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A Review of Learning Assessment in the U.S.

 Emerged as a Policy Theme in the mid-1980s

 Contradictory Origins and Motives: Improving 
Teaching and Learning vs. Accountability and 
Demonstrating Return on Investment

 State Mandates as Initial Stimulus with 
Accreditation Gradually Replacing States

 Little Federal Role or Interest Until Recently…But 
Then with a Vengeance

The Context for Assessment Today

 Growing Concerns About U.S. Competitiveness in 

Tertiary Degree Attainment and Learning 

Outcomes

 The “Spellings Commission” and its Aftermath 

(The “VSA” and its Cousins)

 Significant Progress in Assessment “Technology” 

Over Two Decades

 A Resulting Dilemma About How Institutions 

Should Proceed in this Environment
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Two “Paradigms” of Learning Assessment

Improvement Accountability

Strategic Dimensions:

Purpose Formative Summative

Stance Internal External

Predominant Ethos Engagement Compliance

Application Choices:

Instrumentation Multiple/Triangulated Standardized

Nature of Evidence Quant/Qualitative Quantitative

Reference Points Over Time, Goal Comparative

Communication Multiple Channels Public Reporting

Use of Results Feedback Loops Consequences

Some Resulting Risks for Institutions

 Institutions May Actually Believe the Resulting 
Numbers and Will Have Created their Own 
“League Tables”

 Responses Like the VSA and Other Standardized 
Testing Proposals May Threaten Already-Fragile 
“Assessment for Improvement” Cultures

 Even If Discharged Fully and Faithfully, this 
Approach May Not Yield Greater “Accountability” 
[and it certainly will not give us higher standards 
and better teaching and learning]

Some Resulting Choices for U.S. Institutions

Institutions Cannot Simply Wait for the “Accountability 
Paradigm” to Go Away…So they Must:

 Adopt a Proactive Stance

 Harness External Mandates for Internal Improvement

 Choose Appropriate Learning Domains and Instruments

 Establish External Benchmarks and Align Standards for 
Learning Across Institutions and Jurisdictions

 Communicate Actively and Often


