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tionship of the grade to specific student knowledge or abilities.

One of the most common questions
from faculty when discussing outcomes assessment is, “We are already
assessing students in courses; why
can't we just use student grades as an
indication of what our students
know or can do?” Grades represent the
extent to which a student has successfully met the faculty member's requirements and expectations for a course. Because many factors contribute to an
assigned grade, it is almost impossible to make inferences about what a
student knows or can do by only
looking at the grades for a course.

Another reason why grades do not provide adequate information for program assessment is that the grading policy in any
course is dependent on the individual faculty member. This is generally true even when there are multiple sections of the same
course with common exams. Some faculty choose to give (or
take away) points or partial credit for things that are not related to student learning (for example, attendance, class participation, and course evaluation). Some faculty grade on a
curve; others have a fixed standard. Letter grades or numeric
scores reflect the student’s relative standing within the class
or among other tests – relative to a set scale or relative to
other students. They do not, however, tell the person interpreting the assigned grade/score what the student knows or
can do, nor do they provide information about what topics or
concepts he or she did not understand or how his or her
learning can be improved.
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In outcomes assessment at the program level, the primary question that
needs to be answered is, “Can students demonstrate the ability to perform at an acceptable
level in each of the program outcomes?” Program assessment
focuses on providing evidence that students can demonstrate
knowledge or skill directly linked to specific program outcomes. Grades per se do not provide that information.

Assessing program learning outcomes for the curriculum differs from assessing classroom learning outcomes in several
ways, most notably the following:
When developing a curriculum, faculty collectively consider
the objectives1 their students will need to achieve after graduation. Once the objectives are identified, faculty decide what
students should know or be able to do by the time of graduation in order to meet them. After the program outcomes2 are
set, the curriculum is developed/modified to represent a well
articulated and aligned set of major and general education
courses. Students are introduced to key concepts in the lower
division courses. Then these concepts are applied in courses
throughout the rest of the curriculum, as students move from
knowing and understanding a concept to developing an ability to apply that knowing and understanding in various
ways, in multiple settings. This process illustrates the cumulative learning effect of specific concepts and skills taught
through individual courses. The assessment of program outcomes should reflect student-achievement-specific outcomes
as a culmination of several classes and activities throughout
the curriculum.

One reason why course grades are not appropriate for program assessment is that course content for any given subject may
vary among faculty members teaching the same course. When developing a course, the faculty member has to make many decisions. These include decisions about course content and
course management. When deciding what topics and concepts to include in the course, the faculty member needs a
clear view of how the course is aligned with other courses in
the curriculum (e.g., introductory, elective, required, lower/
upper division, major, or service course). Decisions about
course content are constrained by several factors: the amount
of time the faculty member has to deliver the course, the
knowledge and skills that students bring to the course, and
the expectations other faculty have for learning brought to
follow-on courses. Content may also vary with the individual
faculty member's beliefs about what is important (topics, concepts, and levels of cognition students must demonstrate for
each concept), the textbook chosen, and the faculty member's
expertise and interests. Decisions are also made about how
the course is managed, for instance the mode of delivery,
number and types of tests, attendance policy, and grade structure. All of these variables contribute to the grades students
receive, further confounding the ability to interpret the rela-

Just as faculty cannot include in a course everything associ1

Objective here is defined as the expected accomplishments of
graduates during the first few years after graduation.
2
Outcome here is defined as what a student knows or can do by the
time of graduation.
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This hands-on workshop helps you build the skills you
need to plan and implement successful outcomes
assessment processes. Participants work on realistic
case studies, developing feasible objectives and
outcomes and plans for measuring if they’ve been
achieved. Assessment tools are covered, as well as ABET
terminology. The knowledge gained here can be applied
directly to program(s) on your own campus.

This workshop is designed especially for those who’ve
already attended an ABET faculty workshop (Regional,
Open-Enrollment/Program Improvement, or TEI) and will
continue to build on the foundation laid by these
workshops. During Version 2.0, participants will hone
their
assessment
knowledge,
broaden
their
understanding of continuous improvement processes,
and learn new assessment strategies they’ll be ready to
implement when they return to campus.
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student performance. A rubric is a descriptive rating scale
with several different observable levels of performance possible for each performance criteria being assessed. Each performance level is described and assigned a numeric score (for
example, 1 = exemplary, 2 = good, 3 = adequate, 4 = marginal,
and 5 = unacceptable). The number of points on the scale will
depend on the level of cognition or skill that the outcome requires – but that is a discussion for a later time. Reporting the
percent of students who score at each of the levels provides
data that are linked directly to the anticipated outcome and
focus the evaluation and strategies for improvement. It is a
numerical score that provides a great deal of information
about what students know or can do – but it is not a grade.

ated with the subject matter of that course, a program cannot
include in its curriculum every concept or skill set that is in
the realm of possibilities for that curriculum. As in course
preparation, several decisions need to be made by program
faculty when determining the program outcomes to be assessed and managing the assessment process. These include
deciding what learning outcomes are central to achieving the
objectives, how many and what performance criteria3 will be
assessed for each outcome, where in the curriculum students
are getting the opportunity to demonstrate the desired performance criteria associated with the outcome, how often the
outcomes will be assessed, how the outcomes are going to be
assessed, and how the data gathered can be used for program
improvement. As in classroom assessment, these decisions
are constrained by factors related to the context of the program. Some of these factors include the nature of the objectives, type of institution/program, available resources and
time, and make up of students served.

Grades will continue to be an important part of the higher education culture and should be understood for what they represent. However, for program assessment, where the purpose
of the assessment is to provide information about student
learning at the program level, grades in courses generally
have little use. This is not to say that students cannot demonstrate program outcomes in a classroom setting. But, the
measure used to assess those outcomes should be used consistently, should reflect specific student knowledge or skills,
and should be directly linked to specific performance criteria.
It is important to remember that the focus is not a score or grade,
but the student knowledge or skill that is represented by that score
or grade.

For program assessment, a numeric score that is directly
linked to students' performance on a specific performance
criteria can be used as evidence of program learning outcomes. For example, for the outcome, “Students have an understanding of ethical responsibility,” one of the performance
criteria could be, “Students will demonstrate the ability to
evaluate the ethical dimensions of a problem in their engineering discipline.” Faculty could develop a rubric to score
3

Performance criteria here are defined as the specific, measurable
statements identifying the specific knowledge, skills, attitudes
and/or behavior students must demonstrate as indicators of
achieving the outcome.
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