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There are many methods for assessing student learning outcomes (SLO’s), but they all share one characteristic: faculty members need to be involved in selecting, developing, implementing, using and analyzing any SLO assessment. This brief paper does not delve into the development of SLO’s but focuses on the related process how one might evaluate or assess an already identified learning outcome. Some major methods and approaches are described below.
Standardized Testing – locally developed or purchased from a provider such as ACT or ETS (e.g., the College Assessment of Academic Proficiency), standardized testing is a useful option. It is often relatively easy to embed standardized testing of learning outcomes in commonplace class activities (see “Embedded Assessment” below).
Maintaining a Portfolio of Significant Student Work – Students produce many significant works over their academic careers: class projects, term papers, research projects, community service, etc. A portfolio that contains the best and most important student projects can be evaluated for evidence of achieving desired learning outcomes, perhaps with the assistance of a rubric (see “Rubrics” below). This may be done electronically, as well (an “e-portfolio”).
Oral Exams – Most useful for programs or classes that are relatively small, oral exams can provide a very good sense of student accomplishment, particularly for speaking and behavioral learning outcomes.
Capstone Project or Performance – This method is most often considered to be a way to assess program or institutional-level outcomes, a capstone project or performance demands that students pull together a variety of learned skills and demonstrate mastery in a high stakes environment.
Authentic Assessment – Assessment that is authentic mirrors the “real world” situations of work or performance. For example, an agriculture class could be evaluated on the success of their crops, pruning, maintenance, etc. Or a fashion show could be organized, promoted and held by students who are involved in clothing design. The execution of this complex, real-world activity would be judged by a panel. The panel could include community members who are practitioners or who have expertise in the area of assessment. Rubrics for evaluating the various components of a complex authentic assessment help panel members focus on the learning outcome areas that are of interest. Similar terms: performance appraisals; simulations.

Coursework Cluster Analysis – This method is looks at the patterns of coursework that students have taken. Based on what is known about the learning outcomes associated with each of the courses a student has passed, a student is considered to have mastered the skills and knowledge necessary to graduate.

There are also some “styles” of assessing SLO’s. These styles can be applied to other methods, but they are not methods in and of themselves.

Embedded Assessment – refers to an assessment instrument that is incorporated into the ordinary activity of the class itself, for example a final exam. The difference between a regular final and a final that contains embedded assessment is that all teachers would share the parts of the final exam that were going to be used for assessment. It is not necessary that the entire test be used, for instance 5 of 20 questions on a math exam might be in common between classes and teachers, providing a basis for consistent assessment of key learning outcomes.
Rubrics – Rubrics are guidelines for evaluating student work that have been carefully worked out beforehand. Typically, a group of faculty would have a dialogue about what distinguishes a good student response from a bad student response (rubrics can be applied to performances, tests, etc.) and establish a clear set of rankings that can be applied the work as a whole (holistically) or to components of the work. Rubrics should be shared with students; this “de-mystifies” the grading procedure and is one very simple effective way that student learning can be enhanced through the assessment process.

The purpose of assessment is to give faculty detailed and specific evidence of what their students are actually learning. As such, it is most important that individual faculty members use this information and dialog about the results with other faculty members. Through documentation of the process, the institution knows that assessment of student learning is ongoing. This documentation that SLO’s are being used to improve student learning will be reported to the ACCJC, our accrediting body, at our next site visit in Spring 2008. It is important that the assessment approach that we take is intrinsically related to student learning and to teaching and is not burdensome or somehow unrelated to the real concerns of faculty and students. 
