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W hen a senior colleague retired in 2010, I was tapped to take her 
place as we wrote our college’s reaccreditation self-study. While I took 
this as a mark of my college’s trust and regard, nearly everyone else took it 

as cause for commiseration. Lore persisted of the rigors of writing the last self-study, 
and, although everyone was very nice about it, the phrase “better you than me” hung 
in the room unsaid. Few congratulated me without adding, “You are in for an enor-
mous amount of work.”

The work I didn’t mind. I had written two books and had taught composition. I 
was somewhat familiar with self-studies, as I’d chaired a self-study subcommittee 
during a previous college posting. I was genuinely interested in getting a broader and 
deeper view of the college I am part of, and that, too, was helpful.

Harder, and somehow unforeseen, were the rigors of what composition theorists 
call the rhetorical situation of writing a self-study and its fundamentally collaborative 
nature. This article, then, is a kind of self-study debriefing. I hope it may prove useful 
to others who find themselves taking on this challenging form of service.

Every piece of writing has an audience, a purpose, an appropriate form and lan-
guage, and a value: what’s at stake in its being done well. These elements make up the 
writing’s rhetorical situation. At first glance, the rhetorical situation of the self-study 
seemed, if not impossible, at least improbable. In our case, fifty people were asked to 
produce one hundred pages (and no more) of candid, objective, informed, insightful, 
and unified prose that described, evaluated, and made projections for every facet of 
the institution, from the library’s holdings to the number of parking spaces. Because 
a good self-study is broadly participatory, the writers should come from all sectors of 
the college—professors, students, librarians, campus police—with all kinds of writ-
ing backgrounds. For us, few had been involved in the accreditation process before: 
the ten-year cycle is too long to build up much depth on the self-study bench.

Just as the self-study’s authorship is multifarious, so is its audience. As you write, 
you are aware—sometimes painfully—of who will read, critique, edit, change, and 
ultimately judge your work. Listed roughly in order of appearance, these are: the 
other members of your committee, the overall editor or editors, senior administrators 
who may be your bosses, the accrediting body’s staff, the campus at large, the visit-
ing team, and ultimately the accrediting commissioners. Some institutions post their 
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self-studies for public view as well, so your mother may conceivably read it. And the 
value of doing a good job? Staying in business. No pressure.

To help us do this work, our regional accrediting agency (the New England Asso-
ciation of Schools and Colleges, or NEASC) hosted two daylong workshops that gave 
sound advice on how to structure the overall project and establish a workable timeline. 
One of the workshops offered sessions with colleagues who had recently completed 
the process, and their advice direct from the trenches was invaluable. It wasn’t until I 
was in the thick of it that challenges arose, and although in the end we wrote a strong 
self-study that was complimented by both our accreditors and by our visiting team, I 
still think we could have done it better. 

Audience
Who are accreditors, and what do they want? Our campus neglected to host an 

initial event featuring a representative from our accrediting body to address this 
crucial question, and that lack was felt at every stage of the experience. We know 
that assessment is a scary word to many and can register as undue interference, or 
as a force for homogenization, or, worst of all, as a kind of performance evalua-
tion that could put individual jobs on the line. Those units on campus that frequently 
hosted outside reviewers, such as the Department of Education, were familiar with 
and so unthreatened by the college’s reaccreditation. Others were less familiar and  
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In early June I made my second trip to 
China to speak at a conference on out-
comes assessment/program evaluation. 
My first trip was scheduled for 1989, but 
it was postponed a year by the events in 
Tiananmen Square. Then I visited uni-
versities in Beijing and Shanghai. This 
time my destination was the interior 
“crossroads” of the country—the city 
of Wuhan. My host was higher educa-
tion associate professor Hou Zhijun at 
the China University of Geosciences, 
Wuhan, who recently spent a year as a 
postdoctoral fellow working with Gary 
Pike in our institutional research office 
at IUPUI.  

In 1990, we needed a translator for 
all interactions with our Chinese hosts. 
Now, Chinese children learn English 
from the time they enter formal edu-
cation, which allowed me to exchange 
some words in English with almost all 
of the academics I encountered and 
with all of the students. Pronunciation 
sometimes presented a barrier to my 
understanding, but the students knew 
the vocabulary. I have such admiration 
for these achievements because English 
and Chinese are such vastly different 
languages that moving from one to the 
other requires an enormous effort. I am 
also grateful that the second language 
Chinese students have learned is my 
language as, sadly, I have not learned 
theirs.  

In 1990, we had to pause after each 
comment to allow time for a translator 
standing beside us to convert our words 
to Chinese. Of course, this meant that we 

could present only half as much content 
in an hour as we wanted to do. Now, ev-
eryone in the audience has a device with 
earphones that permits Chinese speakers 
to hear presentations given in English 
translated into their native language by 
a person in a booth in the back of the 
room. On a second channel, English 
speakers can hear Chinese presentations 
translated into English.  

I shall never forget my frustration 
and disappointment in 1990 when I 
learned that the Chinese did not have a 
word for evaluation! Different transla-
tors were giving it their own several-
word definition, and it seemed that the 
closest anyone came to understanding 
what we meant by outcomes assessment 
was to liken it to end-of-course evalua-
tions. Then we saw head nodding! Sud-
denly we encountered equations being 
written on blackboards, and we learned 
that Chinese scholars were using fuzzy 
math to analyze course evaluations. We 
ultimately evoked their enthusiasm, but 
we left wondering if we had made any 
progress in telling them about program 
evaluation—assessing curricular and 
institutional effectiveness to improve 
educational quality. In June I learned 
that even the subtitle of the confer-
ence I was attending demonstrated an 
understanding of outcomes assessment: 

“Meeting Challenges of Innovative Ed-
ucation and Quality Improvement.”

In 1990, the concept of student af-
fairs was not well developed in China. 
This June I was providing the key-
note address to open the “2013 Inter-
national Conference on the Reforms 
and Transformation of Student Af-
fairs”! Some titles of the conference 
papers given by Chinese scholars in-

cluded “Study of the University’s  
Mission of Moral Education in the Con-
text of Value Diversification,” “Practical 
Exploration on Promoting Standards in 
Student Affairs Administration and Ser-
vices,” and “On Establishment of a Sci-
entific Performance Evaluation System 
of Student Affairs Administration.”

My Wuhan host, Professor Hou, has 
told me on several occasions over the 
two years that I have known him that 
the influence of U.S. higher education 
on the development of Chinese univer-
sities is substantial. Indeed, his own pa-
per for this conference, “Student Affairs 
Administration in the Context of the 
Learning Paradigm,” contained promi-
nent references to Astin, Pascarella, and 
Terenzini, authors whose books he had 
found in the IUPUI library and in Gary 
Pike’s collection during his postdoc 
in Indianapolis. Hou is a strong advo-

Editor’s NotEs

Another Glimpse of Evaluation in China

Trudy W. Banta
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Assessment Is Not a Spectator Sport: 
Experiencing Authentic Assessment  
in the Classroom  
Sarah M. Keeling, Kara M. Woodlee, Michelle A. Maher

A s we have done in each of 
the past five years, we offered 
the course EDHE 839: Assess-

ment in Higher Education last spring to 
students enrolled in the student affairs 
master’s degree program at the Univer-
sity of South Carolina. The history of 
the course on this campus is in some 
ways a faithful index to the fortunes of 
the assessment movement as a whole. 
Designed and first offered almost two 
decades ago by a veteran faculty mem-
ber who also served as a university ad-
ministrator, the course was received by 
students and faculty colleagues with 
trepidation. Yes, the program should 
have an assessment course, but not a re-
quired one. The course attracted a few 
hardy souls. Most, however, steered 
clear, asking the question Peter Ewell 
(2002) noted that he heard frequently in 
the early years of the assessment move-
ment: “When is assessment going to go 
away?”

With the veteran faculty member’s 
retirement, EDHE 839 fell into disre-
pair. Teaching notes left behind were 
difficult to understand for those unfa-
miliar with assessment lingo. The third 
author, a junior faculty member at the 
time, eventually agreed to restructure 
the course and offer it on a limited ba-
sis. Time passed. Then, seemingly sud-
denly, the assessment movement was 
everywhere on campus, bolstered by 
the urgent need to respond to a myriad 
of stakeholder concerns about what—
or if—students were actually learning 

during their college years. Everyone on 
campus was now an assessment expert 
or on their way to becoming one. EDHE 
839 enjoyed newfound popularity and 
was promoted to a required course, 
avoidable only if one enrolled instead 
in EDHE 737: Legal Aspects of Higher 
Education. The EDHE 839 student ros-
ter filled to overflowing. 

In this article, the first and third au-
thors, course co-instructors, and the sec-
ond author, a recent EDHE 839 student, 
consider assessments of the assessment 
course received from the latest class of 
students. Because it was a key course 
component and because it offers les-
sons for assessment practitioners in and 
beyond the classroom, we pay special 
attention to the use of student teams en-
gaged in authentic assessment practice 
as part of class instruction.  

Student Assessment  
Teams in Practice

Active learning became an EDHE 
839 cornerstone because, to apply a 
common phrase, the practice of assess-
ment is not a spectator sport. Prior to 
the start of the semester, as course in-
structors (first and third authors), we 
identified campus student affairs offices 

willing to host a three- or four-member 
student team through the semester as 
they conducted an assessment activity 
within that campus office. We individu-
ally met with personnel from each of-
fice to review their planned assessment 
project. We took care to note that the 
project must fit the semester timespan. 
Further, we asked that office personnel 

plan a project that, in terms of out-of-
class student involvement, neither over-
whelmed nor failed to engage students. 
Offices were always grateful for team 
assistance on assessment tasks that 
sorely needed to be addressed but had 
been left undone due to already full 
work schedules.  

During the first EDHE 839 class 
session, we described the use of this 
instructional strategy to students, ex-
plaining, as does the course syllabus, 
the following:

As part of a team, you will become 
an “assessment expert” for a USC–
Columbia campus student affairs 
office. Each team will assist office 
area personnel by engaging in an 
authentic assessment project within 
that office. Each team will produce 
a project prospectus, a final project 
report, and a project presentation. 

Active�learning�became�an�EDHE�839�cornerstone�because,�to�apply�a�

common�phrase,�the�practice�of�assessment�is�not�a�spectator�sport. 
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In general, the use of student as-
sessment teams over the years has been 
rewarding for students, office person-
nel who host student teams, and course 
instructors. In a survey administered 
at semester’s end, students answer the 
question: “If asked about your experi-
ence with assessment during a job in-
terview, what would you highlight in 
your response?” The following replies 
emphasize the benefits derived from the 
use of assessment teams:
•	 “I would highlight that I got to work 

hands-on in a real world assessment 
project, how I got to conduct focus 
groups and give recommendations.” 

•	 “I would highlight my experience and 
practical knowledge gained through 
the team project. I really liked work-
ing with my office.”

•	 “I would highlight the team project 
that I was able to conduct with three 
other team members and the focus 
groups that we conducted. I appreci-
ated all the hands-on work that this 
class provided and I would certainly 
highlight it during a job interview.” 
However, we have also noticed that 

student team use in an assessment class 
is not without its own particular pitfalls.  

In the first course session, students 
provided information about their educa-
tional background and their current un-
derstanding of assessment. This initial 
student information proved important 
in understanding some of the challenges 
that student teams encountered later. 
Unlike, for example, students enrolling 
in engineering or mathematical gradu-
ate degree programs, those enrolling in 
student affairs graduate programs are 
drawn from a wide variety of disciplin-
ary backgrounds. In the class of twenty-
four students, educational backgrounds 
in humanities and social sciences were 
common, but also enrolled were un-
dergraduate degree recipients from el-
ementary education, forensic sciences, 
chemistry, and vocal performance. Pre-
vious assessment experiences on a col-
lege campus spanned from little to none 

(most common) to fairly extensive, as 
with the student who relayed, “I have a 
graduate assistantship, and many of my 
projects are assessments. I have done a 
focus group, compiled quantitative and 
qualitative data from several surveys, 
and written reports based on the data.” 
These differences emerged early and 
then often in teamwork throughout the 
semester. As one student relayed:

This disparity in [team members’ 
assessment] knowledge led to frus-
tration within the assessment project 

teams, because it was difficult to 
get all team members on the same 
page when it came to fulfilling the 
requirements of the team project. If 
there was a team member who was 
more experienced, he or she was the 
group leader by default, and took on 
more responsibilities in the team.

Further, in theory, the office projects 
we planned seemed well designed and 
clearly focused. In practice, however, 
complications arose. Not all offices 
were clear about their project’s scope 
or the expectations of the students who 
worked with them. For example, one of-
fice discovered that a large database re-
quired updating before the assessment 
project could begin. The student team 
was asked to do this, which delayed that 
team’s progress and diverted student fo-
cus from the stated learning outcomes 
associated with team projects. A nego-
tiation between office personnel, team 
members, and instructors resolved the 
situation, but precious time was lost in 
the process. 

Sometimes assessment outcomes 
were not clearly defined by offices. 
Data could not be collected until as-

sessment outcomes were clearly stated, 
and some offices realized that, upon 
closer consideration, intended assess-
ment outcomes were, in fact, not their 
actual desired outcomes. Further, not 
all offices had a consistently designated 
contact person for team member inter-
action. Thus, some teams felt “handed 
off” from one staff member to another 
as schedules changed, resulting in com-
munication complications. Also, dif-
ferent assessment projects required 
the use of different instruments. Thus, 
some teams became well versed in the 

design of focus group protocols while 
others spent their time mastering survey 
design.  

Finally, as assessment and research 
are complementary but not synonymous 
activities (Schuh and Upcraft 1998), as 
instructors, we found ourselves con-
flicted about how much class time to 
devote to assessment versus research 
content. While a basic overview of re-
search design was part of the course in 
terms of its relationship to facilitating 
assessment activities, for some stu-
dents, it was not sufficient. We have 
learned that a fair amount of consider-
ation should be given to the sequenc-
ing of research and assessment courses 
within individual students’ programs of 
study, a consideration complicated by 
the variation in students’ prior educa-
tional experiences. 

Reflections and Recommendations 
(Lessons Learned)

In the spirit of continuous improve-
ment, we reflect on EDHE 839 stu-
dent survey responses and our own 
course experiences to consider how 
to strengthen this team-based course. 

(continued on page 12)
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Faculty Development for Online Institutions  
Tiffany Hamlett, Mary Bold

I ndividuals working in higher 
education are typically encouraged to 
engage in professional development 

to enhance their own knowledge base as 
well as benefit their place of employment. 
As online education continues to grow, 
professional development must change 
to meet the needs of online faculty. Pro-
fessional development has most recently 
been examined through multiple studies 
that are specific to online programs (Hill 
2008; Rodgers, McIntyre, and Jazzar 
2010). Most programs develop unique 
training models that are guided toward 

the needs of their employees. Assessment 
and measurement of professional devel-
opment must be part of an institution’s 
growth plan. 

As a growing online institution, Amer-
ican College of Education (ACE) pro-
vides professional development oppor-
tunities for faculty and staff to enhance 
the learning environment. ACE faculty 
have multiple opportunities to participate 
in faculty development, yet how faculty 
perceive of and engage in the develop-
ment has not been fully examined. In 
order to understand the effectiveness of 
professional development, an assessment 
of faculty participation in and percep-
tions of professional development was 
conducted through an online survey sent 
to all faculty via email to gather anony-
mous feedback. The survey collected data 

on the frequency and type of professional 
development provided by the college in 
addition to other professional develop-
ment activities that faculty and staff en-
gaged in outside of the institution. For the 
purpose of this study, professional devel-
opment was defined as conference atten-
dance, leadership roles, and professional 
services that benefit the employee and/or 
the university. 

The ACE survey consisted of nine mul-
tiple-choice and short-response questions. 
The questions provided a selection of in-
house trainings and allowed respondents 

to write in additional professional activi-
ties as well as share what they felt was 
missing in their professional development.  

The survey yielded a 33 percent re-
sponse rate. Respondents averaged nine 
years of teaching experience in higher 
education, with 2.4 years of experience 
at ACE. The data show that most faculty 
have had opportunities in and exposure to 
professional development outside ACE, 
which would provide a point of compari-
son for the institution. 

Findings indicate that the majority of 
faculty have engaged in required train-
ing for their programs, but engagement 
in professional development specific to a 
department or skill level is less than op-
timal. In the open-answer portion of the 
survey, faculty reported that they were 
not fully aware of the developmental op-

portunities provided by the college. Al-
though online faculty have experience 
and practice communicating through 
technology, ACE must examine its meth-
ods of distributing information about pro-
fessional development opportunities. 

In addition to assessing the types of 
professional development provided by 
the college, the questionnaire also al-
lowed faculty to identify the kinds of 
development they need to continue to 
grow in their role as faculty members. 
The responses yielded four key themes: 
mentoring, support, access, and financial 
reimbursement. 

Mentoring by a more seasoned faculty 
member was the principal component 
that online faculty said was missing from 
their professional development. Faculty 
felt that “perhaps pairing new faculty with 
a mentor faculty member who has experi-
ence” would allow them to develop their 
skills. In addition, one faculty member 
noted, “I would like to have a PD [Profes-
sional Development Plan] in which I have 
the opportunity to learn. I also would like 
to publish. Perhaps a mentor to guide 
me.” Based on these findings, there is a 
need for online support from another fac-
ulty member or collaboration within the 
online platform to provide a more per-
sonal connection to other faculty. 

The second theme that emerged was 
the need for support to enhance teach-
ing practices. One respondent indicated 
that ACE should “continue to provide 
me with courses to enhance my online 
presence.” A second faculty member ex-
pressed a need for ACE to “plan, develop, 

Assessment�and�measurement�of�professional�development�must�be�

part�of�an�institution’s�growth�plan.

(continued on page 12)
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Developing Meaningful Collaborations  
with Faculty to Sustain Assessments
Lauren Durkin, Nicole McPhillips, Sandra Molden

A ssessment is an ongoing,  
dynamic process, beginning with 
clear and measurable goals for ex-

pected student learning outcomes (Suskie 
2009). Faculty intentionally design cur-
riculum with the expectation that students 
will achieve their learning outcomes. They 
gather, analyze, and interpret information 
from multiple assessments. Ideally, fac-
ulty reflect upon assessment results as they 
consider the important revisions needed to 
strengthen student learning experiences. 

Campus leaders, governing board 
members, accreditation organizations, 
other colleges and universities, and 
alumni are all audiences interested in 
both improvement and accountability. 
Campus leaders are able to discover if 
goals are being met, how well their stu-
dents are succeeding, and how efficiently 
a program is being implemented. Exter-
nal public audiences include those with 
great interest in accountability, such as 
government officials and policymakers. 
Prospective students and their families, 
foundations, alumni and other donors, 
prospective employers, taxpayers, and 
the public at large are examples of other 
key external audiences.  

Holy Family University is a small, 
private, Catholic university located in the 
city of Philadelphia. The university has 
educational programs in liberal arts and 
professions for undergraduate, gradu-
ate, and non-degree students. External 
stakeholders review assessment results to 
determine if the university’s educational 
programs are meeting regional and pro-
fessional accreditation standards. Internal 
audiences such as faculty, staff, and ad-

ministrators examine student assessment 
data to determine if students are meeting 
their expectations. 

Holy Family University faculty and 
staff members are an important part of the 
assessment process because they have the 
potential to influence the strategic, opera-
tional, and overall effectiveness of the in-
stitution. In addition, the assessment pro-
cess assists in connecting principles and 
techniques that are aligned with the core 
academic objectives of Holy Family Uni-

versity. The faculty who collaborate with 
doctoral students benefit by gaining fur-
ther insight into their teaching practices 
in an effort to enhance student learning. 
Collaborations with doctoral students 
should be explored as they can lead to 
meaningful assessment experiences.  

Purpose
Given today’s challenging economic 

times, it is often difficult to find enough re-
sources to address and sustain assessment 
over time. On many campuses, untapped 
resources may be available to provide ad-
ditional support for assessment efforts. 
The purpose of this article is to discuss 
how collaborations can be formed between 
faculty teaching in academic disciplines 
and doctoral students who are studying 
assessment in their programs. Three doc-
toral students are currently collaborating 
with the criminal justice program faculty 

at Holy Family University. These collabo-
rations include several practical projects 
focused on using rubrics to assess student 
learning and to glean meaningful informa-
tion about the quality of the undergraduate 
program.  

Rubrics are scoring guides that de-
scribe certain criteria and define student 
expectations (Suskie 2009). The crimi-
nal justice program faculty enlisted as-
sistance for the senior seminar capstone 
course by asking the doctoral students 

to analyze and revise the rubrics used 
in grading. The unofficial department 
chair for the criminal justice program 
met with the three doctoral students to 
edit current rubrics for the following five 
assignments: a capstone research paper, 
a capstone research oral presentation, a 
position paper, an oral presentation on 
the position paper, and a discussion panel 
assignment. The doctoral students drafted 
individual rubrics for the capstone re-
search paper, the position paper, and the 
discussion panel assignment. A single ru-
bric was created for the capstone research 
presentation and for the position paper 
presentation. When faculty reviewed the 
variety of rubrics, they decided to use de-
scriptive rubrics.  

Descriptive rubrics use explicit details 
of performance levels that clearly explain 
the expectations for assignments. De-
scriptive rubrics are best suited for more 

Collaborations�with�doctoral�students�should�be�explored�as�they�can�

lead�to�meaningful�assessment�experiences.��



8� Assessment�Update� •� September–October�2013� •� Volume�25,�Number�5� •� ©�2013�Wiley�Periodicals,�Inc.� •� doi:10.1002/au 

important assignments that may con-
tribute to major decisions. For instance, 
descriptive rubrics can be used for pro-
gram assessment purposes. The faculty 
decided to use descriptive rubrics for the 
criminal justice program because they 
provide the in-depth information that the 
instructors seek from each assignment. In 
creating the rubrics, the doctoral students 
discussed the desired student outcomes 
for each assignment with the program 
director. The instructor’s desired charac-
teristics of quality student work were ex-
amined by the doctoral students and were 
integrated into the revised rubrics.

The doctoral students gained valuable 
information from their initial meetings 
with the unofficial chair of the criminal 
justice program. They gathered informa-
tion about the program’s mission, curric-
ulum structure, course content, and learn-
ing outcomes. All of this information was 
discussed with the program faculty in or-
der to gain a deeper understanding of the 
overall undergraduate program. Initially, 
the doctoral students had some concerns 
about the content criteria within the ru-
brics, but through multiple meetings with 
program faculty these issues were re-
solved and criteria were clarified.  

Piloting a Rubric
The program faculty piloted the revised 

rubrics and gathered feedback regarding 
the content of the rubric and the associated 
inter-rater reliability. The doctoral students 
served as facilitators as they worked with 
the criminal justice faculty to pilot the ru-
brics for the research paper and the posi-
tion paper. The program director, along 
with another colleague, used the newly re-
vised rubrics for previously completed as-
signments. Three student research papers 
and three student position papers were 
assessed by two criminal justice faculty 
members. The doctoral students analyzed 
the results from the completed rubrics. 

Capstone Research Paper
The criminal justice capstone re-

search paper required students to select 

a specific problem or policy within the 
criminal justice system and to analyze 
its theoretical dimensions. The students 
were expected to review the literature, 
including relevant criminological theo-
ries and cases. This information pro-
vided important historical references. 
Criminal justice faculty graded this as-
signment for content, as well as adher-
ence to American Psychological Asso-
ciation guidelines for formatting a paper.  

The newly created pilot rubric con-
sists of the following major criteria: intro-
duction, literature review, criminological 
theory, case, conclusion, and format. The 
pilot rubric has a four-point performance 
scale ranging from exceptional to unac-
ceptable. Inter-rater reliability is evident 

because there is only a slight deviation 
(a single point difference) in two raters’ 
scores for each student. According to 
the pilot results, the criterion and perfor-
mance levels are acceptable. No change 
to the pilot rubric is needed.  

Position Paper
Each senior student was required to 

examine an approved book in a social 
science context and to evaluate a current 
social science issue. The students were 
expected to analyze the information with 
several academic references to support 
their informed opinions. Faculty inte-
grated into the syllabus a general outline 
to guide the organization of the position 
paper. The outline contained an introduc-
tion that provided the focus of the book. 
The remaining sections in the outline re-
quired an explanation of the foundation 
of the book and a discussion of the main 
points, claims, arguments, and perspec-
tives of the author. Another section was 
dedicated to a critical evaluation of the 
foundations. The final section empha-
sized the students’ perspectives.  

The newly revised descriptive pilot ru-
bric contained six different criteria for the 
position paper, including an introduction, 
foundation of the book, critical evaluation, 
academic resources, discussion, and con-
clusions. The pilot rubric utilized a four-
point performance scale ranging from 
accomplished to beginning. Inter-rater 
reliability was apparent because there was 
only a slight deviation among ratings.

Conclusion
By participating in the pilot rubric 

project, the doctoral students and the fac-
ulty learned valuable information to be 
applied in future assessment endeavors. 
The doctoral students reviewed a variety 
of assessment information from curricu-

lum maps, syllabi, learning objectives, 
and rubrics. The two pilot rubrics for the 
capstone research paper and the posi-
tion paper gave the doctoral students op-
portunities to apply their coursework to 
real-world projects. The faculty gained 
further insights into effective assessment 
practices. The program director and an-
other criminal justice professor applied 
the revised rubrics to student-graded as-
signments independent of one another. 
They modified the grading process as a 
result of the changes made in criterion- 
and performance-level indicators, and 
additional improvements in assessment 
practices are anticipated as the revised 
rubrics are applied in future courses.
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State Student Unit Record (SUR) sys-
tems have been around for a while 
now and they are steadily growing 
in scope, complexity, and coverage. 
They have long been the source of 
state accountability measures such as 
graduation rates and time to degree. 
Moreover, they are increasingly be-
ing linked to workforce databases to 
look at job placement and the return 
on investment for postsecondary de-
grees earned in different fields. But 
they have always been subject to one 
major limitation: because they are 
constructed and owned by individual 
states, it is a challenge to follow stu-
dents beyond the borders of a given 
state. These limitations were the rea-
son why the National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics (NCES) proposed 
creating a national student unit record 
system almost a decade ago—a pro-
posal that is roundly rejected by much 
of the higher education community 
led by the independent college sec-
tor every time it comes up. However, 
a current initiative led by the Western 
Interstate Commission for Higher Ed-
ucation (WICHE), funded by the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, may 
eventually render a federal solution 
unnecessary.

The project currently involves four 
states—Oregon, Washington, Idaho, 
and Hawaii—that are linking their 
SUR databases in higher and K–12 
education with one another and with 
each state’s Unemployment Insurance 
(UI) Wage Records. The project’s pur-
pose is to answer three research ques-
tions that are important to state strate-
gic planning:

•	 What are the patterns of postsec-
ondary enrollment and employment 
of high school graduates (each dis-
aggregated by appropriate popula-
tion groups)?

•	 What are the patterns of subsequent 
postsecondary enrollment and em-
ployment of students in public post-
secondary institutions (each disag-
gregated by appropriate population 
groups)?

•	 To what extent does sharing data 
among states supplement existing 
state data resources for conducting 
evaluations leading to policy and 
program improvements?
Planned products of the initiative 

are: (1) periodic aggregate reports that 
track educational and job mobility 
across state lines; (2) enhanced data 
for participating states on educational 
activities and workforce participation 
for the set of students that each state 
originally submitted to the exchange; 
and (3) an infrastructure for moving 
forward, including documented pro-
cesses for sustaining the exchange and 
an associated governance structure. 
Although only four states have been in-
volved in this pilot effort, any group of 
interested states could replicate or join 
it. To encourage this, representatives 
from the other interstate compacts—
the Southern Regional Education 
Board, the Midwestern Higher Educa-
tion Compact, and the New England 
Board of Higher Education—were in-
vited to all project meetings.

Enhancing its value as a proof of 
concept, the four states involved were 
at very different places with respect 
to data integration at the outset of the 

project. The farthest along was argu-
ably Washington, which had already 
established the Washington Educa-
tion Research and Data Center under 
the authority of the governor’s office 
with unit record K–12 and higher ed-
ucation data and ready access to UI 
Wage Record data. Idaho had the far-
thest to travel because there was no 
statewide SUR system in place when 
the project began, but such capability 
integrating postsecondary and K–12 
data has since been established under 
the Idaho Office of the State Board of 
Education. Hawaii had established an 
authority similar to Washington’s—
the Hawaii P–20 Partnerships for 
Education—but it had only begun op-
erations when the project started and 
had yet to integrate workforce data. 
Oregon remains the most decentral-
ized participant in regard to data inte-
gration, with separate data files pro-
vided by the Oregon Department of 
Education, the Oregon Department of 
Community Colleges and Workforce 
Development, the Oregon University 
System, and the Oregon Employment 
Department.  

Given this range of agency players, 
the first challenge for the project was 
to establish some workable rules of the 
game. Each player has its own operat-
ing authorities (with associated limits) 
and each state constitutes a unique le-
gal and regulatory environment. Given 
the concerns about privacy that any 
such endeavor encounters under fed-
eral FERPA rules, moreover, all four 
Attorneys General had to be involved. 
As a result, the Memoranda of Agree-
ment (MOAs) governing the exchange 

From the States
Wherever They Go: WICHE’s Multistate Student 
Tracking Project

Peter T. Ewell
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had to be crafted individually for each 
state in order to take these differences 
into account. They also had to be care-
fully balanced such that all stakehold-
ers in each state knew exactly which 
questions would be investigated and 
how long merged data records would 
be held by whom, without sacrificing 
the kind of flexibility that would be 
needed to overcome inevitable opera-
tional difficulties. This was a process 
that took some time—more than two 
years, in fact—but was extraordinarily 
valuable in learning how to deal with 
these unfamiliar issues. One major 
outcome of the project, therefore, is a 
good deal of documented experience 
about how to craft such MOAs for 
the future within existing state legal 
guidelines.

A second challenge was how to 
manage the mechanics of the ex-
change. This, in turn, required deci-
sions in three distinct areas. One was 
exactly which data elements should 
be included in the exchange. Project 
participants wanted to keep the num-
ber limited but knew that they would 
have to analyze these data with the 
agreed-upon common data elements 
unless they wanted to re-match the 
returned files with their own records 
upon receiving the enhanced data 
files, and this would raise FERPA is-
sues. As a result, the agreed-upon da-
taset includes standard demographics 
(gender, race/ethnicity, date of birth), 
term education data elements (institu-
tion attended, credits enrolled for and 
completed, field of study, high school 
and postsecondary awards), and quar-
terly workforce data elements (indus-
try classification, wages earned).  

A second area of decision was ex-
actly whom to track. For postsecond-
ary tracking, the usual convention is 
to establish a cohort of students en-
tering higher education at the same 
time and follow them forward for a 
given number of years. This is the 
method used by the Graduation Rate 
Survey run by the NCES, which cur-
rently tracks an incoming fall cohort 
of first-time, full-time students over 
six years. Because a primary goal 
of the WICHE project was to track 
high school students into college, 
participating states first wanted to 
track high school graduates forward 
into college and the workforce. But 
this would not fully meet the needs 
of postsecondary participants, who 
frequently enrolled adult students 

for the first time well after they com-
pleted high school. Consequently, 
the project now tracks two distinct 
cohorts, one comprising recent high 
school graduates and one comprising 
first-time college enrollees. 

A third area of decision was how 
individual records should be identi-
fied for matching purposes. For many 
years, state SUR administrators had 
been moving away from using the 
Social Security Number (SSN) as an 
individual identifier, but the SSN was 
needed to make the UI Wage Record 
match. Complicating things further, 
several of the K–12 systems in par-
ticipating states either did not collect 
an SSN or were explicitly prohibited 
from doing so. This led to a complex 
process of data flow that captured 
SSNs where possible for those stu-
dents attending public postsecondary 
institutions.

The final area of decision was how 
to specify the required data flow. An 
important need here was to find an or-
ganization to do the actual matching 
of what would amount to more than 
250,000 student records each term. 
Although several of the participat-
ing states had the capacity to perform 
this task, they felt uncomfortable 
about one state holding another’s 
records; eventually, the National 
Student Clearinghouse (NSC) was 
selected to fulfill this role. The data 
flow then involved several distinct 
phases. First, each state forwarded 
its initial data files to the NSC, which 
matched them using an algorithm 
comprising first name, last name, and 
date of birth. The resulting combined 
file was then sent back to each state’s 
postsecondary SUR administrator to 
provide available SSNs. In the sec-
ond phase, the NSC used its own 
matching procedures to eliminate du-
plicate records and supply any addi-
tional enrollment and awards records 
in its own database. A third step was 
to drop all records not meeting the 
two cohort definitions. As soon as 
practicable, records with SSNs were 
matched to workforce data through 
separate queries to each state’s labor 
agency.

The first actual exchange using 
these procedures took place in spring 
2013. As expected, initial results 
confirmed that considerable value is 
added by tracking students across a 
wider area. For example, among as-
sociate degree completers with an 
employment record in at least one of 
the four states, 16.1 percent of those 
from Hawaii, 14.7 percent of those 
from Idaho, 8.8 percent of those from 
Oregon, and 7.0 percent of those 
from Washington were employed 
in states other than the one where 
they had earned their degree. These  
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Sternberg, R. J., Penn, J., and Hawkins, 
C., with Reed, S. 2011. Assessing Col-
lege Student Learning: Evaluating Al-
ternative Models, Using Multiple Meth-
ods. Washington, DC: Association of 
American Colleges and Universities.

The Association of American Colleges 
and Universities (AAC&U) is a longtime 
advocate for liberal and integrative learn-
ing in undergraduate education. Most 
recently, its LEAP (Liberal Education 
and America’s Promise) initiative has 
enunciated a set of “essential learning 
outcomes” for all twenty-first-century 
college graduates, regardless of major. Its 
VALUE (Valid Assessment of Learning 
in Undergraduate Education) project has 
developed rubrics identifying the specific 
capabilities characteristic of the LEAP 
outcomes. These and other AAC&U ef-
forts have consistently emphasized the 
need for appropriate assessment to im-
prove educational practices and ensure 
that graduates are attaining the learning 
they need for today’s world. In this new 
AAC&U report on Assessing College 
Student Learning, the authors offer a 
thoughtful summary of the status of learn-
ing outcomes assessment in higher edu-
cation, an argument for mixed-method 
assessment approaches that do justice to 
the complexity of college-level learning, 
and a testimony to the importance of fac-
ulty leadership in developing meaningful 
and sustainable assessment programs.

Part One of the report provides a co-
gent account of the strengths and limi-
tations of four of the most widely used 
assessment models: standardized ap-
proaches, indirect measures and mea-
sures of engagement, performance-based 
measures, and locally designed instru-

ments. For example, portfolios, a type of 
performance-based assessment, “allow 
students to highlight their own idiosyn-
cratic strengths and to demonstrate their 
understanding of what they have accom-
plished . . . in a way that would not be 
possible through a conventional standard-
ized test” (9). On the other hand, portfo-
lios can be time consuming to create and 
assess and less reliable than standardized 
measures. Locally developed measures 

have the advantage of flexibility and “can 
increase faculty engagement in assess-
ment” (10), but they vary in quality and 
may risk “creating the perception of side-
stepping full accountability” (11).  

In this section of the report, the au-
thors persuasively argue that any assess-
ment approach rests on a set of often un-
spoken assumptions about the nature of 
knowledge and learning. Their discussion 
of each type of assessment illuminates the 
assumptions that underlie it—and herein 
lies much of the value of this study. Stan-
dardized tests, for instance, are “based 
on a notion of intelligence as involving, 
largely, analytical or critical thinking ap-
plied to a knowledge base” (5), whereas 
measures of engagement are premised 
on the view that “a student is successful 
in college to the extent that he or she is 
involved in the life of the college” (7). In 
deciding among various assessment ap-
proaches, we must therefore be careful 
to avoid putting “the cart . . . before the 
horse. . . . If there is a lesson to be learned 

from over a century of ability measure-
ment, it is that we need first to decide 
what we want to measure, and only then 
to select” (12) the methods we will use. 
The authors recommend the use of multi-
ple measures “to reduce error of measure-
ment” (12) and to capture the multifarious 
dimensions of collegiate learning.    

Part Two of the report profiles five 
colleges and universities that have de-
veloped thriving assessment programs. 

Representing a wide range of institutional 
types, several of these campuses began 
with the LEAP outcomes and VALUE 
rubrics. Along the way, they encountered 
various obstacles and, in the end, they 
adopted different approaches, methods, 
and instruments. But these success sto-
ries all share several common charac-
teristics: mission-driven, collaboratively 
developed, and manageable assessment 
plans; faculty leadership and control of 
assessment efforts; and a focus on learn-
ing outcomes faculty care about. These 
are useful lessons for campus assessment 
leaders and professionals to keep in mind.  

With this report, AAC&U offers 
readers, particularly those relatively new 
to assessment, an easily digestible over-
view of “higher educational practices in 
the current environment of increasing de-
mands for accountability” (17).  ■

Susan Kahn is director of institutional 
effectiveness at Indiana University–
Purdue University Indianapolis.
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initial data also suggest some intrigu-
ing variations across fields of study. 
For example, about half of STEM 
graduates in Washington are em-
ployed in the state approximately a 
year after completion, a much lower 
proportion than for graduates in other 
fields. This is an interesting find-
ing for a state like Washington, with 
large STEM-oriented employers like 

Boeing and Microsoft. Indeed, it il-
lustrates that part of the value of such 
an exchange is its ability to provide 
data that raise new, and previously 
unsuspected, policy questions.

These analyses are just beginning 
to scratch the surface of what is pos-
sible with a multistate database. By 
the time the project concludes in 
May 2014, many additional findings 

will have come to light. But the proj-
ect has already convincingly dem-
onstrated the benefits of expanding 
student tracking to larger geographic 
regions without the need for a federal 
solution.  ■

Peter T. Ewell is vice president of the 
National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems (NCHEMS).

Wherever They Go (continued from page 10)

We began this article by noting that at 
the start of the assessment movement 
many asked, “When will assessment go 

away?” It isn’t going away, and neither 
is the need for student affairs profes-
sionals, and all educators, to engage 

in assessment to inform their practice. 
However, through its use in and beyond 
the classroom, we have learned more 
about authentic assessment and about 
ourselves as assessment practitioners. 
We offer reflections that we believe 
may be applicable to both the teaching 
and the doing of assessment. 

Assessment Is Not a Spectator Sport: Experiencing 
Authentic Assessment in the Classroom

(continued from page 5)

and deliver professional development that 
is just in time and that supports profes-
sional and institutional goals.” 

Access to opportunities for online 
faculty to grow and develop as profes-
sionals in their fields emerged as another 

need. This mirrors the need for mentor-
ing and support but also includes access 
to conference attendance, specialized 
trainings, and, ultimately, a full-time po-
sition within the program. Finally, faculty 
would like some type of financial reim-
bursement or compensation for profes-
sional development. 

Two key findings that emerged from 
this study included a lack of knowledge 
of professional development opportuni-
ties and a need for more collaboration 
with other faculty. As an online college, 
ACE therefore must examine its means to 

engage faculty and promote collaboration 
and outreach through virtual methods.  

With the growing trend toward online 
education, assessment of professional 
development may be a key in the suc-
cessful growth and retention of faculty. 
Through the use of technology, such as 
online communities and training, online 

colleges will be able to support the dy-
namic professional development needs 
of today’s faculty. Monitoring and modi-
fying professional development models 
will allow faculty to continue to develop 
in ways that align with current trends in 
education and the needs of learners.  ■
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cate for cross-national collaboration in 
bringing theory and examples of suc-
cessful experience to bear on strength-
ening student affairs administration and 
practice.

I was overwhelmed by the response 
to news of my lecture “for higher educa-
tion faculty and students” scheduled on 
the second day of my visit. I knew that 

there were about thirty master’s stu-
dents in the higher education program 
at the China University of Geosciences, 
and I had not expected a turnout larger 
than that. But the room was packed to 
capacity—nearly one hundred students 
were there! I was told later that this 
event had not been advertised for fear 
that too many students would try to at-

tend. But the students in Wuhan had 
communicated electronically with their 
peers, and graduate students flew in 
from Peking University in Beijing and 
traveled from thirty other universities to 
hear what I had to say. Their questions 
reflected their reading of some of my 
work prior to the lecture.

I was very favorably impressed by 
much of the change I observed during 
my second visit to China. Unfortu-
nately, however, some important things 

Another Glimpse of Evaluation in China
(continued from page 3)

First, knowledge of the assessment 
process and facility with key assessment 
skills are likely to be uneven in the class-
room and across the campus. Graduate 
students arrive in class with an assort-
ment of disciplinary backgrounds that 
may or may not lend themselves to a 
quick grasp of assessment practices. In 
similar fashion, campus staff and faculty 
who comprise offices, departments, col-

leges, and universities have various lev-
els of assessment knowledge and skill. 
Just because some claim to “do assess-
ment” doesn’t mean, upon close inspec-
tion, that they are referring to the same 
set of actions and drawing from the same 
knowledge base, or that what is produced 
will be put to the same use for the same 
reason. Recognition of this in early dis-
cussions about undertaking assessment 
can smooth the path ahead. Dialogue 
such as “When you use the term survey, 
can you give me a concrete example of 
what you mean?” can situate those in a 
community of assessment practice on 
much firmer ground than simply assum-
ing that all intuitively hold a common  
understanding. 

Second, like every act of discovery, 
assessment is a fluid process, prone to 
making unexpected left turns. Graduate 
students of science are often befuddled 
to find that “real” science, unlike pre-
scribed undergraduate laboratory as-
signments, is chaotic, messy, frustrating, 
and unpredictable. As Delamont and 
Atkinson (2001, 88) observed in their 
study of novice doctoral students in field 

sciences, “Failure is a normal outcome 
of routine work.” While judicious use of 
the iterative assessment cycle may pro-
vide a roadmap for students of assess-
ment, authentic assessment is also ex-
perienced as chaotic, messy, frustrating, 
and unpredictable, especially for those 
new to the process. Textbooks make it 
look easy, while experience teaches that 
effective assessment practitioners learn 
to be flexible and creative, resilient in 
the face of unexpected but almost inevi-
table setbacks. 

We look forward to the continued of-
fering of EDHE 839 and to each year 
watching our student assessment prac-
titioners grow and mature alongside the 
assessment movement itself. We extend 

this discussion of EDHE 839 experi-
ences to all who anticipate doing like-
wise with their students and their cam-
pus assessment partners.  ■
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have not changed. On both trips I was 
housed in foreign visitors’ quarters on 
university campuses. In 1990, I was 
presented each morning with a thermos 
of boiling water, cups of which had to 
cool before I could drink them. In 2013, 
my host accompanied me to my room 
on the first night in order to show me 
how to use an electric pot to boil my 
drinking water. When I ordered water 
to drink at the university dining hall, it 
was served very hot.

When I was in Beijing in 1990, the 
smoke from the open burning of char-
coal in woks used to cook food created 
such smog that on occasion I feared 
crossing the street because I couldn’t 
see the curb on the other side, much less 
on-coming traffic. In Wuhan, I didn’t see 
the sun for four days, and the air pollu-

tion caused my eyes to water as soon as 
I stepped outside. Prior to my lecture for 
students and faculty, I had taken a brisk 
ten-minute walk to see the impressive 
fossil museum of the University of Geo-
sciences. Soon after I started to speak, 
I began to cough and sneeze. At first I 
thought the problem stemmed from my 
allergy to the huge lilies in the floral ar-
rangement on the podium—that is, until 
I learned that the arrangement was made 
of silk flowers! Then I realized that I was 
reacting to the air I had breathed during 
my walk. Several students offered bot-
tled water and packages of tissues. After 
a few minutes I recovered and went on 
with my talk.

One of the nicest things that hap-
pened during my 2013 visit was mak-
ing the acquaintance of Yan Bingyao, 

the graduate student who volunteered to 
minister to my every need while I was 
in Wuhan. She majored in English as an 
undergraduate and had already trans-
lated some of my work into Chinese be-
fore we met. Now, as she stated in a sub-
sequent email message, “My main study 
method is reading American higher edu-
cation assessment papers and then intro-
ducing them to China.” She concluded 
her message, “I wish I could study with 
you in the future.” I would like nothing 
better, Bingyao.  ■

consequently less comfortable. An early, 
broad framing of the enterprise would 
have relieved some of the anxiety of au-
dience, giving a face to at least some of 
the important readers.

Purpose
What is the self-study for? Closely 

tied to audience, this question, too, 
needed an early answer, preferably 
directly from NEASC. Without this, 
it was easy to feel stifled by the same 
indeterminacies and insecurities that 
a fuzzy notion of audience generates. 
Trust can become an issue. Regional 
accreditation (as opposed to nationally 
mandated standards) asks us to reflect 
on our strengths and weaknesses in 
carrying out our own mission, in the 
light of regionally developed standards 
deemed by us and our peers as com-

mon to effective higher education. Re-
gional accreditation is a form of peer 
review, and thus is of a piece with the 
way knowledge is formed in the disci-
plines. The look inward is the first step 
in a local, bottom-up approach to assay-
ing quality. Once this is understood, the 
whole enterprise of self-study feels less 
like an imposed task of legitimation and 
more like a genuine invitation to think 
freely about our aims and effectiveness. 
We needed to know and understand this 
from the outset.   

Form
What form, or shape, does a self-

study take? For those of us in the north-
east, it is a one-hundred-page response 
to NEASC’s eleven standards. Each 
standard aims at a different element of 
an institution, and for each standard a 

self-study offers description, evalua-
tion, and projection. Ideally, we were 
told, these three should be equally bal-
anced in the final draft. Description is 
by far the easiest of the three, asking as 
it does for nothing more than a report, a 
familiar form that doesn’t ask us to risk 
much or to make difficult decisions. We 
began our self-study by asking each 
subcommittee focusing on a standard to 
submit descriptions of all facets of the 
institution addressed by their assigned 
standard. And description is what we 
got. Plentiful, lengthy, compendious 
description, all of it accurate, good 
stuff, and much of it fated for the chop-
ping block.

Beginning with description and post-
poning the pain of evaluation and the 
vertigo of projection was good in one 
way: it meant the groups got under way 
from a position of knowledge, writing 
in a safe space. Ultimately, however, it 
meant that our study was description 
heavy and laborious to edit, with too 
many of the judgment calls on what 

Through the Rearview Looking Glass: Collaborative 
Writing and the Accreditation Self-Study

(continued from page 2)
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would stay and what would go made by 
the editors, not by the committees them-
selves. Also, it likely made it more dif-
ficult for us to move to the harder task 
of evaluation. Many of us naturally felt 
that after this prolonged gaze at what 
we already had in place—to say nothing 
of the hard-won prose describing it—it 

looked pretty good. Some committees, 
conversely, couldn’t describe without 
evaluating and found themselves ar-
tificially constrained. Another time, I 
wouldn’t detach description in this way. 
In the end it is a textual moment, but 
not necessarily a procedural one, as our 
NEASC guides told us. “You can start 
with projection and work back,” was 
helpful advice we ignored.

Evaluation came next. You’ve de-
scribed what is. How’s it working? What 
evidence is there to support your conclu-
sion? This is the heart of assessment in 
the self-study process, and it is by far the 
most challenging. Standard committees 
are of necessity populated by stakehold-
ers, most of whom have a vested inter-
est in and natural inclination toward 
affirming the status quo. We needed 
two things to really evaluate ourselves: 
trust and data. A careful, fair analysis 
of real data, undertaken in an environ-
ment where minds are open, leads to the 
emergence of good evaluation, deper-
sonalized and stripped of politics. Even 
where trust is lacking, data are hard to 
refute. NEASC’s “data first” forms make 
a lot of sense.

Finally, projection, where the self-
study articulates, in NEASC’s words, 
“specific, realistic institutional com-
mitments.” Our college had approved 
a strategic plan the year before. How 
could we revisit and potentially change 
what the college had just endorsed? 

Wasn’t projection a “vision thing,” 
and thus a function of senior adminis-
trators and trustees? Who were we to 
make commitments on the part of the 
college? This was probably the most 
difficult part of our self-study and its 
process. In the end, our projections felt 
sparse and tentative, partly out of dif-

fidence and partly because we hadn’t 
thought through the relationship be-
tween accreditation self-study and stra-
tegic planning. I can now see far more 
clearly than I did then the benefits of 
integrating the two processes.

Language
How does a self-study talk? How 

will our self-study talk? We struggled 
with this from the start. Lacking a strong 
understanding of the language of self-
study meant that subcommittees spoke 
in many tongues: the sunny promotional 
language of admissions; the elliptical, 
technical language of engineering; the 
careful, deliberative language of the hu-
manities—all of which had to be trans-
lated before we had the “one voice” 
NEASC needed. We learn to talk by 
hearing others do so, which is to say, 
by way of models. Our subcommittees 
were given only one model: our own last 
self-study—as if that were the best pos-
sible model—and even that was never 
discussed or analyzed by the group from 
a stylistic perspective.

A writing workshop early in the pro-
cess, undertaking a comparative analy-
sis of two or more strong self-studies, 
would have helped us craft a meaning-
ful style manual for the subcommittees 
to use and thereby come closer to a 
shared voice at an earlier stage of the 
process. (It would also have helped us 
sharpen our eyes for what would count 

in the final draft as description, evalua-
tion, and projection.) If drafts had come 
in already talking the talk, not only 
would the editors have had less to do 
(always a good thing) but, more impor-
tantly, we as editors could have hon-
ored the subcommittee’s wording more 
often. There would have been fewer 
chances of important things being lost 
in translation, and writers would gener-
ally have felt less like their hard work 
was being ruthlessly revised, which is 
always disheartening.

Value
We were aware from the start of how 

important the self-study was, and one 
thing we did well, I think, was not al-
lowing that awareness to intimidate us. 
It helped a great deal that the senior 
administration fully understood the na-
ture and magnitude of the task we were 
undertaking but let us proceed without 
hovering. That vote of confidence was 
essential to keeping morale high and the 
text moving productively through draft 
after draft.  

Finally, Collaboration
We could say that the challenges 

of collaborative writing are endemic 
to writing itself. Writing isn’t easy. It 
demands patience, persistence, vision, 
and revisions. It is recursive, and re-
writing is its essence. How many writ-
ers, arriving at page three, discover 
something real, something genuinely 
worth saying, only after having cleared 
away the dross of the obvious on pages 
one and two? Writing isn’t just a way 
to capture thought, but also a tool with 
which to do that thinking. Once its 
“rich messiness,” as Peter Elbow puts 
it, is accepted (even embraced), writing 
as a process involving distinct revision-
ary moments is under way: provisional, 
dynamic, fluid.

But while a single author can come 
to understand this over the many years 
of a writing life, a group is going to 

We�hadn’t�thought�through�the�relationship�between�accreditation

self-study�and�strategic�planning. 



have a harder time with it. In short, col-
laborative writing adds group dynam-
ics and campus politics to the rigors of 
writing itself. What does a group need 
that a productive single author already 
has? I would contend two things: trust 
and clearly defined roles.

How would our subcommittees have 
done it differently if we had taken time 
to build trust and identify roles? What 
if, at an early meeting, all members had 
shared with the group their writing his-
tory, expectations of the project, and 
sense of what they most have to offer 
the group? What if we had worked to-
gether to articulate some ground rules 
on how we were going to respond to 
one another’s work? What if we had 
taken the time to articulate different 
ways of contributing to the project, and 
perhaps to have designated those roles 

in the group? Information gatherer? 
Fact checker? Archive assembler? Sen-
tence writer? Spellchecker? Typist? 

Now that it’s all over, and a year 
has passed since our team visit and 
(successful!) commission vote, I ask 
myself: What did I learn? That col-
laboration is precisely the point. As an 
institution, we were asked to raise our 
eyes from the immediate and endlessly 
demanding work that faces us each day 
and to widen our gaze to encompass the 
institution as a whole. We were asked 
to reach across the comfort of institu-
tional divides and to ask uncomfortable 
questions: What are we trying to do? 
Are we really doing it? And we had to 
write sentences together. To paraphrase 
Marshall McLuhan, the process is the 
product, its enduring value found in a 
renewed unity of purpose. In the end, 

it’s not really about the self-study but 
about what we did to write the self-
study, together.  ■
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