Taking a Pulse on the Status of Assessment at California Community Colleges

Janet Fulks, Kate Pluta and Marcy Alancraig

It’s been three years since the WASC accreditation standards were completely revamped, going from 10 Standards to 4 and requiring Student Learning Outcomes and assessment at course, program, and institutional levels. When the new standards were first proposed, the debate was intense throughout the state. The State Academic Senate dedicated more resolutions to this topic than any other in the history of the senate. Where are we, as faculty, colleges, and a system with respect to Student Learning Outcomes and Assessment?

A recent conference, “Doing Assessment that Matters,” organized by faculty in conjunction with the Research and Planning Group of California, provided some answers. Representatives from approximately 31 different California Community Colleges (as well as the Marshall Islands College and the Education Director at the Aquarium of the Pacific) came together to evaluate their own expertise in Student Outcomes and Assessment, to define issues, and to problem solve the challenges they were facing as they attempt to meet these standards.

The results were somewhat surprising. In keeping the Academic Senate recommendations, most of the colleges attending had identified a faculty leader as a campus assessment chairs, with reassign time. Many institutions had been deeply involved in researching assessment and training their faculty in preparation for a campus-wide strategy. Some schools began assessment training and planning before the WASC standards were even in the news (Cabrillo College, Palomar College); some schools had suffered fits and starts; but many were on the fast track to instituting faculty-led assessment (Skyline College, Canada College, Pasadena City College, San Francisco City College, Sierra College). Common to all other aspects of the California Community College system, the methods, planning and timeline were very individualized to the college mission and culture. Those campuses that researched models to use agreed that the research provided insight, but no models that could be adopted outright. Instead, campuses were developing culturally appropriate strategies, resulting in an assortment of very individualized and creative assessment plans, to meet individual campus needs and vision.

Campuses reported varying degrees of success and involvement. Those schools associated with starts that were dependent on individuals, or organized and run outside of local Senate support, seemed to have the most difficulties. Many campuses reporting successful participation and positive results from dialogue and SLO development shared a common strategy which included faculty led training and initiatives, assessment chairs, with reassign time, and senate approved committees (Bakersfield College, Cabrillo College, Mira Costa College, Riverside College, San Mateo College). Basically, the similarities stopped there. Campuses reported creative methods and variable strategies of training. Some began at course level assessment (Riverside Community College, Cabrillo College, Bakersfield College), others started at program level (Chaffey College), and still others tackled institutional outcomes first. In some cases the institutional approach involved defining core competencies or defining general education outcomes (Cabrillo College, Mira Costa, Santa Ana College, Santiago Canyon College).

Many campuses reported a positive payoff in the early stages of SLO training (LACC).  The payoff arose as a result of collegial discussions, interdisciplinary dialogue, and curriculum review and renewal. Outcomes and assessment provided a good source of student feedback and an opportunity to address campus issues using evidence. Faculty reported that classes and programs that more clearly communicated overarching themes and outcomes supported improved student learning. Discussions about embedding authentic assessment that simulates the skills and knowledge students need when they exit the academic world were considered very positive and tangible benefits for students.

There were many challenges discussed concerning the implementation of outcomes and assessment. Some of the toughest challenges include integrating outcomes in the planning process and using assessment information as evidence to the make better decisions; such as, developing processes that linked assessment information and improvement of student learning to the budget and planning processes. Many concerns focused around the need to embed assessment within everyday college activities. Some institutions had integrated outcomes into existing processes such as class assignments, curriculum and program review, and in a variety of different ways that worked best for their campus culture (Cabrillo College, Sierra College). Most schools spoke eloquently about the struggle to fund these outcomes and assessment activities, particularly when it involved assessment coordinator reassign time, stipends for pilot projects, and training. The participants agreed that inclusion and payment of adjuncts for their training and time, was essential.

Ultimately a few principles were highlighted as various institutions shared their stories.

1) This process requires cooperation between faculty, administration, research staff, and classified – all have important roles.

2) Successful implementation is dependent upon faculty involvement and leadership.

3) Academic senate leadership is essential, particularly in sustaining the process over the long term.

4) Healthy efforts are characterized by involving many people and many conversations in the planning, this includes instructions, student services, and other support areas of the college.

5) Agreement on assessment principles and purposes can help campuses respond proactively to areas of concern, such as how the data will be used and what the impact of assessment will be, if any, on individuals.

6) Successful strategies center around the existing campus culture and use of governance processes that already work to enhance campus-wide success.

7) Keep it SIMPLE. This is a learning process and the simplest attempts yield useful information.  Start simple and enjoy the process.
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