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Wake Forest University: 
Campus Life and Equitable Assessment 

Nicole Brocato, Matthew Clifford, Nelson Brunsting, and José Villalba 

Founded in 1834, Wake Forest University is a private university located in Winston-Salem, NC, with 
more than 8,000 students. The undergraduate population of more than 5,200 hails from 49 states and 
more than 50 foreign countries. Wake Forest University is currently undertaking multiple large-scale, 
interdisciplinary efforts in equitable assessment. Teams and projects involved in the initiative include:

1.	 Campus Life Assessment Committee
2.	 Wellbeing Collaborative and Wellbeing Assessment
3.	 Global Connections program’s assessment efforts
4.	 Cross-university data dive discussions on disaggregated data
5.	 Student feedback

For assessment to be equitable, Wake Forest pays careful attention to a variety of key components, 
including:

•	 Incorporation of participant feedback across the assessment process, from measure selection to 
results interpretation;

•	 Assessment teams that incorporate multidisciplinary perspectives;
•	 Construction or selection of the conceptual models upon which assessments are built; 
•	 Content that is relevant across many groups;
•	 Items that are interpretable across many groups;
•	 Accessible and inclusive recruitment and sampling practices to gather a diverse range of student 

voices;
•	 Sensitivity to potential barriers for students to access and complete assessments;
•	 Care in confidentiality of data and reporting;
•	 Fairness in item scoring and data interpretation and report-writing; 
•	 Fair use of aggregate results in research or resource allocation; and 
•	 Relevance and interpretability of assessment feedback to participants. 

Because these components of equitable assessment require expert substantive and technical expertise 
from diverse fields, interdisciplinary collaboration is a requirement. Each of the five are discussed on 
the upcoming pages of the case. 

Please Cite As: 

Brocato, N., Clifford, M., Brunsting, N., & Villalba, J. (2021, February). Wake 
Forest University: Campus life and equitable assessment. Urbana, IL: University of 
Illinois and Indiana University, National Institute for Learning Outcomes 
Assessment, Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 
and Anthology.
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1. Campus Life Assessment Committee

The Assessment Committee was formed in 2014 to support assessment efforts, capacity and skill 
development, and logistics for all units in the Division of Campus Life. The Assessment Committee is 
an interdisciplinary group composed of one representative for each unit in the Division. The Division 
strongly believes that assessment data should shape and inform decisions about programs and services 
with an aim toward improvement. Assessment is operationalized through annual and mid-year reports, 
assessment plans, and program-level assessments. 

The Assessment Committee is a natural extension of the mission of Campus Life at Wake Forest 
University, which is to prepare students to lead lives of meaning and purpose. The current Strategic Priorities 
for enacting that mission are founded on principles of equity and inclusion:

1.	 Lead a comprehensive approach to student and community wellbeing.
2.	 Cultivate an inclusive community where all students feel a sense of belonging and are valued, 

contributing members.
3.	 Prepare students to lead in a diverse environment with cultural fluency.
4.	 Foster an inclusive culture of peer engagement, leadership, and accountability.
5.	 Integrate civic engagement and responsibility locally and globally.

 
Two Strategic Plan Priorities points above explicitly reference equity and inclusion: (2) the cultivation 
of an inclusive community and (3) preparing students to lead in a diverse environment with cultural 
fluency. The remaining three necessarily require equity and inclusion in order to be met. Comprehensive 
approaches to student and community wellbeing (1) are not possible without an understanding of 
wellbeing that accounts for the diverse paths by which people experience wellbeing. Similarly, peer 
engagement, leadership, accountability, and civic engagement (4 & 5) are not possible without supports 
that are as diverse as the students we serve.
 
As Campus Life has continued to evaluate how we accomplish these strategic priorities, it became 
evident that we should also focus on advancing operational excellence to support people, systems, 
and processes. Included in this focus on operational excellence is an imperative to foster a culture 
of assessment for programs and processes to ensure access to, and effective use of, resources. The 
synthesis between our Strategic Plan and the operational excellence imperative supporting a culture of 
assessment was a natural emphasis on equitable and inclusive assessment practices.

In the Committee, we have been reviewing theory and practice in equitable assessment. Those efforts 
focus on increasing Campus Life-specific staff awareness and implementation of equitable assessment 
practices. Campus Life staff members are uniquely focused on assessment as a practice, and the notion 
of equity is centered in our practices and our mission. The Assessment Committee has an Equity and 
Research subcommittee that advances efforts around equity-minded assessment throughout the division 
through a devotion of research and advocacy. Projects include regular research on and revision of best 
practices in demographics collection, review of measures for equitable and inclusive language, review 
of survey sampling and recruitment practices, and providing support for conducting and interpreting 
disaggregated data analyses. For instance, in order to assist all campus departments with their equitable 
and inclusive assessment efforts, the Assessment Committee created a standard and inclusive set of 
demographics items with the input of measurement of demographics for our students. The committee 
also created a connection to the University’s central demographics information for use in assessment 
projects, and future efforts include the preparation and dissemination of easy-to-understand tools and 
presentations.

https://campuslife.wfu.edu/office-of-the-vice-president/assessments/resources/
https://campuslife.wfu.edu/office-of-the-vice-president/assessments/
http://As part of an ongoing effort to track and explore developments in student learning outcomes assessment, the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA) published a number of institutional case studies which are housed on the website. We are now revisiting and updating some of those earlier examples in order to understand more concretely how campus assessment practices evolve over time—through lessons learned from local experience but also as a result of changes in institutional priorities, the launch of new initiatives, leadership transitions, and trends in the larger assessment movement. This report on Carnegie Mellon University is an update of NILOA’s original case study from 2012 by Jillian Kinzie.  

Carnegie Mellon University (CMU) is a private research university with seven schools and colleges and with more than 14,000 undergraduate and graduate students and 4,000 faculty and staff. Located in Pittsburgh, CMU was founded in 1900 by industrialist/philanthropist Andrew Carnegie as a technology and arts school for the children of the city’s working class. It has evolved into an institution renowned for its programs in computer science, engineering, arts, business and policy, and the learning sciences. It is consistently ranked among the leading research universities in the world, recognized for its commitment to collaboration across disciplines and for its innovative leadership in education. Research with a problem-solving impact is a cornerstone of CMU’s institutional identity.

CMU was originally selected as a case study site for the insights it offers about the character of assessment in a research university setting with a strong commitment to interdisciplinarity and innovative teaching and learning. More specifically, the aim of the case was to explore how assessment was shaped by the institution’s long-standing reputation for groundbreaking work in the learning sciences and educational technology, its decentralized, faculty-driven culture, and the commitment of leadership to data-driven decision making and improvement through “strategic-reflection” (Kinzie, 2012, p. 2). 

These features were clearly reflected in the 2012 report on CMU’s assessment work, including a process of external review (the President’s Advisory Board) aimed at improving program quality; a curriculum review and revision process required of all units; and, primarily through the Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, robust programming to support faculty in improving their instructional practices. Building on these features, an Assessment Task Force (2007) was established to build further institutional capacity for assessment—formulating guiding principles for assessment, designing a website with assessment-related reports and resources; and recommending the appointment of a program assessment coordinator. In these ways and others, assessment at CMU, even in its early days, was alive and well, with activity at many levels, and a strong commitment to evidence-informed improvement. But as the 2012 case study makes clear, there was a sense, as well, spurred in part by regional accreditation, that it was time to develop “a more systematic and consistent approach to assessment” (p. 2) and more attention to documenting its practices and impact. 

What does this more systematic approach look like today? Many of the factors that shaped earlier work continue to be important. Support for assessment from high-level leaders was strong in 2012 and continues to be strong today, though with a new cast of characters in some quarters, and a major new venture—the Simon Initiative, established in 2012—dedicated to advancing the institution’s commitment to learning science research and educational technologies to improve learning for all students. Assessment continues to be organized primarily around programs and departments, reflecting the decentralized structure of the institution—and pointing to the importance of leadership from deans, and respect for different disciplinary (and interdisciplinary) cultures.  

At the time of the original case study, assessment was closely identified with innovative teaching and research in the learning sciences. The Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence (now the Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence and Educational Innovation) was designated as “the hub” of assessment activity (Kinzie, 2012, p. 1). Since then the role of the Center—and its capacity to provide leadership and support for assessment—has grown in all kinds of ways, with resources and support for individual faculty (working on assignment design, for instance), a strong focus on data science and learning analytics, and a commitment to documenting evidence-informed changes and their effects on program quality and student learning. That a teaching center can play a major role in student learning outcomes assessment—and that assessment and faculty development can both benefit from a closer relationship—is an idea that is emerging on a growing number of campuses today (Kinzie, Landy, Sorcinelli, & Hutchings, 2019), and this updated account of work at CMU offers important lessons for what this closer relationship might look like. 

We are grateful to Marsha Lovett, director of the Eberly Center and Associate Vice Provost for Teaching Innovation and Learning Analytics, for her willingness to provide this updated account of CMU’s commitment to the assessment of student learning outcomes. Like other NILOA case studies, her report ends with lessons for other campuses
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To support the translation of assessment into practice, the Assessment Committee sponsors an annual 
Assessment Expo that is open to all members of campus. Although Campus Life members are the 
primary presenters and attendees, members of other campus departments frequently attend, and some 
departments also present. You can see examples of posters from the 2nd Annual Assessment Expo here.

2. Wellbeing Collaborative and Wellbeing Assessment

The Wellbeing Collaborative is a national research effort supporting student wellbeing. Established in 
2014 and housed in Campus Life, the Collaborative is grounded in the Campus Life mission and strategic 
plan described in the prior section. The primary project of the Collaborative has been the Wellbeing 
Assessment, a multidimensional measure of undergraduate student wellbeing that is deployed annually 
as a survey. 

The Collaborative and Assessment are practice implementations of our belief that we cannot support 
students’ wellbeing without evaluating wellbeing through a lens of equity and inclusion. The Wellbeing 
Assessment team focused on creating inclusive definitional models of wellbeing, careful sampling 
and weighting of survey data based on demographics, and qualitative measure development research 
designed specifically for young adults and inclusive of multiple demographic groups. The large, 
national administrations have generated sufficient sample sizes to evaluate measurement invariance 
(i.e., statistical models of equitable measure performance) across demographic groups, an important 
foundation for quantitative between-group analyses. In addition to administering the Assessment 
annually, the Collaborative publishes equity- and inclusion-informed research, provides participating 
schools with interactive data reporting tools, and hosts trainings and discussions on data-informed 
practice. The interactive reporting tools, trainings, and discussions enable participating schools to 
disaggregate their data using visualizations they can then communicate effectively to stakeholders at 
their own institutions.

At both Wake and participating schools, Wellbeing Assessment data and interactive data reporting 
tools have been used to evaluate between-group differences in wellbeing and access to skills, resources, 
and conditions that are supportive of wellbeing. Within Wake, we have used Wellbeing Assessment 
data to monitor changes in trends across time, which has helped us continually evaluate our suite of 
wellbeing-supportive programs, policies, and practices for inclusivity and effectiveness.
 

3. Center for Global Programs and Studies 

Our Center for Global Programs and Studies oversees various initiatives designed to enhance faculty, 
staff, and student global mindsets, including an academic and cultural adjustment program for first-year 
undergraduate international students called Global Connections. Their Global Connections program 
mission is: enhance international students’ confidence and ability with written and oral communication, self-
awareness, and connection with campus leadership, faculty, staff, staff and students. This mission shares themes 
with Campus Life’s mission to prepare students to lead lives of meaning and purpose. The Global Connections 
program cultivates an inclusive community by providing our international students an early platform to 
develop university belonging as well as to enhance skills (e.g., academic writing, self-awareness) critical 
to leading lives of meaning and purpose.
 
The Center for Global Programs and Studies is independent from Campus Life but works closely 
with them. The Center believes that equity-minded assessment should be important for all initiatives, 
especially ones with global and diverse student backgrounds. Global and diverse students participate 

https://campuslife.wfu.edu/office-of-the-vice-president/assessments/2nd-annual-assessment-expo/
https://wellbeingcollaborative.wfu.edu/
https://www.aacu.org/webinar/well-being-equity
https://www.tandfonline.com/eprint/s7XK9A4keJ99E3S2nf5Y/full?target=10.1080/03057240.2019.1576124
https://wellbeingcollaborative.wfu.edu/research/publications/
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in all areas of the educational experience, and so equity-minded assessment should be common and 
widespread throughout higher education. 

The Center convened a student advisory board with students from a range of backgrounds, ethnicities, 
nationalities, and genders to help shape our mission and student learning outcomes. We designed 
both a direct and an indirect assessment of student global mindsets. In our semi-structured interview 
assessment, the first question is ‘what does culture mean to you’? This unscored prompt allows the 
interviewer to have a better awareness of a particular student’s perspective on culture before asking scored 
questions about interactions with people from other cultures and backgrounds. In the development of 
the indirect survey assessment, we tested the survey via MTurk (an Amazon crowdsourcing marketplace 
often used to gather survey samples) with samples of participants from South America, Asia, Europe, 
and North America, as these were the top sending continents of students to Wake Forest University to 
ensure that the measurement was reliable across a range of cultures.1  

Data from Global Connections initiative and aligned research has been shared with various areas of 
the university, including the Office of Diversity and Inclusion, the Office of Academic Advising, the 
Teaching and Learning Collaborative (i.e., office overseeing faculty pedagogical development), the 
Intercultural Center, the Counseling Center, and the Office of the Provost. These data have had three 
main impacts: 

1.	 Increased visibility of international students’ experiences and programmatic outcomes to faculty, 
upper administration, staff, and domestic students;

2.	 Creation of additional faculty opportunities to teach in foreign countries, specifically China, to 
gain a better understanding, skillset, and empathy to work with our international students; and

3.	 Focused target areas for programming and intervention: faculty and domestic student social 
support in fall predict international student loneliness, wellbeing, and belonging in the spring.

The increased awareness of the mission and success of the program has kept international students more 
central in campus life and higher administration discussions of inclusion and program development.  

4. Data Dives

More broadly, the university has shown other commitments to equitable assessment practices. One such 
example is the practice of ‘Data Dives.’ The Campus Life Assessment Committee sponsors regular Data 
Dives where participants have an opportunity to dig deeper into an assessment project. This initiative 
supports the goals of Campus Life to develop and promote a culture of assessment. Frequently, Data 
Dive presentations involve disaggregating data across demographics or other variables, highlighting the 
need to understand problems from an equity lens (Here is an example of a Data Dives presentation). 
The Data Dives project has increased awareness of assessment projects and methods for understanding 
the differential impact of programs across diverse perspectives and identities. 

These monthly interactive discussions around disaggregated data draw a cross-section of campus 
and community professionals to make meaning of assessment and explore how programs can impact 
individuals differently based on their identities. Additionally, the recent creation of a longitudinal 
1 We encourage individuals engaging in assessment in student affairs to consider how their indirect (e.g., survey) measures 
may not have been designed or normed on the population they are surveying. We encourage the use of international 
survey result testing via MTurk or other avenues to test for reliability and measurement invariance across different 
populations around the globe and within the U.S.

https://www.mturk.com/
https://global.wfu.edu/qep/assessment/gc/
https://global.wfu.edu/global-outreach/act/pubs/
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1e9CJXYs0efe6k0_mD9PnuaT8ewi4ewQuTxtP1pF-tVs/edit?usp=sharing


National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment     |     6

dataset by Institutional Research has already allowed units across the University to begin to understand 
how policies and practices can be understood through the lens of the student experience.

5. Student Feedback

An important and increasingly frequent component of assessment practices across Wake are feedback 
sessions with students from a range of historically minoritized and majoritized identities and from 
a range of student interest and engagement groups. Departments across campus often incorporate 
student feedback into the assessment process, which provides an opportunity to explore the insights 
and experiences of students from many backgrounds. Several recent examples include the Sexual 
Campus Climate committee, the Wellbeing Assessment’s and Institutional Research’s joint Food and 
Feedback sessions, and the Counseling Center’s review of the Healthy Minds survey. As an example, the 
Wellbeing Assessment’s and Institutional Research’s joint Food and Feedback sessions invited student 
groups to review data from the Wellbeing Assessment and student engagement surveys by providing 
their interpretations of the results as well as suggested action steps. The sessions intentionally invited a 
diverse range of student groups with faculty/staff group sponsors to ensure that all student perspectives 
can be incorporated into this process. 

Some groups on campus have been working with students to better identify needed areas and methods 
of assessment. Those conversations emphasize gathering opinions from diverse student groups and 
have included topics such as: perceived suitability of specific measures, item phrasing, and measure 
distribution practices. For instance, the SAFE Office provides confidential crisis response and on-going 
support services to Reynolda Campus students for concerns related to interpersonal violence, including 
sexual misconduct, relationship violence, and stalking. With the support of the Title IX office and 
the Learning Assistance Center & Disability Services, the SAFE Office is researching an instrument 
to deploy as a campus-wide survey of sexual climate in 2020. Their process of reviewing measures 
includes ongoing assistance from a team of undergraduate students. These students have been helping 
to identify potential measures and providing feedback about their face validity and perceived utility. 
Although these reviews are new to our assessment practice, we hope to see them grow in frequency 
and depth. 
 
Some additional examples of Campus Life departments engaging in at least some form of equitable 
assessment include:

•	 The Learning Assistance Center & Disability Services gather data from their end-of-semester 
surveys with students who sought academic coaching, tutoring, or disability services. Those 
surveys collect important data on services used and needs from a unique student group. They 
focus on students’ confidence in their ability to self-advocate for needs.

•	 The Counseling Center has worked with our Office of Diversity and Inclusion to ensure that 
their intake processes collect robust demographics that are inclusive of a range of non-majority 
identities and orientations. They also ask students to provide preferred pronouns and names.

Lessons Learned

Some of the consistent practices in the assessment efforts described above include:

1.	 Build assessment teams of faculty and staff from multidisciplinary professional backgrounds.
2.	 Actively solicit student feedback from students with a range of historically minoritized and 
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majoritized identities, and from a range of student interest and engagement groups.
3.	 Disaggregate data using statistical and visualization tools.
4.	 Use careful quantitative and qualitative analyses of measures’ bias and appropriateness for the 

intended research questions or analyses.
5.	 Implement wide-reaching communication efforts to ensure that assessment efforts are accessible 

and to ensure that they are inclusively and accurately analyzed and interpreted.
6.	 Translate data into programs, practices, and policies for students, faculty, and staff in a cycle of 

practice and assessment.
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NILOA is a research and resource-development organization dedicated to 
documenting, advocating, and facilitating the systematic use of learning 
outcomes assessment to improve student learning. NILOA supports 
institutions in designing learning experiences and assessment approaches that 
strengthen the experience of diverse learners within a variety of institutional 
contexts. NILOA works in partnership with a broad range of organizations 
and provides technical assistance and research support to various projects 
focused on learning throughout the U.S. and internationally. Learn more at 
www.learningoutcomesassessment.org.

Leading the way for over 40 years, CAS is a consortium 
of professional associations in higher education that 
promotes the use of its professional standards for the 
development, assessment, and improvement of quality 
student learning, programs, and services. CAS reflects 
good practices and promotes intra-campus collaboration 
among its over 40 collaborating professional associations 
representing over 115,000 professionals in higher 
education. Learn more at www.cas.edu.

Campus Labs, Campus Management, and iModules 
have joined together to form Anthology. We exist to 
help higher education advance and thrive. Through 
a connected data experience that offers a holistic 
view, creates efficiencies, and provides intelligence, 
Anthology inspires constituents to reach their full 
potential using technology insights in admission 
and enrollment management; student success and 
retention; institutional and learning effectiveness; 
alumni and advancement; and enterprise applications 
and infrastructure. Anthology partners with more than 
2,100 colleges and institutions in over 30 countries to 
address the needs of all constituents in higher education. 
Visit us at www.anthologyinc.com.

Equity Case Studies
The National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment, the Council for the Advancement of 
Standards in Higher Education (CAS), and Campus Labs (now Anthology), in collaboration with the 
field of assessment in higher education, have undertaken a series of case studies focused on providing 
short, instructive examples focused on equitable approaches to assess student learning. The cases 
provide lessons learned that are widely applicable, and emphasize collaboration across the institution, 
specifically between academic and student affairs. 

https://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/
http://www.cas.edu
http://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org
http://www.cas.edu
http://www.anthologyinc.com
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For more information, please contact:

National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA)
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
51 Gerty Drive, 
Suite 196 CRC, MC-672
Champaign, IL 61820

learningoutcomesassessment.org
niloa@education.illinois.edu
217.244.2155
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