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Background 
 

Winona State University was first accredited in 1913 as a teacher training 
institution and was transferred to the list of colleges and universities in 1940.  
Preliminary accreditation for the specialist degree in Educational Administration was 
granted by the Executive Board of the North Central Association of Colleges & Schools 
in 1972 with continued accreditation voted by the Board in 1975, requiring a complete 
evaluation of the institution in three years and a progress report on the specialist’s degree 
program.  The progress report submitted in 1977 was accepted by the Board and the next 
comprehensive evaluation scheduled for 1981.  The comprehensive evaluation teams in 
1981 and 1991 recommended accreditation of Winona State University to be continued at 
the specialist degree-granting level. 
 

The 1991 team also recommended that an evaluation be conducted in 1994-1995, 
focused on the university’s progress in developing its graduate programs and that the next 
comprehensive evaluation be conducted in 2001.  The judgment of the 1994-1995 
focused evaluation team was that the institution had resolved the concerns set forth in the 
1991 visit and had demonstrated by its subsequent action that it was making further 
progress, and the focus was removed. 
 

In preparation for the 2001 visit, the institution undertook a special-emphasis self 
study, stressing its integration of the Seven Principles of Good Practice in Undergraduate 
Education across all aspects of the university.   The visiting evaluation team’s report 
made a particular note that “the specific emphasis on learning that lasts, core values, 
and effective teaching with an explicit mission that aptly describes the culture of the 
university bodes well for the future.”  Accepting the team’s recommendation, the Board 
approved re-accreditation, with the next comprehensive visit to occur in 2011.   
 

With specific reference to assessment, the 2001 team’s report remarked that  
 

“The university has made a great deal of progress toward establishing an 
institutional culture of assessment…. There is very clear evidence of the 
beginnings of a culture in which data are used as the basis for decision-
making at all levels.  Most WSU departments have developed a clear and 
extensive plan for assessment, including goals and indicators of inputs, 
processes, and outcomes.  These plans show extensive thought and 
preparation, and they clearly set the stage for the incorporation of 
assessment results into planning and budgeting at the departmental, 
college, and university levels.  Some undergraduate and graduate 
academic programs are in advanced stages of assessment implementation.  
They use direct and indirect measures of inputs, process, and outcomes in 
planning and decision-making.  Many of these have already led to 
substantial curricular and/or instructional changes which should result in 
improvements in student learning.” 
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The team noted, however, that “there is over-reliance on indirect measures in some 
academic departments…. Implementation and reporting of assessment results is uneven 
and should continue to aspire to universal participation, using direct measures of student 
academic achievement described in Level III in ‘Assessment of Student Academic 
Achievement: Levels of Implementation.’”  The evaluation team therefore recommended 
that Winona State University submit a report by September 1, 2003 “on the availability 
and degree of implementation of direct programmatic based measures of student 
academic achievement in undergraduate academic majors and graduate programs.”   
 

This progress report, written to address the team’s expectations, includes: 
 

• Evidence that all academic undergraduate and graduate programs have identified, 
and are using, direct indicators of the learning outcomes specified for the 
program.   Measurements of expected learning in tests of cognitive knowledge 
and demonstration of acquired skills more directly, and effectively, indicate 
student learning. 

• The extent to which academic departments have incorporated program-specific 
direct and indirect indicators of student academic achievement of program goals 
into the web data base and query tool and use them for planning and decision 
making in conjunction with the university-wide indicators provided by the Office 
of Institutional Research and Assessment. 

• An analysis of the extent to which assessment processes at WSU conform to 
Level III standards as described in the NCA Addendum to the Handbook of 
Accreditation, Second Edition. 
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 Department-Level Assessment of Learning Outcomes 
  

In this section, we address evidence that all academic undergraduate and graduate 
programs have identified, and are using, direct indicators of the learning outcomes 

specified for the program.  The following overview introduces a collection of reports 
from the departments (in Appendix A), which contain the detailed evidence. 

 
A focus on student learning outcomes allows a department’s faculty to fine-tune 

its curriculum and coordinate its pedagogical resources for the benefit of its students.   
The three important things to ask at the department level are: 
 
1.  Expectations: What do we expect our graduates to know and to be able to do, as new 

professionals in the discipline? 
2.  Preparation: How do our curriculum and teaching methods help them to meet those 

expectations? 
3.  Assessment: How do we know whether our students are progressing appropriately 

toward meeting those expectations? 
 

The first two of these are design/planning questions, meant to help faculty be 
clear about why they offer the courses that they do, and why they teach the way that they 
do.  The third question is a development issue: Do the faculty’s plans make a difference, 
as measured by student performance?   
 
LEARNING EXPECTATIONS 
 

Faculty members in fields that lead to professional licensure find the first question 
very easy to answer.  Teachers, nurses, and engineers need to pass qualifying tests or 
meet specific rigorous standards before they can practice.  Faculty in many disciplines, 
however, may have trouble identifying a specific body of knowledge or skills that all 
graduates should have, particularly in fields that do not prepare graduates for specific 
careers.  Even there, however, faculty should be able to identify the hallmarks of 
preparedness and professional ability in the major.  The core concepts, attitudes, and 
methodological approaches shared by self-reflecting, lifelong learners in each field are 
the foundation for its faculty’s answers to the first question.   
 
Outcomes related to the discipline 
 

Rather than “reinvent the wheel” while defining learning outcomes, many 
departments at Winona State University have turned to their colleagues elsewhere for 
guidance.  Several departments have modeled the learning expectations for their own 
students after the work of professional associations.  A few examples:   

• The Department of English began to develop its outcomes in 1994 from 
recommendations of the Association of Departments of English.   

• The Department of Mathematics, similarly, drew upon the 1991 NCTM 
Professional Standards for Teaching Mathematics and on a 1990 report by the 
Mathematical Association of America.   
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• The Departments of Psychology and Chemistry began with guidelines suggested, 
respectively, by the American Psychological Association and the American 
Chemical Society.   

• The Department of Physical Education and Recreation turned to the Minnesota 
Standards of Effective Practice for inspiration.  

• The Department of Foreign Languages uses proficiency standards of the 
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages as a model for some of 
their goals. 

• Collectively, the departments of the College of Science & Engineering gained 
insight from publications of Project Kaleidoscope, the Council for Higher 
Education Accreditation (CHEA), and the University of Washington. 

• The Department of Geosciences and the Department of Engineering have invited 
consultants to help define learning outcomes, again using the expertise of others 
in the discipline.   

In contrast to this common pattern, some departments (Communication Studies and 
Economics & Finance, for example) have developed learning expectations entirely 
through discussions among their faculty.   
 

Departments vary in the level of detail and in the mix of cognitive and affective 
outcomes that they express in this section of their reports.  The Department of History, 
for example, divides its expectations into two categories, each containing broad 
contextual goals: 
 
Knowledge  
 

• An understanding of both long-term trends and discrete events in the history of 
the United States, Europe and at least two other cultural groups;  

• The ability to consider the past in terms of both change and continuity;  
• The ability to identify and explain change over time;  
• An understanding of the ways in which change affects different groups in 

different ways; 
• The enhancement of the student's ability to use the skills promoted by the history 

program to permit qualified and motivated students to succeed in graduate 
programs in history.  

 
Values  
 

• The development of a commitment to a life-long search for learning;  
• The promotion of a collaborative work and learning ethic;  
• The enhancement of a student's ability to act as a responsible citizen who can 

make informed and reasoned judgments;  
• The use of the skills promoted by the history program in the student's life and 

career;  
• The enhancement of a student's appreciation of diverse peoples and cultures.  
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The Department of Biology provides a complex universe of expectations, 
encompassing three sets of content goals (knowledge-based and skills-based outcomes, 
and understanding of the scientific method), plus a set of society-related goals.  
Knowledge-based outcomes are further divided conceptually among the subdisciplines of 
biology and cognate sciences.  Each of these subdivisions encompasses a wealth of 
detailed expectations (for example, “A biology graduate should be able to understand the 
basic principles of cell biology, such as ‘biomolecules are utilized for structure, for 
information, and for energy.’”) 
 
Outcomes related to Liberal Education 
 

As appropriate, much of the departmental attention to learning outcomes focuses 
on the demands of the discipline.  Chemists emphasize the need to learn chemical 
concepts, and musicians emphasize music theory and the development of performance 
skills.  Most departments, however, also recognize the importance of outcomes more 
broadly associated with liberal education, as suggested by the Values expectations of the 
Department of History, quoted above.  In other areas: 

• Many departments (among them: Computer Science, Education, Chemistry, 
Marketing, Nursing, Physics, and Theatre & Dance) stress writing and oral 
communication.   

• Several, like Accounting, Philosophy, Psychology, and the sciences, focus on 
analytical and critical thinking ability.   

• Many others emphasize what the Criminal Justice Program terms an 
“understanding of and a sensitivity to cultural diversity and differences in the 
United States,” Business Administration describes as an “understanding of 
international business issues and … diverse cultural perspectives, both 
international and domestic, in business,” and Chemistry expresses as “the 
significance and impact of chemistry solutions to society in a global perspective.”   

 
The departments’ attention to liberal education outcomes reflects the WSU 

faculty’s firm commitment to University Studies, Winona State’s general education 
curriculum.  The program, newly designed and implemented in 2001, is organized into 
four modules: 

• Basic Skills, consisting of a common core of courses in English, 
Communication Studies, Mathematics, and physical education/wellness 
require of all students; 

• Liberal Arts & Sciences, consisting of a traditional distribution-model 
curriculum in the Humanities, Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, and the 
Fine & Performing Arts; 

• Unity and Diversity, consisting of a distribution-model curriculum in Critical 
Analysis, Science & Social Policy, Global or Multicultural Perspectives, 
and Contemporary Citizenship/Democratic Institutions; 

• Upper-division “Flag” Courses offered in a student’s major department in 
the areas of Oral Communication, Writing, and Mathematics/Logic or 
Critical Analysis. 

 



Page 6 

The departments have a particular investment in Unity and Diversity courses, 
which commonly have a cross-disciplinary element, and the “flag” courses, which offer 
departments a vehicle for applying knowledge and skills from the students’ lower-
division University Studies courses within the context of the major.  The Unity & 
Diversity courses are seen by many faculty members as a way to tie their disciplines to 
the broader realm of academics, thus helping students see a “relevance” that they might 
otherwise overlook.  The “flag” courses offer a similar chance to tie a department’s 
offerings to something new, familiar, and “relevant” in a student’s academic career.  
They allow departments not only to reinforce the fundamental background of Basic Skills 
and the Arts & Sciences core, but also to assess students’ ability to integrate and 
articulate what they have learned in the major.   
 
Outcomes related to technology 
 

Finally, several departments express learning expectations in the realm of 
educational technology.  For example, 

• The Department of Music expects that Students will have a general 
understanding of the capabilities of computers in the area of music, and 
experience working with basic music computer processes.  

• Students in the Department of Psychology are expected to “demonstrate 
information competence and the ability to use computers and other 
technology for many purposes.”  

• The Department of Business Administration expects students to “apply 
modern technologies to business data analysis, information in research, 
decision-making, presentations, and communication.” 

• The Department of Marketing requires student use of laptop computers in all 
courses, reflecting its expectation that students will have “the technical 
knowledge and skills to become the professionals needed in the world of 
marketing.” 

This emphasis has grown dramatically since the WSU Laptop Program was launched in 
2000.  Phased in over four years and finally fully implemented in the Fall of 2004, the 
program requires all full-time undergraduate students to have a laptop computer.  The 
computer itself is provided is part of a larger package of technical support, software, 
tutorials, and on-line services.  Because the laptop is now a standard educational tool on 
campus, instructors in all departments can reasonably expect students to be computer 
literate.   As the examples above illustrate, however, the expected learning outcome is not 
computer literacy per se, but is the ability to use the tools of information technology for 
educational purposes – to help students become independent, lifelong learners. 
 
 
PREPARATION: CURRICULUM AND TEACHING METHODS DESIGNED TO 
MEET FACULTY EXPECTATIONS OF GRADUATES 
 

At one level, the second question (“How do our curriculum and teaching methods 
help them to meet those expectations?”) is familiar turf for teaching scholars.  Faculty 
design courses to address well-defined bodies of knowledge within their disciplines, and 
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to introduce students to specific approaches to problem-solving and creative thought.   If 
courses are developed independently of one another, however, it may not be apparent that 
they are parts of a purposeful curriculum.  A careful teacher begins to write a syllabus by 
conceiving the final exam and then designing the weekly activities that will lead logically 
to that exam.  Similarly, a thoughtful department’s faculty begins to design a curriculum 
for the major by clarifying its expectations for graduates and then develops integrated 
courses and practica to help students grow to become successful graduates.   Faculty and 
students in the department should have a clearly-articulated consensus about the answers 
to the second question. 
 
A focus on content 
 

In addressing this question, as in spelling out their learning expectations, 
departments have taken a variety of approaches.  In most cases, departments have 
identified specific courses or portions of the curriculum with particular learning 
outcomes, sometimes choosing to present the intersection of outcomes and courses in a 
matrix.   

• The Department of Nursing, encouraged by AACN accreditation standards 
and scrutiny by the Minnesota Board of Nursing, has made a particularly 
detailed study of how each outcome is addressed through work in the 
classroom or clinical site.   

• The Biology Department’s report includes, in a condensed tabular form, an 
analysis of how each core course required for its majors addresses sets of 
learning expectations.   

• The Departments of Art, English, and Psychology take a more holistic 
approach, appropriate to the less sequential nature of their curricula. Each 
department uses its stated learning outcomes as a narrative map to the 
undergraduate curriculum, identifying multiple ways in which students 
encounter each expectation as they move through increasingly 
sophisticated parts of their academic careers.   

 
For some departments, this has been a familiar, continuous exercise, reinforced 

through cycles of the program review process required by policies of the university and 
the MnSCU Board of Trustees, or by accrediting agencies and licensing boards.  The 
Department of Engineering, for example, has refined its curriculum continuously since it 
was founded in the early 1990s, striving to meet or exceed ABET guidelines.  For other 
departments, such detailed and deliberate mapping has been a recent development, 
sometimes accompanied by moderate stress.  Within the past year, the dean of the 
College of Science & Engineering led her department chairs through the transformative 
exercise of creating a matrix of outcomes and curricular offerings for each department.  
The chair of the Department of Geosciences reports,  
 

“After coming to agreement on student learning outcomes, we looked at where 
students were achieving these goals in our current curriculum.  We created a grid, 
with each outcome listed in a separate row, and required courses as separate 
columns.  Faculty in charge of each course then listed activities and assignments 
in each particular course that addressed each outcome.  To our chagrin, several 
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outcomes were not being adequately addressed in our present curriculum.  This 
led us to discuss how we might address all our desired outcomes in the 
curriculum.  We decided that it was time to revise the curriculum to better meet 
our desired outcomes, as well as to address issues of faculty load, small upper-
division class sizes, inclusion of teaching majors in the department, and faculty 
and student interests.” 

 
For the Department of Computer Sciences, the transformation has been even 

greater.  Comparing notes with faculty colleagues in other departments, they found that 
their curriculum, while sufficient to serve their own students, was not well designed to 
meet learning expectations across the college.  Consequently, they have broadened their 
perspective on learning outcomes and have proposed a modernized curricular design to 
match it. 
 

Few departments have had such a transformative experience.  It is clear in the 
narratives from all sectors of the university, however, that the faculty is actively engaged 
in making departmental curricula, not simply their individual course offerings, reflect 
expressed learning goals. 
 
A focus on pedagogy 
 

In addition to this curricular focus, departments have turned the spotlight on 
instructional methods to answer the question “How do we support student learning?”  
Adopted in 1990 as a pedagogical model for Winona State University, the Seven 
Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education provide a common ground for 
faculty and students in their quest for meaningful learning. As a generally agreed-upon 
philosophy of “good” teaching and learning, these principles establish fundamental 
guidelines for quality higher education and can be used as the building blocks for success 
by faculty, students, administrators and staff.  

 
The Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education represent a 

philosophy of quality education and provide a pathway to success. Their appeal for the 
faculty, aside from the obvious fact that they make good sense empirically, is that they 
have been validated repeatedly by pedagogical research over the past half century.  They 
have been demonstrated to maximize student learning.  These principles state that "good 
practice" … 
 

1. Encourages student-faculty contact. 
2. Encourages cooperation among students. 
3. Encourages active learning. 
4. Gives prompt feedback. 
5. Emphasizes time on task. 
6. Communicates high expectations. 
7. Respects diverse talents and ways of learning. 

 
Use of the Seven Principles as a pedagogical model at WSU forms a solid basis 

for the philosophies and activities leading to quality education. The principles help drive 
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the pursuit of the mission of WSU while providing useful guidelines for assessing and 
evaluating every aspect of work performed toward the goals set for students, faculty, 
administration and staff. They were, in fact, the special focus of the University’s self-
study for re-accreditation by the Higher Learning Commission in 2001. 

 
Many examples of the Seven Principles in action can be seen around Winona 

State University, in classrooms and labs, in extra-curricular and co-curricular activities, 
and in field experiences and internships. Evidence of “good practice” in education 
appears in faculty Professional Development Plans and in department annual reports.  
The Seven Principles, as a whole or individually, are mentioned throughout the 
departmental materials in Appendix A of this report. 
 
 
ASSESSMENT 

 
Answers to the third question (“How do we know whether students are 

progressing appropriately toward meeting our espoused learning expectations?”) offer the 
faculty quality control.  Continuous assessment gives faculty a reality check on whether 
the curriculum actually prepares students to meet the expectations that the department has 
set for them.  The goal of student learning outcomes assessment is not accountability, but 
sustainable improvement.   By developing clear expectations, coordinated curricula and 
teaching methods, and assessments well-attuned to them, a faculty focuses on student 
success.   Simultaneously, a department can optimize its faculty’s use of time and 
material resources by developing effective ways of helping students meet learning 
outcomes.   Students and the department grow by developing and maintaining a clear 
sense of direction.  Whatever approach a department’s faculty chooses for answering the 
third question, therefore, should be consistent with its answers to the first two.    

 
Each of the assessment methods described in this overview and presented in 

greater detail in the departmental reports in Appendix A offers the students and faculty a 
direct evaluation of a department’s espoused learning expectations.  Just as importantly, 
these tools provide an ongoing critique of the department’s curriculum and pedagogy.  
The assessment methods in use at Winona State can be grouped in nine categories: 

• Capstone experiences 
• Benchmark projects 
• Portfolios 
• Internships / Clinical Experiences 
• Standardized Exams 
• Student self-assessment 
• Feedback for external constituencies 
• Accreditation by discipline 
• Periodic program review 

 
Significantly, there are few departments that rely on a single assessment method.  

Most departments try to triangulate several methods for a more comprehensive view of 
student learning:   
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• Capstone and benchmark projects, for example, commonly become elements in a 

student portfolio.   
• A portfolio review may be prerequisite for an internship or clinical experience, 

like student teaching.   
• The results of a comprehensive exam or paper can revalidate the information from 

student self-assessment surveys.   
• The deep analysis performed during an accreditation visit or a periodic program 

review integrates all assessment measures and introduces some of its own. 
 

Capstone experiences 
 
For students in some departments, the major culminates with a substantial creative 

project in the senior year.  The project serves several purposes: 
• It requires the student to integrate the body of knowledge to which the student has 

been exposed in the major; 
• It reinforces lessons that may have been forgotten or ignored in earlier study; 
• It offers opportunities for mature reflection on concepts and philosophical matters 

that the student has so far appreciated only superficially; 
• It encourages the student to make explicit connections between the major and 

other disciplines; 
• It reiterates the importance of written and oral communication, mathematical 

facility, and both the content and affective benefits of general education; 
• It tests the student’s ability to address a complex  problem or produce new 

creative work, generalizing from past experience; 
• It simulates the level of professional activity that the student will encounter in 

his/her career or in graduate-level study; 
• It increases the student’s confidence in his/her ability to be an independent, life-

long learner. 
• It enriches the culture of creative discovery in the department, to the benefit of 

other students and faculty; 
• It offers the department a direct way to assess whether the student has met 

learning expectations established by the faculty, and to measure the 
effectiveness of its curriculum and pedagogy. 

 
This final purpose, of course, is the one to which departments refer in their 

materials in this report.  Here are a few examples, excerpted to illustrate the range of 
capstone experiences at Winona State: 

• Students in the Department of Theatre & Dance assume full responsibility for 
work as a designer or performer on a Main Season theatre production or as a 
director in the Studio Season.  Students who complete the project submit 
supporting documentation on their project, and are assessed based on 
established criteria by each full-time THAD faculty member after the 
completion of the project. 
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• The capstone experience in Chemistry involves both a research project and a 
seminar. By doing research, students develop the ability to use the chemical 
literature and report effectively in spoken and written presentations.  A well-
written, comprehensive (according to ACS publication/report guidelines listed 
in the ACS Style Guide), and well-documented research report must be 
prepared, regardless of the degree of success of a student's project.  A good 
research project would involve at least 90 hours of work per semester. 

• The final required course in the Department of Management is MGMT 495 
(STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT), the senior-level capstone course.  This course 
requires them to integrate all information from other courses into case 
examination and analysis activities.  The capstone course includes cases that 
frequently carry ethical overtones that must be addressed.  Oral presentation is 
a major component of this course.   

• Students in Physics may participate in either UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH or 
INDIVIDUAL PROBLEMS IN PHYSICS.  These two courses offer an opportunity 
for an advanced student to work independently or together with a faculty 
member on a research project that draws on the student’s entire undergraduate 
physics experience. 

• The Senior Seminar Paper, a project of original research on a question of 
historical significance, is the capstone experience of the History Major.  

• Graduating seniors in the Art Department exhibit work completed during their 
final year of study in shows held annually in the Spring. Two classes of shows 
accommodate every student in the graduating class. All seniors contribute one 
or two works to one exhibition (The All Senior show), which is mounted 
concurrently with a series of small group shows of shorter duration (the Select 
shows). 

• Senior economics majors complete ECON 499 (SEMINAR IN ECONOMICS), which 
is the capstone course for the major.  In this course, the students demonstrate 
their competence by completing a quantitative research paper and presenting 
their research findings to the Economics and Finance faculty. 

 
Benchmark projects 

 
In several other departments, the “capstone” is not a single project for the final 

year, but consists of a series of required projects performed by all students at common 
points in their undergraduate study.  These projects allow the department to benchmark 
student progress at multiple points in the curriculum, offering many of the benefits that 
classroom assessment provides the instructor in an individual course.  Departments that 
choose this method for assessing learning outcomes lose some of the advantages of a 
large summative project in the senior year, but they gain detailed information that makes 
it easier to fine-tune the curriculum.  Equally important, these benchmark projects help 
faculty identify learning difficulties early in a student’s career and intervene before they 
become serious.   

 
Some benchmark projects fall within single required courses in a department, but 

that is not always the case.  Just as often, they are projects that form a bridge between two 
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or more courses, or that take place outside the formal classroom.  What distinguishes 
them as benchmark projects, rather than typical course assignments, is the emphasis that 
the department’s faculty place on using them as elements in a comprehensive assessment 
plan.  Because they are seen as departmental tools, therefore, benchmark projects are 
typically evaluated by multiple faculty members.  As we show shortly, these benchmark 
projects also commonly become elements in a portfolio that makes it possible to assess 
them as a collection.   

 
From the departments that use a benchmark project approach, we offer the 

following examples: 
• In the Department of Music, each semester the student will successfully 

perform for a jury of selected music faculty to demonstrate progress 
toward advanced technical and expressive skill in his/her chosen 
performance medium.   

• In Sociology, the department requires completion of a sequence of benchmark 
tasks to demonstrate a student’s growing sophistication with sociological 
concepts, and the ability to apply them to meaningful projects: 

o The student produces an assignment (oral and/or written from Sociology 
377, SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY AND METHODS) with an instructor grade of 
"C" or better that demonstrates knowledge of the major categories of 
sociological theory.  

o The student produces one research project (from Sociology 378, 
LABORATORY IN SOCIAL RESEARCH) with an instructor grade of "C" or 
better that demonstrates the ability to design and implement a research 
study utilizing appropriate statistical and methodological (quantitative 
and/or qualitative) techniques.  

o The student makes an oral presentation of the individual research/action 
project in the previous indicator to Sociology majors and faculty prior to 
graduation. (Multiple faculty rate independently on the dimensions: level 
of sophistication with basic questions in the area, understanding of basic 
theoretical orientations, ability to summarize current research and ability 
to identify the social (including policy) implications from current research 
and theory in the area.) 

• Each student must complete two written assignments when he/she declares 
History as his/her major:  

o a statement  designed to reveal the student’s level of familiarity with basic 
concepts and methodologies used by historians, and 

o a personal history in which the student, acting as a historian of 
himself/herself, is asked to create two lists to explain “how you came to be 
as you are today.”  The lists probe the student’s appreciation of the 
difference between history as a collection of events and history as an 
expression of continuous change. 
The assignments are not graded when they are submitted.  Instead, the 
assignments remain in the student’s portfolio for use during and after the 
student's senior year.  
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• Students in the Department of Communication Studies have participated in 
exercises that were videotaped.  The exercises included group decision 
making processes and public speaking skills.  Faculty viewed the tapes 
and were able to get a baseline sense of how well students were meeting 
lower level skill-based goals in the curriculum.   

• Assessment of student learning in the Department of Education occurs at 
multiple transition points from admission to recommendation for 
licensure.  Throughout their program, students’ knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions are measured by faculty to assess their progress.  A retention 
policy assures a means for early identification of academic or dispositions 
problems.  The goal of this policy is to work as a team (student, the 
student’s advisor, department chair, and others involved) to provide 
assistance and support toward a satisfactory resolution.   

• With its relatively small class sizes, the Paralegal program is able to track 
students struggling in legal specialty classes.  The instructors of these 
courses regularly communicate with the program director when a problem 
with a particular student arises.  Working with the instructor, the director 
then tries to work with the student to help him or her develop the skills 
required to successfully progress through the program (tutoring, writing 
center, etc.)   

 
Portfolios 
 

A widely used assessment method, growing more popular as the WSU Laptop 
Program has made it easier for students to collect and archive their work, is the academic 
portfolio.  A portfolio is an organized thematic presentation of a student’s academic 
work, typically spanning the period of study in the major.  In addition to representative 
samples of work in courses, a portfolio may include products from benchmark projects 
and new pieces of work created specifically for the portfolio.  A portfolio usually also 
contains a reflective statement by the student, assessing his or her own learning 
outcomes. 

 
Some WSU departments have used student portfolios as assessment tools for a 

decade or more. For the past twenty years, for example, the Art Department has engaged 
in portfolio assessment at the end of each student’s junior year.  The department faculty 
evaluates to what extent majors have progressed beyond Core/Foundation levels of 
performance, as they advance to the specialized media areas. The faculty provides each 
student with written critiques and makes suggestions for further improvement during 
his/her final year of study.   

 
The Art Department’s history is atypical, however. For most departments, 

portfolios became attractive when Winona State launched its WINGS program in the late-
1990s.  Through the program, a function of the Career Services Office, a student could 
learn to develop a digital portfolio on a CD-ROM to use in applying for a job after 
graduation.   As laptop computers became ubiquitous on campus, portfolios quickly 
migrated into the academic departments as assessment tools.  This is not to imply that 
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portfolios are entirely in digital form, even today.  Several departments encourage 
students to present their work in multiple formats, as appropriate for specific elements. 
Over 40 percent of the departments/programs whose reports make up the bulk of 
Appendix A of this report now require a portfolio.   

 
Several departments have developed sophisticated rubrics for assessing those 

portfolios.  It is instructive, for example, to consider the English Department’s system.  
The department requires a capstone portfolio of all graduating majors in their last 
semester of residency.  Portfolios include an introductory critical self- assessment, course 
papers, and other evidence of student accomplishment. The portfolio requirement is 
introduced to majors in English 290, LITERARY STUDIES, prerequisite to all major and 
minor programs in English; the requirement is further reinforced by academic advisors 
and course professors. The portfolio is completed in English 490, PORTFOLIO, a required 
one-credit course for all department majors.  The English Department’s Assessment 
Committee then reviews all senior portfolios and scores them against a ten-item, five-
point guide. Six of the ten items ask raters to score the portfolio against a department goal 
(one of the six learning expectations articulated by department faculty); the other four, 
additional relevant items (e.g., writing ability). Each item is followed by the cumulative 
score, on a five-point Lykert scale, after four semesters of portfolio review (1.0 = poor, 
2.0 = fair, 3.0 = adequate, 4.0 = convincing, 5.0 = superior).  The portfolio scores are 
accumulated and revised each semester and reported to the department’s full faculty each 
year.  As the department’s report shows in detail, portfolio reviews since 1998 have 
revealed good practices as well as shortcomings in the curriculum, and have led to 
substantive program redesign. 

 
Other departments have similarly well-conceived portfolio assessment programs.  

The departments of Chemistry, Mass Communication, Sociology, Women’s Studies, 
Marketing, Physical Education & Recreation, and Music, to name a few, require evidence 
of a rich array of outcomes, tied to specific learning expectations that are addressed in 
key parts of the curriculum.   

 
Other departments offer students greater flexibility in designing their own 

portfolios.  Despite being less prescriptive and thus less uniform from one student to the 
next, these portfolios nevertheless also offer departments valuable feedback about 
program effectiveness.  The Department of Theatre & Dance epitomizes this more open-
ended approach to portfolio development and assessment.  The department describes its 
requirement as a way to 

• give students a chance to look back on their experiences at WSU.   
• record the students’ key experiences at WSU, as a sort of personal 

archaeological record of their life as college students, including their artistic 
and personal growth; the students’ goals and dreams; and the class work, 
projects, and community service they did.   

• serve as a source of ideas for the students’ future creative work, projects, 
papers, and speeches. 
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• help the THAD faculty evaluate how well the curriculum and production 
program have promoted the students’ education as artists and liberally 
educated persons. 

 
Theatre & Dance faculty evaluate portfolios by considering: 

 
• The amount, the quality and the variety of the materials that the students 

include to illustrate their development as artists and liberally educated 
persons; 

• The quality and depth of self-reflection exhibited by their materials; and 
• The amount of growth in their performances as artists and learners, as 

illustrated by their material (including written work as well as slides, designs, 
and video documentation.) 

 
Academic portfolios are still a new experience for many departments, but rapidly 

gaining popularity as faculty members learn from their colleagues in departments that 
already require them.  Given the ready availability of easy-to-use software and the rise of 
computer literacy among students, this trend is likely to grow over the next few years. 

 
Internships/Clinical Experiences 

 
Many disciplines have long expected students to graduate with a hands-on 

practical experience in the field, demonstrating that they have not only learned 
appropriate content, methods, and attitudes in the classroom, but are also able to apply 
that knowledge in a practical setting.  John Dewey’s ideal of experiential learning for all 
students is far from a reality at Winona State, but it is very common.   

 
The experience of students in the Paralegal program is perhaps representative of 

what takes place in most departments that use an internship or clinical experience for 
assessment.  Before going on an internship, students first prepare a portfolio that 
demonstrates the skills they have acquired during their course of study.  Once the student 
has satisfied the requirements of the portfolio to the director’s satisfaction, each student is 
to find a 10-week full-time internship in a law office, corporation, or government agency 
of his/her choice.  Students are supervised and evaluated by an on-site supervisor and the 
program director during this internship.  This evaluation is based on the specific skills 
that the Paralegal program’s faculty hope students have gained through their required 
courses (i.e., communication skills, legal research and writing, and other qualities found 
in a good worker and citizen).   

 
In the Department of Education, student teaching in the senior year is the 

appropriate internship/clinical experience.  Before student teaching, students prepare a 
final electronic portfolio demonstrating their knowledge, skills, and experiences.  They 
are then interviewed using this portfolio to ensure that they are ready to engage in 
practice teaching under the supervision of a university and a classroom supervisor.  
During the final semester of student teaching, supervisors evaluate the students’ readiness 
for teaching, using a rigorous, multidimensional rubric. 
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Especially for graduates of the three professional colleges (Business, Education, 

and Nursing & Health Sciences), guided pre-professional experience is crucial for entry 
into the job market.  Teachers and nurses, for example, must present evidence of 
successful clinical experience when they apply for licensure.  Even when there is no 
licensure requirement, as in Paralegal Studies and in most areas of Business, the 
internship has become a de facto visa for a student hoping to land a good job after 
graduation.  An internship, therefore, serves as a way for the student to assess his or her 
readiness for employment, and it serves the same purpose for the student’s academic 
department.  The Sociology Department, for example, assesses a student’s readiness for a 
career or graduate study by requiring the student to present a letter of evaluation from an 
internship site supervisor regarding the development of appropriate career related skills, 
including written and oral communication, professional values and behaviors, and the 
capacity to relate well to others.   

 
Standardized exams 

 
Several departments routinely administer a standardized exam that focuses on key 

competencies in the discipline.  The College of Business, for example, administered the 
Major Field Test in Business – an assessment instrument of the Educational Testing 
Service (ETS) – in the spring of 1998, 1999, 2000, and 2001.  Now that a baseline has 
been established, the college intends to administer the exam every other year beginning in 
2003.  The exam, normed against a national population of collegiate business students, 
measures learning outcomes in eight dimensions: Accounting, Economics, Management, 
Finance, Marketing, Quantitative, Legal/Social Issues, and International Issues.  By 
analyzing cohort results, departments can, for example,  

• assess students’ mastery of key concepts in any of the eight dimensions 
relative to their national peers; 

• develop snapshots of student learning at different levels of the Business Core 
Curriculum by comparing sophomore, junior, and senior scores in any of 
the eight dimensions; 

• compare the degree to which students in different majors (accounting, 
business administration, economics/finance, or marketing) have achieved 
learning outcomes in the same dimension – say, Legal/Social Issues; 

• study the evolution of scores longitudinally to see how student learning 
outcomes have shifted with changes in curriculum, methods of delivery, or 
other factors. 

 
Other departments follow the same assessment strategy, administering a common 

test (usually externally-normed) either to graduating seniors or to students at pivotal 
points in their undergraduate careers.  Some representative examples include the 
following: 

• Athletic Training has developed and now utilizes an on-line assessment tool to 
document that all students have met proficiency in the extensive list of 
mandated external clinical learner outcomes required by their accrediting 
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body, CAAHEP/NATA.  (We discuss this project in greater detail in the 
second section of this report.) 

• In the middle of the last semester of the senior year, Nursing students take a 
computerized critical thinking exam from Health Education Systems, Inc. 
(HESI).  Students’ strengths and weaknesses are identified to focus their 
preparation for the Nursing Certification and Licensing Exam (NCLEX). 
Those not achieving an 80% performance standard repeat testing later in the 
semester.  Retesting gives students another experience with computerized 
testing prior to NCLEX. By comparing results from NCLEX and HESI, the 
faculty identify weak areas in the Nursing program.  

• The Fundamentals of Engineering Exam is a national exam taken predominantly 
by senior engineering students.  The performance of Composite Materials 
Engineering Program students on the exam is an excellent measure of whether 
the soon-to-be graduates have achieved desired educational outcomes.   

• Upon completion of their program, Education students must achieve state-
determined qualifying scores on Praxis I, a basic achievement test of reading, 
writing, and math skills, and at least two tests of the Praxis II series: a test of 
the principles of learning and teaching, and a test of the knowledge and skills 
of the content they will be licensed to teach.  Praxis scores reveal the 
effectiveness of student learning in the major, and thus provide constructive 
feedback for the faculty. 

• The overall test performance for Psychology majors in 2000, the first time that the 
department administered the ETS Major Field Exam, was at the 91st percentile 
nationally.  In specific subject areas within the major, average scores for 
Winona State students were above the national average in all areas.  In the 
research and methodology area, WSU students performed at the 98th percentile 
nationally.  

• Some faculty members in the Chemistry Department administer standard 
examinations from the American Chemical Society in their classes in order to 
benchmark their students’ performance on knowledge-based and skill-based 
criteria relative to a national cohort of students.  This is a pilot assessment that 
may be adopted as a departmental standard in the future. 

• Students in Social Work must successfully pass the national, multiple-choice 
examination provided by the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB).  
The examination is administered by ACT, Inc., and is offered daily at various 
sites throughout Minnesota.  Only after passing the exam are students 
qualified to begin accumulating the two full years of supervised field 
experience required for professional licensure. 

• The graduate programs in Educational Leadership and Counselor Education 
require students to take comprehensive examinations as they complete their 
formal coursework.  The Counselor Preparation Comprehensive Counselor 
Examination (CPCE) serves a secondary purpose by preparing students for the 
National Counselor Examination, which is the examination used by most 
states as part of the professional counselor licensure process.  Student 
performance on this capstone exam provides useful feedback on the 
effectiveness of the curriculum in meeting learning expectations. 
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• The Department of Biology has recently decided to require an ETS-style 
comprehensive test of all biology majors at WSU, with comparison to the 
results of the same test given at other institutions.  

• To augment its Junior Review, the Art Department recently instituted an 
examination to test general or academic knowledge of art and art history, as 
opposed to the assessment of studio accomplishments. The exam is 
administered to all sophomores, juniors, and seniors, with the results sorted by 
class. This allows the faculty to track the learning outcomes of single classes 
over a three-year period, in addition to comparing sophomores to sophomores, 
etc., over a continuing period. 

 
Student self-assessment 
 

One obvious way to find out how well students have achieved learning outcomes 
is to ask them.  Departments in the College of Business have been doing this since the 
Fall of 2001 by administering a survey in several core courses.  Students are asked to rate 
their satisfaction with skill and knowledge acquisition along seven dimensions that 
correspond to departmental learning expectations: business knowledge, quantitative 
knowledge, research methods, technology usage, management, leadership, and 
communication.  The results have not been startling, but they have led the faculty to re-
evaluate the use of technology in the classroom, to bring it more in line with student 
expectations. 

 
Perhaps the most ambitious effort at student self-assessment takes place in the 

Department of Sociology and Social Work.  Each semester, Social Work majors identify 
one area of strength, one area for development, and develop a plan of action to achieve 
the goal. The Student Professional Development Plans (SPDPs) that evolve out of this 
exercise provide opportunities for self-reflection as students move through the core social 
work courses, in much the way that portfolios do in other departments.  During the senior 
year, students complete a final evaluation of the Social Work Program, critiquing both 
the content of the Social Work Program's courses and the students’ level of acquired skill 
in select areas of the major.  This ongoing process of reflection helps students develop a 
sense of maturity and control over their own learning, while also giving the faculty 
important insights about the learning environment. 
  
Feedback from external constituencies 

 
Some departments gather valuable assessment information not from students 

themselves but from external groups or individuals familiar with the achievements of 
Winona State students.  The Department of Engineering, for example, regularly solicits 
feedback from employers, alumni, and from its Industry Advisory Board regarding how 
well-prepared WSU graduates are for engineering careers.  These responses may be 
gathered formally in surveys or focus groups, or may be relayed anecdotally.  
Collectively, however, they have proven to be a consistently valuable guide to program 
effectiveness and have led the faculty to make significant curricular changes over the past 
decade.   



Page 19 

 
Feedback from employers is particularly useful, because it gives departments a 

direct way to benchmark student learning outcomes against the expectations of the 
marketplace.  The Paralegal program, for example, gets direct feedback from employers 
through the relationship they have built with the legal community throughout the upper-
Midwest.  One Chicago firm recently reported that they “look to hire Winona State 
graduates first.”  Many firms consider successful completion of WSU’s Paralegal 
program the equivalent of “two to three years experience.”  Especially when it includes 
details about specific learning outcomes, this type of information adds a rich dimension 
to a department’s long range curricular planning. 

 
Alumni can also be a useful source of feedback about student learning as they 

reflect on their own college experience and as they participate in evaluating and advising 
current students.  The Communication Studies Department alumni return to campus each 
spring at the faculty’s invitation.  In 2003, about 20 alumni came from as far away as 
Chicago to spend a day talking with undergraduates about their careers and how their 
degrees from the department prepared them to be professionals.  The alumni also spent 
90 minutes assessing graduating senior capstone projects.  The day ends with a banquet at 
the country club, a local hotel or banquet facility.  This is a popular occasion with 
students and alumni alike, and a very good opportunity for the department to gain 
information from alumni about how to better prepare current students.   

 
Accreditation by discipline 

 
 In addition to its accreditation by the Higher Education Commission of the North 

Central Association of Colleges and Schools (NCA), WSU is accredited at the discipline 
level by the following organizations:  

 
•  National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) – for all 

education programs (undergraduate and graduate teacher education, educational 
leadership, special education, and counselor education)  

• Council of Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 
(CACREP) – for the Counselor Education program  

• National League for Nursing Accrediting Commission (NLNAC) - for 
undergraduate and graduate Nursing programs  

• Commission for Accreditation of Allied Health Education Programs - for Athletic 
Training (an Exercise Science program)  

•  Council on Social Work Education - for the Social Work program  
• Accrediting Board for Engineering (ABET) - for the Composite Engineering 

program  
• National Association of Schools of Music (NASM) - for the Music program  
• National Association of Schools of Theatre (NAST) - for the Theatre program  

   
WSU is recognized by the following organizations:  
 

•  National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)  
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•  National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE)  
• Association for Childhood Education International (ACEI)  
• Council for Exceptional Children (CEC)  
• National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS)  
•  National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM)  
• Association for the Advancement of Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB)  
•  American Bar Association ( ABA ) – for the Paralegal program  

 
WSU is approved by:  
 

•  American Chemical Society  
• Minnesota Board of Teaching  
•  Minnesota Board of Nursing  
• Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education (CCNE) - preliminary approval  

 
Each of these organizations expresses expectations regarding student learning 

outcomes.  In some cases, these expectations are in the form of specific requirements for 
accreditation or endorsement, as is the situation in Engineering and the various programs 
of the College of Business.  In other cases, accreditation standards take the form of 
guidelines for program design.  For example, the Department of Health & Human 
Performance recently revised the Exercise Science curriculum to reflect the “knowledge, 
skills and abilities” learner outcomes established by the ACSM.  In still others, the 
organizations set legal standards for the licensure of program graduates as practicing 
professionals.  The Praxis exams in Education and the NCLEX exam in Nursing fall in 
this category.  These various statements provide departments with an externally validated 
basis for their own student learning expectations and, especially where the organization 
confers accreditation, commonly mandate a process for assessment and continuous 
program improvement.  Increasingly, reports by visiting consultant evaluators provide 
focused analyses of student learning outcomes. 
 
Periodic program review 
 

To some extent, disciplines guided by accreditation or licensing bodies have an 
advantage over those that are not.  Accrediting agencies wield the peer pressure of a 
broad community of professionals.  They set learning expectations that are benchmarked 
against a regional or national standard in higher education, and they insist that a 
department’s self-assessment be validated by disinterested external evaluators. By 
inference, a discipline without a tradition of accreditation or licensing could risk having a 
patchwork of standards overseen by insular departments, and might have less incentive to 
assess the learning outcomes of its students.  The best safeguard against these weaknesses 
is periodic program review. 

 
Policy 3.10 of the Board of Trustees of the Minnesota State Colleges & 

Universities requires: 
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Program and Department Review by Colleges and Universities.  On a 
regular basis using established institutional procedures, each college and 
university shall review all academic programs and departments with 
respect to (a) contribution to the mission and plans of the institution, (b) 
performance measures including aggregated student achievement 
[emphasis added], (c) accreditation, licensure or certification 
requirements, (d) advisory committee or other appropriate input as agreed 
to by the faculty and administration of the institution, and (e) other factors 
as appropriate.  The college or university shall use results of the review 
for improvement of academic programming. 
 
Each college and university shall report annually a summary of its 
program review activity to the chancellor. 

 
Winona State University complies with this policy through its Regulation 3-26, 

which establishes a five-year review cycle for all academic programs (Appendix B).  All 
academic departments/programs have been reviewed at least once since this regulation 
was approved in August, 1997.   

 
Parallel to the format of an accreditation review, the cycle includes preparation of 

an in-depth self-study report, review by a visiting evaluator or evaluation team, and 
preparation of a Quality Improvement Plan in response to the visiting reviewer’s report.  
The review process addresses all areas common to accreditation, and includes a 
requirement that the department, in its self-study, “provide evidence correlating the 
assessment of student learning outcomes to program objectives and indicate changes 
made as a result of strategies employed by faculty.”   

 
The purpose of the Quality Improvement Plan is to ensure that the feedback 

obtained from the consultant is incorporated into program planning. The Quality 
Improvement Plan should propose anticipated changes to the program that faculty and 
students can incorporate to benefit both the program and institution.  
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Assessment Database and Query Tool 

 
In this section, we address the extent to which academic departments have incorporated 

program-specific direct and indirect indicators of student academic achievement of 
program goals into the web data base and query tool and use them for planning and 
decision making in conjunction with the university-wide indicators provided by the 

Office of Institutional Research and Assessment. 
 

BACKGROUND: THE INTEGRATED TITLE III DATABASE SYSTEM 
 
In 1999, Winona State received a five-year, $1.367 million Title III grant from the 

U.S. Department of Education.  The grant has funded the design and implementation of 
an integrated database, drawing together existing databases from several operational units 
on campus and cross-linking them with newly created collections of assessment data.  
The grant has further helped to develop a robust analytical engine for managing the new 
database and making it possible to perform sophisticated statistical inquiries.  The overall 
goals of the project have been: 

• To bring together the existing databases on campus, standardizing definitions and 
formats as necessary to create a coherent, integrated whole; 

• To develop the capability for collecting assessment data in an ongoing, systematic 
manner; 

• To create an analytical engine that facilitates data analysis; 
• To provide reports allowing for comparative analyses, trend analyses, predictive 

modeling, regression analysis, etc.; and 
• To identify triggers for the development of appropriate interventions when 

students are at risk for academic failure or non-retention. 
 

Through the implementation of this database and analytical engine, it has been 
our hope to demonstrate: 

• Improved retention of enrolled students who are identified as “high risk” through 
appropriate and timely interventions based upon discovered Risk Profiles; and 

• High-confidence university decision making through the ongoing collection and 
analysis of assessment data. 

• Increased enrollment through targeted recruiting of students who meet Winona 
State’s success profile; 

 
The system was developed over a three year period and was released to the 

university community for full implementation in Fall 2002.  Refinement of both the 
integrated database and the analytical tool continues, but the basic goals of design have 
essentially been met.  Winona State now has a powerful system for gathering, organizing, 
and analyzing information relevant to student progress.  Departments have begun to 
explore the utility of this new tool and, cautiously, to embrace it for their own analysis 
and planning purposes. 
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OVERVIEW OF SYSTEM DESIGN 
 
Most records management systems available to higher education deal with 

students as members of separate communities (e.g., as juniors, or as Psychology majors, 
or as residents of a common geographic region).   Because the databases that describe 
these communities are managed in different parts of the university, for different purposes, 
it is only rarely possible to find the same student in each community.  It is not possible in 
such a system to do a statistical analysis that requires finding several pieces of 
information about the same student.  This means that students are studied only with 
relatively coarse statistics that consider cohorts, rather than individuals.  Winona State’s 
system, in contrast, links all data elements identified with a single student, no matter 
where those elements reside.  This approach makes it possible to study correlations 
between pieces of information that derive from separate sources or have been 
accumulated at different times.  For example, it is possible to correlate GPA for female 
accounting majors with the number of hours a student studies each week, as self-reported 
in an assessment survey. 

 
  The assessment system’s primary demographic data are derived from the 

Integrated Student Record System (ISRS) maintained by the Minnesota State Colleges & 
Universities.  ISRS contains records generated by the Office of Admissions, the 
Registrar, Financial Aid, the Business Office, and University Relations (alumni).  
Mindful of data privacy safeguards, Winona State’s Title III assessment system abstracts 
relevant data elements from ISRS, matching them by their unique student identifying 
code. Assessment data have been added to this foundation regularly since 1999 from 
several sources:   

• All entering first-year students are asked to complete an on-line survey similar to 
the CIRP questionnaire administered annually at many universities.   

• Each Spring for the past four years, Winona State has devoted a full day to 
assessment exercises that also yield data for the system.  During the morning 
of Assessment Day, first-year students participate in focus groups and 
sophomores take the CAAP exam, a standardized test of general education 
outcomes.  Many departments schedule assessment activities for their majors 
in the afternoon. 

• During the two-week period starting on Assessment Day, all students are asked to 
log on to the Assessment Day web site and complete an on-line survey.  The 
particular survey that a student gets depends on how many course credits he or 
she has completed.  Students may be asked about their experience with the 
Seven Principles in different academic settings, their satisfaction with 
university services, general education or the curriculum of their major, 
campus climate, social behaviors, or co-curricular activities. 

• At various times during the year, academic or service units administer satisfaction 
surveys.  The Division of Information Technology, for example, surveys all 
students at mid-year to assess attitudes about the WSU Laptop Program. 
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INTEGRATION OF STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES DATA 
 

As this list suggests, most of the information in the integrated database is either 
demographic or is a measure of student attitudes, behaviors, and experiences.  During the 
system’s first full year of implementation, the faculty in a few pilot departments have 
begun to add learning outcomes data related to their majors.  Much of the learning 
outcomes information at the department level is non-quantifiable, of course, so only a 
fraction of it can be integrated easily.  Of the nine categories of outcomes assessment 
methods discussed in the first section of this report, only one (standardized exams) 
consistently yields discrete information in digital form.  Portfolios, capstone or 
benchmark projects, and internships offer rich, direct insights into student learning, but 
almost invariably in a verbal or visual format that cannot be expressed in a digital 
database or analyzed statistically.   
 

Even in this first year, however, progress has been made.  As reported in the first 
section of this report, for example, all departments in the College of Business 
(Accounting, Business Administration, Economics/Finance, and Marketing) now 
administer the ETS Major Field tests in Business.  Results accumulated since 1998 have 
been added to the integrated database, and are now available for planning purposes in the 
college.  The College of Business is in the pre-candidacy stage of review for accreditation 
by AACSB, and must indicate that it has a mechanism for assessing student learning 
outcomes and that it uses data that it accumulates for continuous program improvement.  
The Title III integrated database system now makes it possible for faculty and college 
administrators to correlate ETS scores on each of the major field tests with a variety of 
other measures, such as a student’s cumulative GPA, high school rank and ACT scores, 
and number of credits completed.   

 
In addition to meeting the expectations of AACSB, the College of Business is 

now able to address programmatic questions that have vexed the administration for some 
time.  Spurred by the discovery that failure and withdrawal rates in certain core courses 
are higher than the faculty would like, for example, the college is using the system’s 
analytical engine to explore measures of student preparedness, self-reports of time spent 
studying, attitudes toward the use of technology, ETS performance, and other factors.  
The resulting student profile should be a valuable tool as the faculty develops an 
intervention strategy. 
 

Another exciting illustration of the power of the Title III assessment system can 
be seen in the proficiency scoring program developed by the Department of Health & 
Human Performance.   Students in their CAAHEP-accredited Athletic Training Program 
must meet proficiency standards in cognitive and psychomotor areas, addressed in their 
upper-division classes.  In HHP 494 (THERAPEUTIC INTERVENTIONS), for example, they 
are expected to meet learning outcomes in the areas of General Medical Conditions and 
Disabilities, Pharmacology, Psychosocial Intervention and Referral, and Risk 
Management and Injury Prevention.  With the assistance of staff in the Title III project, 
faculty in the department have developed scoring rubrics for each of a large number of 
objectives associated with each learning outcome.  Using a Web interface written for the 
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purpose, faculty rate student performance on exercises and enter scores in a 
comprehensive database, which is then integrated into the larger Title III database. 

 
As with the College of Business, the Department of Health and Human 

Performance finds that they can track curriculum or instructional strengths and 
deficiencies, and can develop student success profiles that help the faculty identify 
problematic students and apply intervention strategies.  Students and advisors can track 
proficiencies completed and create reports that document the student’s learning over 
time.  The program director can also monitor the database to verify consistency among 
raters who are adding scores over time. 

 
SUMMARY 

 
The integrated Title III database is being used to meet two of the three project 

goals, evident in these examples from the College of Business and the Department of 
Health and Human Performance: 

 
• Improved retention of enrolled students who are identified as “high risk” through 

appropriate and timely interventions based upon discovered Risk Profiles; and 
• High-confidence university decision making through the ongoing collection and 

analysis of assessment data. 
 

As evidenced in the first section of this report, many other departments use standardized 
test scores or other quantifiable information for outcomes assessment.  Those data will 
also be incorporated as the database system matures and gains greater use across campus.  
We do not envision, however, that the system will ever be the sole, or necessarily even 
the primary tool for outcomes assessment and curricular planning.  As powerful as it is, 
the system is not designed to store and manipulate the growing complex array of non-
quantifiable outcomes information.  Departments and colleges, already accustomed to 
triangulating multiple data sources, are learning how and when to use this new system as 
well. 
 

The remaining goal of the Title III project, increased enrollment through targeted 
recruiting of students who meet Winona State’s success profile, has yet to be addressed 
but will be increasingly important in the near future.  The size of our student body is now 
well-matched to our physical plant and human resources, but it is clear that some 
programs are underenrolled while others are straining to meet demand.  We also 
recognize that Winona State is not always the best institutional choice for some of the 
students who are admitted and then struggle to fit in our environment, perhaps leaving 
before graduation.  Focused student recruitment is thus a vital key to student success and 
institutional stability.  As quantifiable learning outcomes data are added to the Title III 
database system, we expect departments to use the system and other information at hand 
to refine their student success profiles.  Working together with the Office of Admissions, 
departments will then be able to recruit students more deliberately and ultimately retain 
and graduate them at a higher rate.  
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Progress Toward Level III Standards 
 

In this section, we present an analysis of the extent to which assessment processes at 
WSU conform to Level III standards as described in the NCA Addendum to the 

Handbook of Accreditation, Second Edition. 
 

The NCA Addendum to the Handbook of Accreditation, Second Edition, defines 
standards in four dimensions: 

• Institutional Culture 
• Shared Responsibility 
• Institutional Support 
• Efficacy of Assessment 

We will examine progress in each of these dimensions in detail.  Our reading of the 
visiting team’s report confirms that Winona State was poised between Level II and Level 
III in 2001.  This analysis, therefore, describes Winona State’s current progress relative to 
the standards at those two levels. 
 
INSTITUTIONAL CULTURE 
 

The Higher Learning Commission sets expectations in the general areas of 
Collective/Shared Values and Mission.  Winona State can now claim that it has met the 
Level III expectation that assessment has become an institutional priority, a way of life.  
Academic and program units regard assessment findings as a source of knowledge 
essential for continuous improvement in instruction and program offerings.  Faculty and 
staff view assessment activities as a part of the Winona State culture, a tool for improving 
student learning at all levels.  All academic departments and programs have now 
developed statements of purpose and educational goals that reflect the university’s 
mission and the unit’s commitment to student learning.  Each of these conditions can be 
verified by reading the departmental reports in Appendix A. 

 
At the same time, we recognize that the various academic units place differing 

amounts of emphasis on assessment and that they are not equally adept at making it work 
for them.  While institutional decisions are tied to assessment results, some academic 
units have not yet had a long enough history with assessment of learning outcomes to 
have either accumulated a useful baseline of data or developed a mature system for using 
it.  Several departments have paid attention to direct measures of student learning only in 
the two years since the visiting team’s analysis, and so still have room to grow.   

 
To illustrate that Winona State is nevertheless making significant progress toward 

meeting Level III standards for Institutional Culture, we call particular attention to the 
departments in the College of Science & Engineering, which have made dramatic strides 
under their dean’s direction.  Just two years ago, five of the college’s seven departments 
had made only limited progress toward either stating learning expectations or tying them 
to their curriculum or instructional methods.  Under those circumstances, assessment of 
student learning in those departments was done almost exclusively within the context of 
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individual classes, and it generally relied on indirect measures.  In contrast, each 
department now has clearly-written learning expectations for its students and has 
analyzed the degree to which its programs help students meet them.  The exercise has 
been revealing.  Three departments have identified gaps in their curricula and are now 
restructuring to be sure that the curriculum is aligned with their own expectations.  The 
faculty has compared notes across department lines to identify gaps that may affect not 
only their own majors but also students in other parts of the college.  The Department of 
Computer Science, for example, has acknowledged that focused instruction in computer 
graphics can help Geosciences address its learning expectations in geographic 
information systems (GIS).   

 
Despite this great progress in Science & Engineering and, indeed, across the 

entire university, the departments’ efforts at assessment are not all recognizably 
expressive of the sentiments about the importance of improving student learning that are 
found in their own statements of purpose.  Most departments have robust assessment 
plans that use direct evidence of student learning: cumulative portfolios, capstone or 
benchmark experiences that both integrate student learning and provide solid feedback to 
faculty, internship or clinical experiences, and standardized exams.  Departments that are 
new to the effort simply have not had enough time to reach a Level III standard.  Like the 
departments from the College of Science & Engineering in our example, however, they 
are getting there.  The 2001 visiting team observed that “There is very clear evidence of 
the beginnings of a culture in which data are used as the basis for decision making at all 
levels.”  We believe that we have moved substantially beyond this statement of simple 
Level II compliance in the past two years, but we do not yet claim to have reached Level 
III. 
 
SHARED RESPONSIBILITY 
 

The Higher Learning Commission’s emphasis in this area is equally on the 
students, faculty and administration of the university.  The question here is whether all 
members of the institution have an open and sincere public commitment to assessment.   

 
Assessment efforts at Winona State began in the early 1990s at the strong urging 

of President Darrell Krueger, who had been instrumental in creating an assessment 
culture at his previous institution and was well-recognized nationally in the field.  The 
university’s senior leadership, all of whom have been hired by President Krueger, have 
joined Winona State with the clear understanding that assessment is crucial to 
institutional success.  The Office of Institutional Research reports directly to the 
President and has a standing responsibility for coordinating assessment at the campus 
level.   

 
Vice presidents and deans regularly participate in intensive strategic planning 

retreats, relying heavily on assessment data for institutional decisions.  The 
administration has frequently commissioned surveys and institutional audits, and has 
invited nationally recognized experts (Peter Ewell and Dennis Jones from NCHEMS, for 
example) and external facilitators to stay on focus.  Representatives of the faculty and 
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student body are frequently invited to participate as well, assuring that all sectors of the 
university community understand that institutional decisions are grounded in assessment. 
The deans, with the support of the Vice President for Academic Affairs, have engaged 
departments in the reflective discussions that have shaped this report.   

 
 Assessment Day, established in 1999 with full administrative support as a 

campus-wide opportunity to participate in assessment, has become an annual tradition.  
The College of Business Administration and other departments across the university use 
Assessment Day as an opportunity to offer comprehensive exams, or to assemble focus 
groups to measure student learning outcomes.  The administration has also given strong 
support for both the Title III database project and an annual program of challenge grants 
to departments for assessment.  In these and many other ways, Winona State’s 
administration has long satisfied the Higher Learning Commission’s Level III standards 
of support for assessment.   

 
We were very pleased that the 2001 visiting team chose to acknowledge that 

“Winona possesses a dedicated faculty committed to the implementation of the Seven 
Principles.”  We have asserted since the early 1990s that the Seven Principles for Good 
Practice in Undergraduate Education, followed deliberately by an institution, lead to 
optimal student learning.  This is a claim supported by over a quarter century of research 
in the cognitive sciences and, in particular, in higher education.  The visiting team was 
nevertheless concerned that Winona State had not presented consistent direct evidence 
that the faculty’s practice of the Seven Principles actually achieved that goal.  We hope 
that this current report confirms that the faculty of Winona State University are, in fact, 
engaging in effective assessment practices and that they regularly link their assessment 
findings to decision making and instructional and program improvement – hallmarks of 
Level III compliance with the Higher Learning Commission’s expectations. 

 
The faculty’s public support for assessment is perhaps most obvious in 

departments where disciplinary accreditation or state licensure standards have demanded 
the faculty’s attention, or where a strong professional association has established a 
national standard that the Winona State faculty have been able to embrace.  The 
departments in the College of Education and the College of Nursing & Health Sciences 
leap easily to the fore, and are followed closely by many departments (English, 
Mathematics, Psychology, Music, Art, ….) that have a disciplinary tradition of 
assessment.  It would be naïve to assert that this level of support is consistent across the 
faculty, or that faculty members in all disciplines speak both publicly and privately in 
support of assessment.  Although faculty in a great many areas routinely collaborate to 
determine appropriate measures for meeting publicly stated goals, objectives, and state 
outcomes and to justify and recommend improvements based on corresponding results, 
this is not yet a uniform practice.  Still, as the example from the College of Science & 
Engineering cited above indicates, that public collaboration is becoming increasingly 
common.  We believe, therefore that the faculty is near to meeting the Level III standards 
for Shared Responsibility. 
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As the departmental reports in Appendix A indicate, students are provided formal 
occasions throughout their academic programs to reflect upon their academic work and 
express their thoughts, in verbal and written forms, about the levels of success they think 
they have experienced in achieving the learning outcomes expected by the faculty.  
Where there are shortcomings, it is because several departments have only recently begun 
to make their learning expectations at the program level explicit.  In Sociology, History, 
Health & Human Performance, Engineering, Music, and many other departments, 
learning outcomes are widely advertised and well-known to majors.  These are generally 
the same departments we just identified as having consistent faculty support for 
assessment.  In many of these, students routinely participate in discussions with the unit 
faculty about improvements that might be made in areas of learning where assessment 
results indicate a need for strengthening.  In departments with a shorter history of 
assessment, students are less aware and less engaged.  As with the faculty, then, these 
indicators of Level III support for assessment are not yet uniform at Winona State.  
Student conversations about assessment, other than on Assessment Day or in other 
formally-designated settings, are still the exception rather than the rule.   

 
In the area of Shared Responsibility, therefore, we believe that faculty and 

administration are at or near to meeting the Higher Learning Commission’s Level III 
standards.   Students, in general, are less engaged.  We recognize this as an area for 
increased effort. 

 
INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT 
 

In the analysis of Shared Responsibility, above, we called attention to institutional 
support for Assessment Day and the ongoing assessment activities of the Office of 
Institutional Research.  Annual financial support for assessment at the unit level, 
allocated through these efforts, has been between $75,000 and $100,000.  Departments 
have received challenge grants for Assessment Day activities (the ETS subject area 
exams in Business, for example) and for the development of new assessment tools. The 
on-line proficiency scoring tool developed by the Department of Health & Human 
Performance, which was discussed in the second section of this report, is one such 
project.  Winona State has also been particularly fortunate to have had the Title III grant 
from the U.S. Department of Education that has funded the full development and 
implementation of its integrated database and analytical engine, described earlier.  That 
project has not only proven to be a valuable component in the university’s assessment 
toolbox, but has also spurred activity in assessment in general.  The university’s Director 
of Assessment, a faculty member on leave to manage the Title III project, is responsible 
for both the project’s budget and centrally-allocated assessment funds.  Deans and 
department heads have authority and responsibility for using funds at their disposal 
(chiefly, operating budget and endowment) to support academic changes based on 
assessment findings.  From the perspective of resources, then, Winona State has been 
providing significant institutional support for assessment consistent with Level III 
standards. 
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Structures to support assessment are maturing, and are nearing compliance with 
Level III standards.  As noted, the Title III database project has been a substantial 
advance in Winona State’s data collection, retrieval, and analysis capabilities.  With it, 
faculty, staff, and administrators have ready access to demographic information and the 
results of surveys and other student-correlated data for planning purposes.  The project’s 
analytical engine gives users sophisticated statistical tools for studying trends, 
correlations, and variances within the data.  As a result, queries that might otherwise have 
been directed to the Office of Institutional Research can now be addressed by decision 
makers at the unit level.  As discussed in the second section of this report, however, the 
Title III database system does not yet contain much direct assessment of student learning 
outcomes because (1) the system has only been fully implemented for a year and (2) 
much of Winona State’s learning outcomes information is non-quantifiable and, thus, 
inappropriate for entry in the database.  The system’s capabilities are continuing to 
increase as quantitative assessment data are added, but it will always be only one part of a 
larger system of assessment management that has its greatest utility at the unit level.  As 
deans and department chairs become more familiar with the Title III database system, it 
is bringing Winona State closer to meeting Level III standards. 

 
During the 2002-2003 academic year, Winona State’s Chief Academic Officer 

directed deans to lead all departments in the reflective exercise that produced the learning 
outcomes reports in the appendix to this report.  That exercise asked departments (1) to 
identify their learning expectations for graduates, (2) to explain how the department’s 
curriculum and instructional methods are aligned to support those expectations, and (3) 
how outcomes are being assessed.  This has produced, for the first time, a comprehensive 
baseline to which future annual reports can be compared.   

 
The five-year cycle of intensive program review required by Board policy and 

operationalized in WSU Regulation 3-26 (see Appendix B) has long been Winona State’s 
vehicle for monitoring alignment of departmental structures and practices with the 
university’s mission and goals.  As noted in the first section of this report, the program 
review process includes a requirement that the department, in its self-study, “provide 
evidence correlating the assessment of student learning outcomes to program objectives 
and indicate changes made as a result of strategies employed by faculty.”  In this way, 
the institution, through its organizational structure, continually fosters accountability by 
facilitating the integration of planning and budgeting processes with the results of 
assessment.  There is room for improvement, by integrating annual assessment reports 
more purposefully into the program review process as specific elements in the review 
protocol – the “evidence” required by Regulation 3-26. 

 
Aside from the program review process and annual assessment reports, there is 

also room for structural improvement at the department level.  Although university policy 
requires instructors to provide a syllabus for each course, for example, the policy does not 
explicitly require that it contain information about expected learning outcomes.  In 
practice, many faculty members include that information anyway, but it is not yet a 
standard practice supported by university policy.  Other changes of a similar nature could 
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further strengthen institutional support for assessment beyond what is now, at the 
department level, meeting only Level II standards. 

 
Overall, then, we believe that Winona State is making significant progress toward 

meeting Level III standards for Institutional Support for assessment.  We have satisfied 
many of the standards, especially in the areas of resources and organizational structures at 
the university level.  Challenges remain at the departmental level. 

 
EFFICACY OF ASSESSMENT 

 
Finally, as our analysis of the previous three categories indicates, Winona State 

University is making significant progress toward Level III standards for an efficacious 
assessment system.   

• Faculty members are increasingly engaged in interpreting assessment results, 
discussing their implications, and recommending changes in academic 
programs in order to improve student learning.   

• Considerable program-level data about student and program performance are 
available, although individual units vary in the degree to which they are using 
the information to improve the quality of educational experience.   

• Assessment findings about the state of student learning are beginning to be 
incorporated into reviews of the academic program and into self-studies of 
institutional effectiveness.   

As we have shown, however, Winona State has progressed beyond these indicators of 
Level II compliance in several regards.  Programmatic benchmarks against which student 
learning outcomes can be assessed have now been established in all academic 
departments, and assessment is taking place.  Some departments have made dramatic 
changes to their curricula as a result of learning outcomes data (See, as one prominent 
example, the discussion in the report from the Department of English (pages A-16 to A-
18)).   
 

The university also regularly recognizes and celebrates demonstrated student 
learning, performance, and achievement through awards ceremonies and other special 
events.  The dean of the College of Liberal Arts, for example, has sponsored a 
symposium at the close of the academic year during which students across the college are 
recognized to faculty, parents, and their fellow students for performance in capstone 
experiences.  As another example, the university’s faculty and administration, together 
with the Winona Chamber of Commerce, sponsor a semi-annual academic recognition 
ceremony at which students from every academic department are honored for academic 
achievements and community service.   
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SUMMARY 
 

Student learning is central to Winona State’s culture, and is at the core of the 
university’s mission statement: 
 

The mission of Winona State University is to educate and enlighten our citizenry: a 
community of learners dedicated to improving our world. 

 
We repeat the visiting team’s observation with which we opened this report: “the specific 
emphasis on learning that lasts, core values, and effective teaching with an explicit 
mission that aptly describes the culture of the university bodes well for the future.”  
Winona State University is, first and foremost, a liberal arts institution with a focus on 
high quality undergraduate education and master’s level programs in selected areas.  We 
continue to build on the foundation of good practice embodied in the Seven Principles 
and to apply our experience with assessment through efforts such as the Title III database 
project.  A “culture of evidence,” long a hallmark of central decision making at Winona 
State, is gaining strength across the university, sustained by a tradition of faculty and 
administrative commitment to excellent teaching and effective learning.  It is now 
penetrating to the unit level in all departments and is increasingly grounded in direct 
measurements of student learning, tied to stated expectations and supported by well-
designed curricula and appropriate instructional methods.  We believe that the university 
has made significant progress toward meeting Level III standards for assessment in all 
four of the dimensions specified in the NCA Addendum to the Handbook of 
Accreditation, Second Edition. 
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