 1991; Bowen,
1977, Lenning, Lee, Micek, & Service, 1977; Alexander & Stark, 1986; Ewell, 1984, 1987c).
Although these classification schemes vary in terms of the specific terminology used and categories
of variables proposed, all distinguish among aspects of students’ cognitive, affective or behavioral
functioning. The cognitive dimension includes basic skills (reading, writing and computational
skills), higher-order cognitive processes (critical thinking and problem solving), subject-matter
knowledge, and general education competencies. The affective dimension includes students’
values, attitudes, aspirations, self-ratings, and satisfaction. The behavioral dimension includes
observable aspects of students’ functioning such as course completion, degree attainment, hours
spent studying, field of employment, and job performance.

In addition to considering dimensions of students’ performance or functioning, institutions
may also choose to examine aspects of students’ experiences within the institution as a part of their
assessment approach (Astin, 1991; Banta et al., 1996; Erwin, 1991a; Lenning, 1991). Micek and
Amey (1974) proposed five categories of institutional characteristics, processes and practices that
may influence smdent learning and development: the instructional environment (e.g., course-taking
patterns, teaching methods), the social environment (e.g., student-faculty contact, student
participation in co-curricular activities, residence arrangements), the fiscal environment (e.g., type
or amount of financial aid received, participation in work study), the organizational environment
(e.g., faculty-student ratio, admissions policies, advising policies), and the physical environment
(e.g., classroom space, availability of study areas, library resources). Student assessment
approaches that examine multiple dimensions of student functioning and that include aspects of
students’ institutional experiences are expected to contribute more to institutional decision making
and the improvement of student performance than assessment approaches that focus narrowly on
student attributes and performance (Astin, 1991; Ewell, 1988b; Hutchings, 1990; Johnson,
McCormick, Prus, & Rogers, 1993).
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The content of student assessment approaches has been examined in a number of studies.
A review of survey research reveals most assessment approaches have emphasized measures of
cognitive aspects of student functioning. Of these, basic skills were most often assessed, followed
by knowledge in the major, general education, and higher-order cognitive processes (Cowart,
1990; Johnson et al., 1991; Ory & Parker, 1989). In comparison, behavioral variables were
measured less often (Cowart, 1990; Gill, 1993; Patton, Dasher-Alston, Ratteray, & Kait, 1996)
and affective variables were least likely to be measured (Cowart, 1990; Gill, 1993; Johnson et al.,
1991; Patton et al., 1'996; Steele & Lutz, 1995; Steele, Malone, & Lutz, 1997). Few institutions
collected information on students’ experiences within or perceptions of the institutional
environment as a part of their student assessment approaches (Cowart, 1990; Gill, 1993; Ory &
Parker, 1989; Patton et al., 1996; Steele et al., 1997). There is some evidence of differences in the
content of student assessment approaches by institutional type (Cowart, 1990; Steele et al., 1997,
Steele & Lutz, 1995). Compared to four-year institutions, two-year institutions were more likely
to assess basic skills and employment-related measures (Hexter & Lippincott, 1990) and less likely
to assess non-cognitive measures (Kalthoff & Lenning, 1991).

A second dimension of student.assessment approaches is the level of aggregation or unit of
analysis toward which the approach is oriented (Ewell, 1988b, 1991c; Terenzini, 1989).
Institutions may use student assessment to examine the performance of individual students or
student subgroups, Academic courses, programs or departments, schools or colleges within the
institution, or the institution as a whole (Alexander & Stark, 1986; Astin, 1991; Ewell, 1984,
1987c). In general, some level of disaggregation in student assessment is deemed important to
avoid masking differences in performance among subgroups of students (Astin, 1991; Ewell,
1988b). Scholars have offered arguments for directing assessment approaches at various units of
analyses (I-Iaipem, 1987; Hlebowitsh, 1995; Loaker & Mentkowski, 1993; Ratcliff, 1995;
Seybert, 1994). The relative effectiveness of a decision regarding unit of analysis is expected to
depend on its congruence ;vith an institution’s purpose for conducting assessment (Alexander &
Stark, 1986). No research was located that examined institutional choices regarding this student
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assessment approach dimension or the relationship of this dimension to assessment support or
uses.

In terms of timing of student assessment measures, institutions may collect student
assessment data as students enter the institution, at various points during students’ enrollment, as
or after students terminate their formal involvement with the institution, or at some combination of
these points in time (Astin, 1991; Terenzini, 1989). Each approach to the timing of measures has
strengths and limitations (Astin, 1991; Terenzini, 1989). Despite their associated psychometric,
statistical and methodoldgical complexities (Hanson, 1988; Jacobi et al., 1987; Terenzini, 1989),
assessment approaches that incorporate multiple points of data collection are thought to have the
potential to make a greater impact on student and institutional performance than those that collect
data at only one point in time (Astin, 1991; Halpern, 1987; Jacobi et al., 1987; Kells, 1992).

A synthesis of findings from research on student assessment practices undertaken across
various types of postsecondary institutions shows data collection was most likely to occur at only
one point in time, most often as students entered institutions and to a lesser extent at the time of
students’ exit (Cowart, 1990; Gill, 1993; Hexter & Lippincott, 1990; Kalthoff & Lenning, 1991;
Patton et al., 1996). There was little evidence of institutions assessing students at various points
during their enrollment or measuring changes in students’ performance over the duration of their
enrollment (Cowart, 1990; Gill, 1993; Hexter & Lippincott, 1990; Kalthoff & Lenning, 1991; Ory
& Parker, 1989; Patton et al., 1996; Steele et al., 1997; von Destinon, Ganz, & Engs, 1993).

As a final dimension of student assessment approach, institutions select specific methods to
collect student assessment data. A basic choice concerns whether externally-developed or
institutionally-developed methods or instruments are used (Johnson et al., 1993; Lenning, 1991;
Ory, 1991; Winston & Miller, 1994). Externally-developed methods most often take the form of
comprehensive objective examinations or inventories administered in a written or computerized
format. These have mainly been developed to measure various aspects of students’ cognitive
functioning. To a lesser but increasing extent, externally-developed instruments that measure

students’ affective and behavioral functioning are also available. Institutionally-developed methods
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include numerous options. The literature discusses the following general categories:
comprehensive tests or examinations (Ewell, 1987c¢; Fong, 1988; Johnson et al., 1993),
perforrnancefbased measures such as projects, demonstrations, internships, simulations, or
portfolios (Banta et al., 1996; Fong, 1988; Johnson et al., 1993; Lenning, 1988), surveys or
interviews (Ewell, 1987c; Johnson et al., 1993; Lenning, 1988), external examiners (Fong, 1987,
Johnson et al., 1993; Payne, Vowell, & Black, 1991), or archival records (Ewell, 1987¢; Johnson
etal., 1993; Lenning, 1988).

There are advantages and disadvantages associated with the use of externally-developed
and institutionally-developed assessment methods (cf. Ewell, 1984, 1987a; Jacobi et al., 1987;
Ory, 1991; Terenzini, 1989). The effectiveness of any particular method may depend on the
purpose of student assessment. If assessment is being undertaken to meet external accountability
requirements, externally-developed methods may be most appropriate while institutionally-
developed methods may be a better choice if improving students’ or institutional performance is ﬁe
primary purpose of assessment (Ewell, 1987a; Jacobi et al., 1987; Ory, 1991). Overall, scholars
advocate the use of multiple assessment methods to capitalize on the strengths and combat the
deficiencies of any one method (Ewell, 1984, 1988b; Halper, 1987; Jacobi et al., 1987; Lenning,
1991; Ratcliff, Jones et al., 1997; Sims, 1992; Terenzini, 1989) and to permit triangulation of
assessment results (Jacobi et al., 1987; Lenning, 1988).

Extant research provides conflicting evidence of the student assessment methods used by
postsecondary institutions. In two studies, institutions used externally-developed instruments
more often than institutionally-developed methods (Johnson et al., 1991; Kalthoff & Lenning,
1991) but the converse was found in two other surveys (Ervin, 1988; Steele & Lutz, 1995). Data
from Campus Trends surveys show an increasing number of institutions were developing their
own assessment methods, including the use of student portfolios (El-Khawas, 1992, 1995).
However, in research conducted by Gill (1993) and Johnson and colleagues (1991), portfolios
were among the least commonly-used student assessment methods. Two studies found institutions
made greatest use of externally-developed and institutionally-developed objective tests (Smith,
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Bradley, & Draper, 1993; von Destinon et al., 1993); according to several other studies,
institutionally-developed methods have most often been comprised of archival data such as
enrollment figures, course completion and course grades, and retention, graduate, and employment
rates (Cowart, 1990; Gibson, 1992; Gill, 1993; Patton et al., 1996; Steele & Lutz, 1995). Little
research has examined differences in student assessment methods among types of institutions
(Steele et al., 1997).

Summary of Institutional Approaches. Scholars have advocated the use of comprehensive
student assessment approaches in which institutions use a variety of assessment methods to collect
information on numerous aspects of students’ performance and experiences at multiple points in
time. It appears most institutions have adopted relatively limited assessment approaches.

Measures of students’ cognitive functioning have been emphasized while measures of affective and
behavioral functioning are less common. Data have most often been collected at one point in time.
Evidence suggests that institutions are making greater use of in§iitutionally—developed assessment
methods but this use can range from the mining of archival data to the development of student
portfolio methods. The comprehensiveness of student assessment approaches undertaken b)7 an
institution is expected to be positively associated with the institutional uses and impacts of stﬁdent
assessment. No research was found regarding the relationship of institutional approach

dimensions to institutional support for or uses of assessment.

1.2.5 Organizational and Administrative Support for Student Assessment

Five domains of organizational and administrative support for student assessment have
been discussed in the literature: institutional support strategy, leadership and governance patterns
for student assessment, assessment management policies and practices, student assessment culture
and climate, and evaluation of the student assessment process. |

Institutional support su-ategy‘refers to an institution’s choices about the overall purpose,
structure, and functions of its student assessment efforts. These strategic choices represent an
institution’s efforts to establish a fit between its external and internal environments (Peterson,

Cameron, Mets, Jones, & Ettington, 1986). Accordingly, two general categories of institutional
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support strategy dimensions have been discussed: those reflective of external forces for student
assessment (external assessment support strategy), and those reflective of internal forces for
student assessment (internal assessment support strategy).

Scholars have distinguished two dimensions of institutions’ external assessment support
strategies that may influence assessment approaches, support practices, and uses. These are:
whether or not an institution must respond to external mandates for student assessment (Aper et
al., 1990; Ewell, 1991, 1993), and the timing of an institution’s assessment activities relative to the
establishment of external assessment mandates (Ewell, 1994; Ewell & Boyer, 1988; Neal, 1995).

Data from multi-institutional survey research support a positive relationship between the
existence of external requirements for student assessment and the likelihood that institutions will be
engaged in some form of student assessment activity (El-Khawas, 1990, 1995; Hexter &
Lippincott, 1990; Johnson et al., 1991; Scott, 1991). Descriptions of student assessment efforts
undertaken at a variety of institutions suggest that institutions whose student assessment efforts
were initiated prior to, or concurrently with external assessment mandates have more
comprehensive student assessment-approaches and stronger internal support than institutions
whose assessment efforts followed the imposition of external mandates (Banta, 1985, 1988:
Hutchings & Marchese, 1990; Krueger & Heisserer, 1987). No systematic comparative research
or relational analyses were found regarding these external strategy dimensions.

- Three dimensions-of internal assessment support strategy have been proposed as important
influences on institutions’ student assessment approaches, support practices, and uses: whether an
institution’s assessment support strategy primarily addresses external or internal purposes
(Braskamp, 1991; Ewell, 1987a; Hutchings & Marchese, 1990), the planning processes used for
student assessment (Ewell, 1987c, 1988a), and the linkage between student assessment efforts and
an institution’s academic mission (Loacker & Mentkowski, 1993; Winston & Miller, 1994).

The dimension of purpose of student assessment efforts spans the categories of external
and internal support strategy. While assessment strategy must address both internal and external

purposes (Aper et al., 1990), scholars have proposed that assessment strategies that emphasize
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internal purposes such as improving students’ and institutional performance will encourage more
comprehensive student assessment approaches, gamer stronger internal support, and result in
greater utilization of assessment information than strategies that emphasize external purposes such
as fulfilling external accountability requirements (Ewell, 1987a; Hutchings & Marchese, 1990;
Sell, 1989). Characteristics of effective student assessment planning processes have been

suggested including developing a formal student assessment plan (Braskamp, 1991), using

~ incremental planning steps such as conducting an inventory of existing student assessment activity

(Banta et al., 1996; Payne, Vowell, & Black, 1991; Terenzini, 1989; Thomas, 1991), and
mounting pilot projects (Ewell, 1984, 1987b, 1988a; Terenzini, 1989). Scholars have asserted the
importance of relating an institution’s student assessment efforts to its academic mission (Loacker
& Mentkowski, 1993; Winston & Miller, 1994). Greater internal support for student assessment
is expected if the mission prioritizes teaching and learning (Banta, 1993; Hutchings & Mafchése,
1990) and student assessment (Duvall, 1994) as institutional act:ivities and clearly specifies

intended educational outcomes (Braskamp, 1991).

L

Empirical support for these propositions is in short supply. Descriptive evidence from
survey (Johnson et al., 1991; Muffo, 1992) and case study research (Hyman, Beeler, & Benedict,
1994; Suchanic, 1989/1990) suggests assessment support strategies which give equal or greater
weight to internal z.lssessment purposes than to external assessment purposes are associated with
mdre cémprlahensive studeﬁt z.l;s.sessﬁlent approaches. There is limited evidence that a growing
number of institutions have developed formal student assessment plans (Gill, 1993; Patton et al.,
1996), that publicly-controlled institutions are more likely than private institutions to have a formal
assessment plan, and that the number of planning steps undertaken varies by institutional type
(Patton et al., 1996). Profiles of assessment practices reveal that some institutions have examined
and revised their mission statements as a conscquénce of initiating student assessment efforts
(Banta et al., 1996).

Leadership and governance patterns comprise a second domain in this environment.

Academic leadership is conceived as playing a critical role in supporting an institution’s student
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assessment efforts (Banta & Associates, 1993; Banta et al., 1996; Braskamp, 1991; Jacobi et al.,
1987; Rossman & El-Khawas, 1987). Three dimensions of leadership support have been
discussed: patterns of participants in providing student assessment leadership, forms of leadership
support, and leadership styles. Strong support from the president and senior administrators is
viewed as crucial for institutional success in student assessment efforts (Banta et al., 1996; Duvall,
1994; Ewell, 1988a; Rossman & El-Khawas, 1987). Gaining the support of formal and informal
leaders among an institution’s faculty and staff has also been recommended (Banta, 1993; Sell,
1989; Young & Knight, 1993). Leadership support may take the form of communications
regarding the importance (Duvall, 1994; Eisenman, 1991; Peacock, 1994; Sell, 1989b) and
purpose (Banta & Associates, 1993; Rossman & El-Khawas, 1987; Terenzini, 19895 of student

assessment and the commitment of resources to assessment initiatives (American College Testing,

; 1990; Eisenman, 1991; Jones & Ewell, 1993; Miller, 1988). A participatory leadership style has

generaHy been advocated as most effective for promoting internal support for student assessment
(Banta et al., 1996; Dixon, 1994; Ewell, 1988a).

A comparative case study of community colleges found that having faculty take on
leadership roles for student assessment was related to the effectiveness of their student assessment
programs (Lang, 1993). Beyond this study, evidence for the role of leadership support is based
on descriptions of successful student assessment approaches at various campuses (Banta &
Associates, 1993; Banta et al., 1996; Knight & Lumsden, 1990). No systematic examination of
the relationship of different forms of leadership support or leadership styles to institutional support
for student assessment was found.

Governance patterns refers to the administrative structures and processes used for making
student assessment decisions. Discussions of administrative structures for student assessment
consider the éssignment of responsibilities for overseeing student assessment decisions to
positions, organizaﬁonal levels and functional areas within an institution (Ewell, 1984, 1987a,
1988a, 1988b; Nichols, 1991; Sims, 1992; Terenzini, 1989; Thomas, 1991). Situating student

assessment responsibilities in academic affairs is thought to encourage the most internal support for
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assessment (Ewell, 1984, 1987a). Student assessment decision making processes vary in the
degree to which authority for student assessment decisions is centralized within an institution’s
upper hierarchical levels or organizational units or decentralized across institutional levels and units
(Banta & Associates, 1993; Banta et al., 1996; Ewell, 1984). Scholars have generally advocated
the use of decision making processes that are decentralized (Astin, 1991; Banta et al., 1996; Ewell,
1984; Mather, 1991) and utilize significant involvement of administrators (Miller, 1988; Rossman
& El-Khawas, 1987; Winston & Miller, 1994), faculty (Banta & Associates, 1993; Braskamp,
1991: Eisenman, 1991; Sell, 1989) and, to a lesser extent, students (Johnson et al., 1993;
Somervell, 1993; Thomas, 1991).

A few studies have examined the administrative structures used for student assessment.
Johnson and colleagues (Johnson et al., 1991) found that executive responsxbxhty for student
assessment was most often positioned in academic affairs, operatlonal responsxbxhty was more
often given to administrators than to faculty, and less than half of respondent institutions had
created a separate office for student assessment. In Cowart’s (1990) survey of two-year colleges,
assigning a coordinator for student assessment was positively associated with the breadth of
student assessment information collected and internal perceptions of the effectiveness and
importance of student assessment. A meta-analysis of comparative case studies (Riggs &
Worthley, 1992) revea.led that the assessment expertise of project coordinators was an important
predictor of achxevmg positive assessment impacts. There is some evidence that centralization of
decision making varies across the phases of planning, implementing, evaluating, and using student
assessment (Johnson et al., 1991; Patton et al., 1996) and with institutional size (Patton et al.,
1996). One study found faculty involvement in implementing student assessment decisions was a
strong predictor of achieving positive outcomes from assessment efforts (Riggs & Worthley,
1992).

Assessment management policies and practices are considered a powerful means through
which institutions can support snd enhance the effectiveness of their student assessment efforts

(Ewell, 1988a; Sell, 1989b). A number of content dimensions of institutional policies have been
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identified as potential influences on student assessment and specific practices have been
recommended within each dimension. Policies and practices related to resource allocation,
professional development, faculty evaluation and rewards, and academic planning and review
figure prominently in the literature. To a lesser extent, dimensions of student assessment
information systems, communication policies, and student-related policies have been discussed.
Administrators are urged to commit adequate fiscal, physical and staff resources to student
assessment (Braskamp, 1991; Eisenman, 1991; Miller, 1988; Ryan, 1993; Thomas, 1991) and to
consider linking units’ student assessment efforts to institutional resource allocation decisions
(Ewell, 1987a, 1987b, 1987c, 1988a; Gill, 1993; Thomas, 1991). The provision of professional
development on assessment-related topics (Banta et al., 1996; Ewell, 1988b; Gentemann, Fletcher,
& Potter, 1994; Young & Knight, 1993) and incentives or rewards (Astin & Ayala, 1987; Ewell,
1988b; Krueger & Heisserer, 1987) to faculty and administrators is expected to enhance their.
participation in assessment efforts. Conflicting opinions are offered as to whether institutions
should include faculty involvement in student assessment among performance evaluation criteria
for tenure and promotion (Ewell, 1984; Halpern, 1987; Ryan, 1993; Twomey, Lillibridge,
Hawkins, & Reidlinger, 1995). Building formal linkages between assessment activities and
processes for the planning and review of academic programs and departments (Chaffe-Stengel,
1992; Ewell, 1988a, 1997), curriculum (Ewell, 1984, 1988a, 1997; Hiebowitsh, 1995), and
student academic support services (Erwin, 1991b; Hanson, 1982) is expected to increase internal
support for assessment and the utilization of assessment information. In addition, scholars have
stressed the need for institutions to develop comprehensive student assessment information
databases (Astin & Ayala, 1987; Bray & Kanter, 1996; Sell, 1989b); to establish policies and
practices facilitating the communication of student assessment purposes, activities and results with
a broad rangé of internal and external constituents (Banta et al., 1996; Ewell, 1984, 1988a; Knight
& Lumsden, 1990; Ryan, 1993; Terenzini, 1989; Thomas, 1991); and to devise policies that
promote the involvement of student affairs personnel (Erwin, 1991b; Hanson, 1982) and students

(Duvall, 1994; Loacker & Mentkowski, 1993; Van Stewart, 1996) in assessment efforts.
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There is limited descriptive evidence regarding the extent to which institutions have used
policies and practices regarding communication (Patton et al., 1996), student assessment
information systems (Astin & Ayala, 1987; Gill, 1993), faculty development (Steele & Lutz,
1995), and program review (Barak & Sweeney, 1995) to support student assessment activities.
One study found institutions’ practices regarding the intended audience for assessment reports was
predictive of achieving positive outcomes from student assessment projects but resource allocation
practices were not (CSUITL, 1993). Beyond this study, evidence concerning the relationship of
assessment management policies and practices to external influences or to institutions’ assessment
approaches, degree of internal support and utilization of student assessment information was not
located. |

Student assessment culture and climate constitute a fourth domain of the organizational and
administrative environment (Banta & Associates, 1993; Banta et al., 1996; Braskamp, 1991;
Miller, 1988). These terms have been used interchangeably in ;he higher education literature but
they are conceptually distinct and may have different implications for institutions attempting to
support student assessment efforts. Thus, their proposed relationships to student assessment and
empirical evidence for these relationships will be considered separately for culture and climate.

Institutional culture refers to the unique and enduring constellation of deeply embedded
values, beliefs, and ideologies collectively held by members about their institution (Peterson, 1988;
i’eterson, Caméron, Mets, Jones, & Ettington, 1986; Peterson & Spencer, 1990). More
specifically, student assessment culture refers to members’ perceptions of an institution’s
purposes, values, and philosophy related to student assessment. Scholars (Banta et al. 1996;
Jones & Ewell, 1993; Wolff & Harris, 1994) have suggested assessment-supportive cultures have
the following characteristics: members perceive the institution values teaching and learning (Banta
& Associates, 1993; Eisenman, 1991; Hutchings & Marchese, 1990), student assessment (Banta et
al., 1996; Mentkowski, 1991; Ryan, 1993; Sell, 1989b), and innovation and risk-taking
(Braskamp, 1991; Kells, 1992; Ryan, 1993), and a participatory governance style is used for
making decisions regarding student assessment (Jacobi et al., 1987; Kells, 1992; Mentkowski,
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1991). The literature search did not locate any research that explicitly examined student assessment
culture.

Climate has been defined as “current organizational pattemns of important dimensions of
organizational life, together with members’ perceptions and attitudes toward them” (Peterson,
1988, p. 31). Three dimensions of climate have been distinguished. “Objective climate” refers to
observable patterns of organizational behavior. The domains of assessment approach, assessment
s-upport strategy, leadership and governance patterns, and assessmént management policies and
practices discussed previously are dimensions of the objective climate for student assessment.
“Perceived climate” refers to members’ perceptions and beliefs about how the organization does or
should function (Peterson, 1988; Peterson et al., 1991). Asking administrators, faculty, staff or
students how their institution assesses student performance or supports student assessment
provides a measure of the perceived climate for student assessment. “Motivational climate” refers
to members’ feelings or attitudes about the institution, its practices, and their role within it
(Péterson, 1988; Peterson et al., 1991). Measures of members’ commitment to, involvement in,
or satisfaction with student assessment fit the construct of motivational climate for student
assessment.

Scholars have suggested the following various dimensions of the organizational and
administrative environment that may enhance the perceived and motivational climate for student
assessment: 1) members believe that internal improvement rather than internal or external
accountability is the primary purpose of student assessment (Braskamp, 1991; Eisenman, 1991;
Ewell, 1988b; Jacobi et al., 1987), 2) members believe the student assessment approach is
congruent with the institution’s mission and values (AAHE, 1992; Braskamp, 1991; Terenzini,
1989), 3) institutional leaders are perceived as supporting student assessment (AAHE, 1992;
Braskamp, 1991; Ewell, 1988a; Jacobi et al., 1987), 4) a participatory governance approach is
used to make assessment-related decisions ( Ewell, 1984, 1988b; Kells, 1992), 5) adequate
resources are allocated for assessment efforts (AAHE, 1992; Banta et al., 1996), 6) assessment is

integrated with processes for planning and resource allocation (Ewell, 1984, 1988a), and 7)
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incentives or rewards are provided for members who participate in assessment (Eisenman, 1991;
Ewell, 1984; Hutchings & Marchese, 1990; Thomas, 1991).

Campus Trends survey data reveal that a high proportion of academic administrators were
concerned about the possible misuse of assessment information by external agencies (El-Khawas,
1988, 1992, 1995). A comparison of findings from studies of institutions with comprehensive
student assessment approaches (Hyman et al., 1994; Johnson et al., 1991) and those with less
extensive assessment efforts (Muffo, 1992; Ory & Parker, 1989) suggests a negative association
between internal concemns of this nature and the extent of internal support and involvement in
student assessment. There is some evidence of a positive association between perceived leadership
support for student assessment and the extensiveness of student assessment efforts undertaken by
institutions (Jemmott, 1992/1993; Scott, 1991) and between faculty involvement in assessment
activities and the improvement of faculty attitudes toward assessment (CSUITL, 1993). These
measures of members’ perceptions and attitudes regarding stucient assessment appear to fit the
constructs of perceived and motivational climate. The literature search located no studies that
purported to explicitly examine the influences upon and impacts of student assessment climate.

Scholars have characterized evaluation as one of the most important aspects of student
assessment activity (Banta. Et al., 1996; Dennison & Bunda, 1989; Ewell, 1988b). Institutions
have been urged to continually and systematically evaluate and revise their approaches to student
as;sessment (AAHE, 1992; Banta et al., 1996; Loacker & Mentkowski, 1993; Sell, 1989b; Snns,
1992; Wolff, 1992). Guidelines (Nichols, 1991; Sims, 1992; Thomas, 1991) and criteria
(National Forum on Assessment, 1992; Ory, 1992) for evaluating student assessment programs
are available. |

There has been little systematic research conducted regarding this domain. In one study
(Patton et al., 1996), very few institutions had evaluated their student assessment approach. No
studies were found that examined influences on institutions’ decisions to evaluate student
assessment actiyity or the relationship of evaluative efforts to the utilization of student assessment
information.
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Summary of Organizational and Administrative Support. The literature suggests specific

strategy dimensions and associated institutional practices related to student assessment support
s&ategy but few studies have included variables from this domain. Some descriptive evidence is
available regarding the existence of external assessment mandates, purposes of assessment, and the
nature of student assessment planning, but no research was found that systematically examined the
relationship of specific external and internal support strategy dimensions to assessment
approaches, other support practices, or uses of assessment information. Despite the importance
attributed to leadership in shaping internal support for assessment, there has been virtually no
empirical examination of its associated dimensions. Descriptive evidence is available regarding
administrative structures and decision making processes used for student assessment but there has
been limited analyses of the relationship of these dimehsiom to student assessment approaches,
support, and uses. Assessment management policies are viewed as important means by which
institutions can support assessment efforts and a number of specific management practices have
been advocated. The extant literature offers little descriptive evidence régarding the extent to which
institutions have used these policies and practices and provides even less evidence of their
relationship to assessment support or utilization. Similarly, there has been considerable scholarly
discussion of the influence of culture and climate on institutions’ student assessment efforts, yet
empirical support regarding influences on and the effects of culture and climate is scant. Finally,
there has been little consideration of institutions’ practices with respect to evaluating their student‘
assessment approaches or the relationship of evaluation practices to other framework domains.

Without exception, the domains of the organizational and administrative support
environment are discussed in the literature as potentially powerful influences on the nature and
effectiveness of institutions’ student assessment efforts. Many practices have been prescribed
within each domain and propositions offered regarding their relationships to institutional support
for and utilization of student assessment. Evidence of the influence of these domains and their
specific dimensions on student assessment efforts is more often based upon scholars’ or

practitioners’ observations than on systematic research. Consequently, little is known about the
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patterns of organizational and administrative activity that effectively support student assessment

and promote the use of assessment information.

1.2.6 Studies of Institutional Uses and tudent Asse

The higher education literature clearly contends that the assessment of student performance
should not be undertaken as an end in itself but as a means to improve students’ and institutions’
performance (AAHE, 1992; Banta & Associates, 1993; Ewell, 1987b, 1988b;1997; Jacobi et al.,
1987). Two domains of student assessment information use and impacts are discussed in the
literature: the utilization of student assessment information in academic decision making, the
institutional impacts of student assessment. |

Institutional strategic decisions and academic management policies and practices are two
areas of institutional decision making recommended as arenas for utilizing student assessment
information. Included among the strategic decisions ﬁxat may make use of assessment information
are academic planning decisions (Ewell, 1987a, 1987b, 1997), revising institutional mission and
goals (Banta et al., 1996; Ewell, 1984; Jacobi et al., 1987), and institutional resource allocations
(Ewell 1984, 1987a, 1987b, 1987c, 1988b). In general, institutions have reported using student
assessment information most often in planning decisions (Cowart, 1990; El-Khawas, 1989b;
Johnson et al., 1991; Steele & Lutz, 1995) and to a lesser extent, in resource alloca_tion decisions
(Cowart, 1990; Ory & Parker, 1989). - |

Similarly, scholars have encouraged and practitioners have described the use of