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Colleges and universities today are collecting a broader range of information about student learning, and more of it,
than even a few years ago. Whereas in 2009 institutions reported gathering an average of three types of assessment
information, by 2013 that number had risen to five (Kuh, Jankowski, Ikenberry, & Kinzie, 2014). Reports from
provosts suggest that campuses have “shifted from being able to provide plans to assess student learning to instead
being able to document and provide evidence of student learning”— evidence that is essential to improvement (Cain
& Jankowski, 2013, p. 4).
Of course, evidence does not automatically translate into improvement. Human beings are notoriously able to ignore
the facts in front of them. For instance, only one in seven cardiac patients modifies their behavior when told their life
depends on it (Kegan & Lahey, 2009, p. 1). And the same pattern persists in student learning outcomes assessment. A
campus may be rich in data and information but woefully short on actionable evidence (Seymour, 1995), which differs
from information in that it is more intentional and purposive, and, as the product of reflection and deliberation.
(WASC, 2014), more likely to lead to meaningful change.
Part of the problem is that what counts as evidence in the assessment of student learning is often contested. What
one person sees as persuasive, another sees as anecdotal. The chemistry department wants numbers while the English
department eschews them (see Becher, 1987); student affairs professionals look to sources and types of evidence
different from what interests their colleagues in institutional research. Perhaps not surprisingly, in their review of
campus assessment efforts, Trudy Banta and Charles Blaich (2011) noted that only 6% of such efforts “contained
evidence that student learning had improved, no matter what measure had been used” (p. 22). Indeed, tales abound
of assessment reports stashed on shelves where no one sees them or seeks them out.
The good news is that provosts today report that the use of assessment results is on the rise in their institutions (Kuh
et al., 2014). And, as noted earlier, a much broader and more promising array of approaches is in play, yielding more
and more varied kinds of evidence. Prominent among them are student surveys (still the single most prevalent source
of evidence); portfolios and rubrics (up dramatically from a few years ago), and, perhaps most notable in light of
concerns about use and improvement, evidence of student learning outcomes generated in the classroom through
well designed assignments.
Evidence from Classroom Assignments
Because the assessment movement was initially framed as a corrective to faculty subjectivity and policymakers’
concerns about grade inflation, coursework (papers, projects, exam questions, simulations, and presentations) has had
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a difficult time establishing itself as a recognized source of evidence for student learning
outcomes assessment.
But an emerging movement for authentic assessment — performances on complex, realworld tasks — has pushed in the other direction, fueling an interest in evidence that comes
from the classroom (and other instructional settings). Thus, the use of locally designed
assignments and assessments, including culminating projects or capstones, has risen
dramatically in the last few years. Commenting on this shift at one campus, a provost noted
that the most hopeful aspect of assessment was “the realization that classroom based
learning assessment is both legitimate and valuable.”
This trend is not without its challenges. The design of classroom activities, projects, and
exams that reliably elicit the desired learning from students is complicated. But where
faculty members, programs and campuses have developed clear, explicit outcomes — and
assignments are carefully crafted and aligned with those outcomes — assessment can be
integrated into the ongoing work of faculty and students in ways that raise the likelihood of
improvement by starting and staying closer to the action.
This is the vision of assessment set forth in the Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP)
introduced by Lumina Foundation in 2011, which “keeps faculty judgment at the center of
assessment” by putting the focus on carefully designed (and aligned) assignments (Ewell,
2013, p. 3). It is also the central principle behind NILOA’s DQP Assignment Library (see
http://www.assignmentlibrary.org/).
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The most persuasive rationale for this kind of evidence is that its usefulness is built in; it
is assessment not as aspiration but as an expectation and requirement, generating evidence
that is used to ensure each student’s worthiness to be awarded a degree. Accordingly, the
results are clearly not at risk of being stashed and forgotten on a shelf; faculty members look
carefully at their students’ classroom work and care deeply about what they see. Moreover,
new technologies now make it possible to translate this kind of fine-grained evidence from
individual students into formats that speak meaningfully to audiences at other levels. Prince
George’s Community College’s All-in-One system, for example, allows the campus to map
student learning vertically, starting with individual student performance and moving up to
the course, program, and institutional level (Richman & Ariovich, 2013).
Assuring Quality Evidence
Throughout the several decades of the assessment movement, assessment professionals
have focused on the validity (does a tool or approach actually measure what it purports to
measure) and reliability (whether it provides a consistent measure). What has received less
attention is a different principle, central to the use of assessment to catalyze productive
change: the degree to which evidence stimulates action, leads to improvement, and, therefore,
becomes consequential.
Of course, traditional conceptions of validity and reliability matter. For instance, faculty
— especially those with expertise in measurement—are unlikely to pay attention to or use
the results of outcomes assessment if the quality of the data is suspect. But even with such
concerns resolved, a focus on the power to prompt action-consequential validity (Messick,
1989) — becomes an important further condition for improvement, and evidence generated
and used in the classroom has special power in this regard.
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Assignments, when well designed, can achieve high levels of consequential validity when
students are asked to demonstrate specific proficiencies. For one thing, classroom-based
assessments have clear consequences for students as they strive to show what they know
and can do to meet the goals of their program of study. Equally important, evidence from
students’ classroom work can have powerful implications for the redesign of courses and
classroom activities, including (to bring the circle fully around) assignments themselves.
Assessment that is truly focused on improving students’ educational experiences means
putting a premium on evidence. It also means being smart about what constitutes evidence
and how to use it effectively. When all is said and done, improving student accomplishment
depends less on the amount of information gathered and more on whether it leads to action
by those, like faculty and students, in a position to use it productively.
References
Banta, T.W. & Blaich, C. (2011). Closing the assessment loop. Change, 43(1), 22–27.
Becher, T. (1987). The disciplinary shaping of the profession. In B.R. Clark (Ed.), The
Academic Profession. Berkeley: University of California Press.

When all is said
and done,
improving student
accomplishment
depends less
on the amount
of information
gathered and
more on whether it
leads to action by
those, like faculty
and students, in a
position to use it
productively.

Cain, T.R. & Jankowski, N. (2013, November). Mapping the landscape of learning outcomes
assessment: An update from the field. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
Association for the Study of Higher Education, St. Louis, MO.
Ewell, P.T. (2013). The Lumina Degree Qualifications Profile: Implications for assessment (NILOA
Occasional Paper No. 16). Urbana: University of Illinois and Indiana University,
National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment.
Kegan, R. & Lahey, L.L. (2009). Immunity to change: How to overcome it and unlock the
potential in yourself and your organization. Boston: Harvard Press.
Kuh, G.D., Jankowski, N., Ikenberry, S.O., & Kinzie, J. (2014, January). Knowing what students
know and can do: The current state of learning outcomes assessment at U.S. colleges and
universities. Urbana: University of Illinois and Indiana University, National Institute
for Learning Outcomes Assessment.
Messick, S. (1989). Meaning and values in test validation: The science and ethics of
assessment. Educational Researcher, 18(2), 5–11.
Richman, W.A. & Ariovich, L. (2013). All-in-One: Combining grading, course, program, and general
education outcomes assessment (Occasional Paper No.19). Urbana: University of Illinois
and Indiana University, National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment.
Seymour, D. (1995). Once upon a campus: Lessons for improving quality and productivity in
higher education. American Council on Education Oryx Press Series on Higher Education.
Westport, CT: Oryx Press.
Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC). (2014). Using evidence in the WASC
accreditation process: A guide (2nd Ed.). Alameda, CA: Author.

3

National
Institute for
Learning Outcomes
Assessment

Please Cite As:
Hutchings, P., Kinzie, J. & Kuh, G. (2015, March). Evidence of student learning: What counts and what matters for improvement.
Urbana, IL: University of Illinois and Indiana University, National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment
(NILOA).

Follow us on social media:
@NILOA_web
@LearningOutcomesAssessment

Sign up to receive our monthly NILOA
Newsletter and stay up to date with our
research and publications.

iewpoint
V

www.learningoutcomesassessment.org

4

