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UNIVERSITY STUDIES: PROGRAM ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

SEPTEMBER, 2009 

This update provides context for and summaries of assessment initiatives in support of the University 

Studies Program (USP), WSU’s general education program, which was adopted in 2001.  A brief overview 

of the design and implementation of the program is provided, as is a summary of data collected by the 

Office of Assessment and Institutional Research.  Assessment results from the various areas of USP 

examined are provided as well, followed by a summary of current and ongoing efforts.   A fuller account 

of the completion, implementation, and initial assessment of the program is available in a 

comprehensive 2006 USP Progress Report delivered to the Higher Learning Association of the North 

Central Association of Colleges and Schools, WSU’s main accrediting agency. This 2009 update focuses 

primarily on efforts undertaken and/or completed since the submission of that 2006 report. 

From these cumulative efforts, one can reasonably conclude that the assessment of an educational 

enterprise as large as the liberal education component of a student’s baccalaureate program is a 

complex undertaking.  No single score or data point can adequately summarize the complexity of a 

student’s undergraduate experience, nor even a significant portion thereof.  In general, the broader the 

scope of our assessment efforts, the more difficult and cumbersome their processes have become; 

conversely, the more focused the study, the more viable has been the effort and the more reliable the 

results.  In those areas where faculty and staff have assessed specific USP learning outcomes with direct 

evidence culled from a reasonable sample of participating students, results have consistently 

demonstrated strong accomplishment with each outcome measured.   
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INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT: THE UNIVERSITY STUDIES 

PROGRAM 

The University Studies Program (USP) was 

implemented in 2001 to address a set of concerns 

articulated by the Higher Learning Commission in a prior 

self-study and to parallel national trends in liberal 

education—such as the Association of American 

Colleges and Universities’ Liberal Education and 

America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative1. The oversight, 

policies, design, and student learning outcomes of the 

program are all articulated in a University Studies 

Program Overview and Requirements document 

approved by the University’s Faculty Senate in April, 

2000; implemented in the Fall of 2001; and modified 

slightly on several occasions since.  This governing 

document, along with appendices and other 

information, is available at www.winona.edu/usp.  

In its 1991 comprehensive evaluation, the Higher 

Learning Commission had articulated several concerns 

with WSU’s prior “general education” program.  

Among these were (1) the lack of oversight in terms of a 

university-wide committee and directorship; (2) the 

gradual accretion of courses; (3) the lack of integration 

between general education and the major; and (4) the 

prohibition of upper-division, integrative, prerequisite, and/or sequenced courses. The HLC  believed 

that each of these concerns needed to be addressed to improve general education.  The redesign of 

“general education” as the University Studies Program, in 2001, then, addressed all of these concerns to 

the HLC’s full satisfaction in the subsequent accreditation evaluation, beginning with its leadership.  The 

program is administered by a faculty member and committee: the University Studies Director serves a 

three-year term as an ex- officio non-voting member of the University Studies Subcommittee, a standing 

subcommittee of the university’s Academic Affairs and Curriculum Committee, comprised of 

representatives from each of the five colleges and each of three Basic Skills areas. Members of the 

subcommittee serve staggered three-year terms representing their areas, and thus the oversight of the 

program is one that remains reasonably consistent from year to year, with faculty dedicated to its 

success.   

                                                           
1 See Appendix A, Comparison of LEAP and USP. 

UNIVERSITY STUDIES PROGRAM 

Course Requirements (46 s.h.) 

Basic Skills (12 s.h.) 

• College Reading and Writing (4 s.h.) 

• Oral Communication (3 s.h.) 

• Mathematics (3 s.h.) 

• Physical Development & Wellness (2 s.h.) 

Arts and Sciences Core (22 s.h.) 

• Humanities (6 s.h.) 

• Social Science (6 s.h.) 

• Natural Science (with lab - 7 s.h.) 

• Fine & Performing Arts (3 s.h.) 

Unity and Diversity (12 s.h.) 

• Critical Analysis (3 s.h.) 

• Science & Social Policy (3 s.h.) 

• Global/Multicultural Perspectives (3 s.h.) 

• Contemporary Citizenship/Democratic 
Institutions (3 s.h.) 

Flag Requirements (12 s.h.) 

• Writing (6 s.h.) 

• Oral Communication (3 s.h.) 

• Mathematics/Statistics/Critical Analysis (3 s.h.) 

 

http://www.winona.edu/usp
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The University Studies Program also addressed each of the HLC’s curricular and academic concerns.  As 

noted by the HLC in its 1991 critique, the prior general education program lacked, among other things, 

overall definition. In contrast to its predecessor, the design of the University Studies Program is one that 

combines a modified version of the traditional skills and distribution requirement system with multiple 

opportunities for civic, intercultural, ethical, and upper-division studies both in and across departments. 

It consists of “course” and “flag” requirements distributed across four main categories of electives, 

intended to suggest a longitudinal four-year process through the program rather than a simple 

accumulation of credits. 

The University Studies Program Overview and Requirements document describes each of these 

requirements in detail. Although the Basic Skills courses (College Reading and Writing, Oral 

Communication, Mathematics, and Physical Development and Wellness) are retained from the earlier 

general education program, each now has clearly articulated student learning outcomes, ones that have 

been developed, assessed, and, in some cases, further refined by local faculty.  In addition, University 

Studies requires twelve hours of upper-division “flagged courses” that provide additional contexts, 

opportunities, and feedback for students’ use of writing, speech, mathematics, statistics, and critical 

thinking in their major fields. 

The Arts and Sciences Core features study primarily in traditional areas of liberal learning, ones which 

provides knowledge of human culture and the natural world. The Core includes traditional requirements 

in the Natural and Social Sciences and the Humanities and eliminates what had been an intellectually 

unjustifiable “Allied Studies” requirement in the old general education program.  In its place, a new Fine 

and Performing Arts requirement fosters the institution’s commitment to the value of creative and 

performative expression. Except for this addition, the Arts and Sciences Core is a traditional introduction 

to disciplinary thought and expression. 

Unity and Diversity electives focus their attention on individual and social responsibility. This area is 

designed in part to respond to the HLC request that WSU faculty consider current national trends in 

liberal education. Additionally, this area invites all departments and programs to propose courses to 

meet its requirements; it further invites courses offered at a higher-than-introductory level of 

understanding, and potentially requiring prerequisites—all opportunities for higher learning prohibited 

by the old general education program.  The inclusion of these requirements has prompted many 

departments to offer courses integrating multicultural, global, civic, and environmental concerns with 

more traditional disciplinary content.  Additionally, WSU’s travel study courses have now found a home 

in University Studies’ category of Unity and Diversity electives. 

The University Studies Program promotes many of the same goals as the AAC&U’s Liberal Education 

and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative, which advocates for fostering liberal education outcomes that 

address individual and social responsibilities, among them civic knowledge and engagement, 

intercultural knowledge and competence, ethical reasoning and action, and skills for lifelong learning. 

Though not prescriptively identical to the AAC&U’s outcomes, the University Studies Program’s Unity 

and Diversity requirements are noticeably similar in their focus on the interrelated concerns of society 
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and the sciences; the growing diversity of peoples and cultures; the promotion of ethical, evidence-

based reasoning; and on opportunities for active, participatory citizenship. 

The last, and most fully integrative, requirement of University Studies is that of the Flag courses. Flag 

courses are offered in each major to develop further the student’s communicative and analytical 

abilities.  In their upper-division coursework, then, students will complete at least two classes that offer 

an intensive writing experience; one class in which they prepare and deliver significant oral 

presentations; and another in which they employ analytical techniques in discipline-specific settings. 

These Flag courses not only permit, but also encourage, greater depth of study.  

Beyond the structural design of the program’s requirements, teams of teaching faculty collaborated 

on the articulation of student learning outcomes specific to each area. In some of these areas, the 

outcomes were drafted in reference to those adopted by national disciplinary organizations; in others, 

faculty contributed their own understanding of the common objectives of their disparate courses. Some 

areas yielded more immediately and transparently assessable outcomes than did others, but the 

eventual result was that every requirement of the USP identified specific learning outcomes for courses 

proposed to meet the requirement. In turn, every single course approved for the program has been (and 

continues to be) required to demonstrate the means by which it would promote students’ abilities to 

meet those student-learning outcomes.  

In sum, the design of the University Studies Program is one that is intended to … 

• provide continuity in leadership and oversight; 

• require a rigorous proposal and review process for all included courses; 

• integrate basic skills with a major field of study; 

• provide both traditional disciplinary knowledge and contemporary thematic electives; 

• encourage depth as well as breadth of study; 

• include numerous opportunities for advanced learning; 

• parallel national trends and initiatives in liberal education outcomes; 

• coordinate purposefully with the Minnesota Transfer Curriculum;  

• articulate student learning outcomes both for the program and for each of its requirements; 

and 

• include a plan for assessing student learning outcomes. 

The University Studies Program Overview and Requirements document lists the full set of student 

learning outcomes for both the program as a whole and its component requirements.   

In 2006, WSU completed an exhaustive “Progress Report on the Completion, Implementation, and 

Assessment of University Studies,” published with multiple assessment reports as appendices.  This 

report contains a more comprehensive history of the evolution of University Studies, the procedures 

and policies of its implementation, and its curricular structure.  The 2006 Progress Report was received 

by the HLC in 2007 as “a thorough, well-written progress report that responded to the comments and 

concerns of the 2001 visit.”  The HLC’s analysis further concluded that “the program now has strong 
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definition and focus,” and that the “excellent progress report … includes valuable philosophical 

discussion related to assessment as well as a great deal of documentation supporting the University’s 

genuine, substantial, and academically valuable University Studies Program.”  The 2006 Progress Report 

further fulfilled all of the HLC’s requirements for accreditation until the scheduled 2011-12 

Comprehensive Self-Study.2 

Assessment of student learning in the University Studies Program has been conducted in three major 

initiatives, each of which is described below.  These include (1) the ongoing collection of data by the 

Office of Assessment and Institutional Research; (2) the initial, and now-discontinued, assessment of 

USP Core Components; and (3) the current program of Inquiry-Based Assessment of USP Student 

Learning Outcomes.   

 

ASSESSMENT AND INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH  

For more than a decade, the Office of Assessment and Institutional Research has collected data 

relevant to USP student learning outcomes.  This data has included the yearly administration of the 

Collegiate Assessment of Academic Progress (CAAP) exam, typically offered to juniors during the all-

University Assessment Day, and a set of survey items in which students compare their learning in 

University Studies courses to those in their major and minor fields of study.  In 2006, AIR additionally 

administered a single iteration of a then-new instrument, the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA)3. 

Data collected from all three of these ventures have been reviewed periodically by the University 

Studies Subcommittee, and a more substantial discussion of the results is available in Section III of the 

2006 USP Progress Report.  For the purposes of this update, a brief synopsis of the results is provided. 

 Collegiate Assessment of Academic Progress (CAAP).  For over a decade, WSU’s AIR office has 

administered the Collegiate Assessment of Academic Progress. The CAAP is designed for 

students who have completed 45-70 credits, and so students who take the test are, as a rule, 

either second-semester sophomores or first-semester juniors. At WSU, about a third of eligible 

students take the test on Assessment Day.  In each of the five modules administered—Writing, 

Critical Thinking, Mathematics, Scientific Reasoning, and Reading—WSU students taking the 

tests routinely perform slightly better than students whose scores constitute the national 

average. Over time, our students’ performance has varied only very slightly, yet in each year it 

has remained very slightly better than national averages.4 In part following the AAC&U’s stance 

against “the view that standardized tests are the best way to assess students’ learning gains and 

level of accomplishment over their several years of college,”5 and in part because of the 

                                                           
2
 Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association, “Staff Analysis of Institutional Report.” Chicago, IL: HLC, 

29 January 2007. 
3
 The administration of the CLA was discontinued for a host of reasons. 

4 See Appendix B, “Summary of WSU CAAP Results, 2001-2009.” 
5 Association of American Colleges and Universities, Liberal Education Outcomes: A Preliminary Report on Student 
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numerous complexities of the administration of the CAAP for WSU students (addressed in full in 

the 2006 Progress Report), the conclusion of the University Studies Subcommittee is that the 

CAAP does not serve the purpose of assessing University Studies well enough to continue its 

administration for that purpose alone.  However, the subcommittee acknowledged that the 

CAAP results may serve other purposes that warrant its continued administration. 

 Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA).  In the fall of 2005, WSU undertook participation in the 

Council for Aid to Education’s Collegiate Learning Assessment, sponsored by the Lumina 

Foundation, with a sample of first-year students from selected orientation sections participating 

in the initial round of assessment. Then, in the spring semester of 2006, randomly selected 

seniors were invited to complete the assessment; these participating students were paid for 

their efforts.  While the university did not ultimately adopt the costly (and somewhat  

controversial) CLA long-term, the results of its initial administration were consistent with those 

of the CAAP.  WSU students taking the CLA performed to the same level of ability as did their 

colleagues at similar institutions.  The results provided by the Lumina Foundation placed our 

students at the range of “the same as what would be expected given (1) their SAT scores and (2) 

the general relationship between CLA and SAT scores at other institutions.”6 

 Assessment and Institutional Research Surveys.  The Office of Assessment and Institutional 

Research has long administered surveys to our students with items addressing their general 

education experience at WSU. Among these is a set of questions regarding the development of 

skills and the quality of instruction. These questions further ask students to compare their 

perspectives on skill development and instructional quality between their selected major and 

their general education experience. While the survey questions address a wide range of 

programming (beyond the scope of University Studies), certain of them nonetheless provide 

insight into students’ perceptions of their learning, especially as regards the Basic Skills area of 

the program. These indirect indicators of student learning are not intended to suffice as 

evidence themselves of “what our students know,” but instead as a reflection of their professed 

knowledge and abilities.  In a review of this data, the University Studies Subcommittee noted 

that students’ self-reporting of basic skills-related learning demonstrated an increase in the 

years examined.  At the same time, a number of indicators relative to the quality of 

instruction paled for general education in comparison to instruction in students’ major field of 

study.   

The University Studies Subcommittee observed that the local survey design aims to contrast 

University Studies with the major, a point of contrast that may be unnecessary, or at least 

unwarranted. Our model of liberal education aims to integrate one with the other. As such, 

direct comparisons between the two may foster a notion of competing interests rather than one 

of coordinated efforts. Additionally, a survey item referring to “University Studies coursework” 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Achievement in College. Washington, DC: AAC&U, 2005. p. 10. 
6
 Council for Aid to Education, Collegiate Learning Assessment: Interim Institutional Report for Winona State University, p.8. 
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may include multiple courses requisite to a student’s chosen major; conversely, a reference to a 

course in the major may be one approved for a USP Writing or other Flag.  These complexities 

may suggest that instruments such as the NSSE (National Survey of Student Engagement) and its 

ancillaries could better provide data comparative to national norms.  Whether the local surveys 

continue or national surveys are instituted, there exist patterns of data – especially with study 

habits and classroom pedagogy – that remain of ongoing interest to the University Studies 

Program.   

 

USP CORE COMPONENTS ASSESSMENT (2004-07) 

To complement the ongoing collection of data by the Office of Assessment and Institutional Research, 

the University Studies Subcommittee developed a “Core Components” approach to assessment of 

student learning outcomes in 2004.  This approach was one that focused its primary efforts (collection, 

analysis, and reporting of data) on a cyclical plan attending to each of the program’s requirements.  

Implemented in the 2004-05 academic year, this program operated on cycles that provided two full 

years’ worth of concentrated attention on each USP requirement. One goal of the program design was 

to collect data in one phase of the cycle (e.g. in the first year of Basic Skills: College Reading and Writing) 

that would be used as baseline data for comparison with other data sets (e.g. in the Writing Flag, as 

discussed below).   University Studies Program requirement areas, beginning with those in the Basic 

Skills, were each assigned its own Assessment Committee comprised of faculty teaching the courses 

offered in the area. Each Assessment Committee was responsible for review and discussion of student 

learning outcomes in the area; identification or development of mechanisms for data collection; 

collection of data (using both direct and indirect measures) relevant to the outcomes; analysis of the 

data; and reporting the results of their efforts to the USS and to program area faculty.   

In 2004-06, each of the four Basic Skills area committees completed their assigned task.  In the following 

year, the University Studies Subcommittee received and reviewed reports from two Arts and Science 

Core area committees.  The results of these efforts are available as appendices to the 2006 Progress 

Report and available in full at www.winona.edu/usp.  A summary of findings from these reports is 

provided by section below. 

Although its efforts yielded a host of relevant findings based on the review of direct evidence of student 

learning, the method of assessment that required the full committee participation of as many as 40 

faculty in any given academic year was later determined to be unfeasible, especially as the areas to be 

assessed were constituted of more and more disparate disciplines and departments.  At the behest of 

the Office of Academic Affairs, an external consultant from the National Council of Higher Education 

Management Systems, Dr. Karen Paulson, was brought to campus in 2007 to assist the faculty with the 

design of a revised assessment program for University Studies.  Primarily to a surfeit of resources, both 

human and financial, this Core Components assessment program was discontinued by the joint decision 

of faculty and administration in 2008 and replaced with the program of Inquiry-Based Assessment 

developed in consultation with Dr. Paulson and described below. 

http://www.winona.edu/usp
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INQUIRY-BASED ASSESSMENT (2008-present) 

The current program of Inquiry-Based Assessment was developed in response to the successes and 

failures of the Core Components approach.  In her consultancy, Dr. Paulson reviewed the USP Overview 

and Requirements document, 2006 HLC Progress Report, and the USP Core Components Assessment 

Plan and Reports.  While much of Dr. Paulson’s summary report was complimentary, among her 

recommendations was that WSU consider … 

evolving from a “compliance” approach to assessment and a “measure everything” assessment plan to an 

inquiry-based (Scholarship of Teaching and Learning) approach and a plan focused on key questions each 

year that will provide assessment data and information that will have utility and value for faculty.  

Selecting a focused assessment question of value to faculty members and discussing findings at 

departmental meetings, in addition to within the University Studies Subcommittee, will likely a) build an 

understanding of the value of assessment, and b) lead to more nuanced and targeted assessment 

questions and studies.
7
 

Following Dr. Paulson’s report, the USS agreed that (1) the prior program was too consumptive of scarce 

faculty resources; and (2) the scope of said program was too broad, encompassing the review of too 

many outcomes for purposeful inquiry.  In its place, a program of Inquiry-Based Assessment was 

proposed in 2008 and approved in 2009.  The substitute program promotes scholarly inquiry into 

selected USP outcomes and the more careful utilization of faculty expertise. In it, the USS issues a Call 

for Proposals each year. The CFP makes note of some specific areas, concerns, or outcomes for 

assessment and indicate the available resources and rewards for faculty proposers.  Proposals must 

address one or more USP outcomes, and proposers must agree to present their findings in a public 

forum the following year.   

In this revised program of Inquiry-Based Assessment, the University Studies Subcommittee serves in an 

advisory capacity.  The USS reviews, comments on, and selects approved proposals, in the process 

indicating programmatic, scholarly, or ethical concerns; alerting proposers to existing 

instruments/sources of data; offering suggestions on design and implementation; and noting potential 

outlets for presentation and publication.  Upon public presentation of the findings and submission of a 

final report, the USS is responsible for discussing and reviewing the report with faculty members, 

committees, departments, and other stakeholders as appropriate.   

For its first round of the Inquiry-Based Assessment Program, the USS has approved a proposal from 

Communication Studies faculty to assess student learning in the Oral Communication Flag courses; in a 

related initiative, two English faculty have undertaken a qualitative longitudinal study of students in 

Writing Flag courses.  Both studies use baseline data from the earlier Core Components assessments of 

the relevant Basic Skills areas, and both are discussed in the “results” section of this report. 

                                                           
7 Email memorandum from Dr. Karen Paulson, “WSU University Studies Follow-Up Memo,” 14 May 2007. 
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DATA COLLECTED 

The University has collected considerable evidence of student learning—both direct and indirect 

measures—relevant to its USP outcomes.  Among these are… 

 institutional surveys of students; 

 surveys of teaching faculty; 

 syllabi from approved USP courses; 

 grades and enrollment patterns; 

 graduation and retention rates; 

 interviews of individual students; 

 focus groups of selected students; 

 student essays; 

 student homework assignments and problems; 

 standardized tests; 

 student videotaped speeches; 

 student performance observations; 

 students’ self-reflective assessments; and 

 student portfolios of written work. 

By seeking to understand student learning using combinations of the qualitative and quantitative 

instruments listed here, the USS can draw more confident, more fully nuanced conclusions about where 

students begin and how they progress through the program. The Inquiry-Based Assessment Program is 

yet in its early stages; however, as discussed below in the sections on the Oral Communication and 

Writing Flags, there is ample reason to believe that the results of this effort will productively inform our 

understanding of the ways students transition from introductory requirements to more advanced work 

in their major fields of study. 

 

SUMMARY OF ASSESSMENT RESULTS, 2004-present 

BASIC SKILLS 

Each of the Basic Skills areas of the University Studies Program was assessed by faculty area committees 

in 2004-06.  Cumulatively, the examination of direct evidence of student learning in these areas 

suggested with a high degree of confidence that students indeed met the outcomes prescribed for them 

by the program.  At the same time, some of the complexities of program-level assessment were 

highlighted by the faculty committees conducting the studies.  While a range of classes available to fulfill 

a requirement provides well for a range of programmatic and individual needs, it does not make for easy 
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assessment of student learning outcomes, especially when students can fulfill a given requirement at a 

wide variety of levels. 

Each of the studies in this area examined direct evidence of student learning and provided ample 

analysis of student accomplishment of USP student learning outcomes. 

 

College Reading and Writing  

Assessment data from two sample sets of student writing proved especially revealing in the 

assessment of the College Reading and Writing requirement.  Essays culled from sections of English 111 

were assessed for evidence of student accomplishment in six areas directly related to specific USP 

student learning outcomes: argument, purpose, language, conventions, documentation, and overall 

performance.  So as to measure both students’ accomplishment by the end of the term and their 

improvement across it, the essays culled included pairs written to the same prompt by the same 

students at the beginning and again at the end of the semester.  In a scoring session, each essay was 

rated twice in a blind review with the attached scoring guide, and an advanced undergraduate interning 

in statistics collated and presented the data for the faculty’s analysis. 

The committee examined these USP student learning outcomes: essays were expected to demonstrate 

the student’s ability to … 

a) formulate an argument with intelligent claims and purposeful use of authoritative sources as 

supporting evidence. 

b) achieve purpose by adapting the structure, content, and tone of their writing to the knowledge 

and attitudes of the audience. 

c) use vivid, concrete language, including concise, varied sentences; unified, cohesive paragraphs; 

gender-inclusive English; and a college-level vocabulary;  

d) proofread, edit, and correct the final copy for common conventions of spelling, punctuation, 

capitalization, and usage;  

e) employ a purposeful, effective use of a recognized system (such as MLA, APA, or CBE) for 

documentation; and,  

f) overall, construct a coherent essay based on reading, interpreting, analyzing, critiquing, and/or 

synthesizing texts, demonstrating evidence of accomplishment in previous areas. 

The results indicate consistent and demonstrable improvement during a single semester of 

composition.  On average, students enter the course (and the university) with at best marginal ability in 

those areas assessed, but almost all demonstrate acceptable performance in all areas by its conclusion, 

and a substantial number of students exhibit exemplary performance on a number of criteria.  In some 

areas—especially students’ abilities to argue with evidence, address an audience, document their 

sources, and in their overall performance—students’ improvement was found to be strikingly significant.  
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In others, particularly their use of language and conventions, improvement was less notable, but still 

nonetheless demonstrable. 

Figure 1. Results from Essay Group 1, Start-of-Term compared with Essay Group 2, End-of-Term 

 

Also examined were the number and percentage of students whose second essays (from the end of 

term) demonstrated improvement in the outcomes measured.  A vast majority—typically between 75 to 

90 percent of our students—demonstrated at least moderate improvement (of a full 1.0 score or more) 

on the outcomes measured.  Furthermore, considerable percentages of students demonstrated 

significant improvement: over 40 percent of our students demonstrated significant improvement (of 1.5 

or more) in the purpose and overall outcomes, 55 percent in the argument outcome, and over 70 

percent in documentation.   

Figure 2. Comparative Mean Scores for All Essays, Start-of-Term and End-of-Term (0-4.0 scale) 

 

Start-of-Term Performance End-of-Term Performance 

1 
Problematic 

(Below 
Expectations) 

Acceptable 
(Meets 

Expectations) 

Exemplary 
(Above 

Expectations) 
2 

Problematic 
(Below 

Expectations) 

Acceptable 
(Meets 

Expectations) 

Exemplary 
(Above 

Expectations) 

Argument 56% 43% 1% Argument 13% 42% 44% 

Purpose 42% 56% 2% Purpose 10% 52% 38% 

Language 29% 66% 6% Language 7% 56% 37% 

Conventions 29% 67% 4% Conventions 8% 52% 40% 

Documentation 77% 21% 2% Documentation 11% 50% 39% 

Overall 50% 47% 3% Overall 9% 48% 42% 
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The full report addressing each outcome in detail, along with the scoring guide, writing prompts, and 

instructor survey responses, are all available at www.winona.edu/usp.  A follow-up study employing the 

results of these efforts as baseline data is currently underway and described briefly in the Writing Flag 

section below. 

 

Oral Communication  

To assess the effectiveness of student learning in Oral Communication, faculty agreed upon a 

standardized scoring guide for oral performance.  Emphasis was placed on measuring communication 

competency in the area of public speaking – the present, central thrust of the required course.   Based 

on the USP student learning outcomes for the requirement, student speeches were assessed as follows: 

when delivering oral presentations aimed at accomplishing informative and persuasive objectives, 

students would … 

a) deliver self-prepared informative and persuasive speeches in a public setting; 

b) organize information aimed at accomplishing informative and persuasive objectives; 

c) develop and support claims with appropriate evidence; 

d) adapt their messages to audiences;  

e) display rhetorical sensitivity and the use of gender-neutral language; and 

f) locate, use, and correctly cite appropriate evidence. 

The course assessment was based upon a relatively large data set obtained from 648 students enrolled 

in twenty-eight sections of CMST 191.  Framed in terms of percentages, assessment data were provided 

for 88% of the total number of students completing the course. 

As the figures indicate, the majority of students enrolled in Public Speaking were able to successfully 

demonstrate the skills, concepts, and abilities associated with the six learning outcomes.  The 

percentage of students demonstrating reasonable competence varied across learning outcomes and 

speech types.  The area of overall greatest success across all students was in rhetorical sensitivity.  The 

greatest weaknesses across informative and persuasive speeches appeared in the areas of delivery and 

organization.  While competency gains were made in delivery and source crediting when students 

delivered their persuasive speech, weaknesses emerged in organization and support (use of evidence). 

  

http://www.winona.edu/usp
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Figure 3. Results of Oral Communication Student Learning Outcomes Assessment 

USP Learning Outcomes 
 

Problematic 
(Below Expectations) 

Acceptable 
(Meets Expectations) 

Exemplary 
(Above Expectations) 

1.  Delivery 
        Informative Speech 

Persuasive Speech 

 
25% 
20% 

 
70% 
76% 

 
5% 
4% 

2.  Organization 
        Informative Speech 
        Persuasive Speech 

 
23% 
27% 

 
71% 
68% 

 
6% 
5% 

3.  Support  
        Informative Speech 
        Persuasive Speech 

 
5% 
15% 

 
95% 
85% 

 
<1% 
0% 

4.  Audience Adaptation  
        Informative Speech 
        Persuasive Speech  

 
5% 
17% 

 
95% 
83% 

 
<1% 
0% 

5.  Rhetorical Sensitivity 
        Informative Speech 
        Persuasive Speech 

 
0% 
5% 

 
99% 
95% 

 
<1% 
0% 

6.  Source Crediting 
        Informative Speech 
        Persuasive Speech 

 
14% 
10% 

 
85% 
90% 

 
<1% 
0% 

 

Although the nuance and detail of the full faculty enterprise is too rich to encapsulate in this summary, 

Communication Studies faculty further examined carefully the commonality of types of weaknesses 

present in student performance.  These findings were presented both to the USS and to the CS faculty 

for further discussion and action.  Especially salient were the need for instructors to construct activities 

to promote greater delivery skills, to develop additional instructional aids to model expected and 

exemplary standards, and to better understand research-related skill deficiencies, especially given the 

ample access students now have to a wide array of databases and the fact that present classroom 

efforts across the various sections of CMST 191 include research instruction or, at the very least, a 

textbook listing of database resources. 

The full report, along with the developed scoring form and other appendices, is archived at 

www.winona.edu/usp. 

 

Mathematics  

The scope of the Basic Skills requirement for Mathematics, where a dozen separate courses are offered 

for Basic Skills credit, due to the variety of mathematical and statistical content requests from major 

programs campus-wide, has proved problematic for program-wide assessment of student learning 

outcomes. In addition to the wide variety of demands placed upon the requirement by various majors, 

incoming high school students vary widely in their completion of coursework and their ability level; 

consequently, a high number of courses are necessary to address the varying needs of students, faculty, 

and programs.  While this variety serves the institution and its constituents, it complicates the 

assessment of student learning outcomes for the area as a whole. 

http://www.winona.edu/usp
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Mathematics and Statistics faculty collaborated on the development of seven student learning 

outcomes, with the understanding that every course approved for the Basic Skills requirement in 

University Studies would address at least four of these outcomes.  In the assessment of these outcomes, 

the number of students involved varied greatly depending upon the class in which they were enrolled, 

their term of assessment, and the amount of assessment completed.  In cases such as Math 100, Math 

110, and Math 120, numbers of students involved did approach a level of significance. 

Data for Math 100, Math 110, Math 120, and Math 155 has been collected from various sections via the 

developed assessment strategies.  The outcomes are referred to according to the approved University 

Studies outcomes for Basic Skills Mathematics courses, provided in the list below.  Additionally, as a goal 

of the process was to develop assessments of two components within each outcome, the results are 

subdivided as “Outcome a-1”, “Outcome a-2”, etc. in order to show both the outcome and component 

assessment result given. 

a) use logical reasoning by studying mathematical patterns and relationships; 

b) use mathematical models to describe real-world phenomena and to solve real-world 

problems—as well as understand the limitations of models in making predictions and 

drawing conclusions; 

c) organize data, communicate the essential features of the data, and interpret the data in a 

meaningful way; 

d) do a critical analysis of scientific and other research; 

e) extract correct information from tables and common graphical displays, such as line graphs, 

scatter plots, histograms, and frequency tables; 

f) express the relationships illustrated in graphical displays and tables clearly and correctly in 

words; and/or 

g) use appropriate technology to describe and solve quantitative problems. 

 

All of the data shows that a majority of students are meeting or exceeding expectations according to 

the learning outcomes of the program.  In some cases, the second component of an outcome was given 

on a final exam, thus, providing post-test data and also resulting in evidence of lower student 

performance.  There are areas with sizable percentages of student performing below desired 

expectations, ones which demand department attention in subsequent work on basic skills courses.  

Since the data from this study was parsed by individual course, it is too long, and too complex, to 

summarize accurately in this report.  Additionally, the faculty committee noted carefully the many 

obstacles to assessment faced.  Data was provided from all basic skills courses, yet the number and 

percentage of students assessed varied by section offerings, faculty participation, and attendance. 

As a sample, the results from Mathematics 100, Survey of Mathematics, are provided below.   
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Figure 4.  Results of Mathematics Assessment 

USP Learning Outcome Problematic 
(Below Expectations) 

Acceptable 
(Meets Expectations) 

Exemplary 
(Above Expectations) 

Total Students 
Tested 

Outcome a-1 10.3% 15.88% 72.82% 219 

Outcome a-2 19.29% 26.43% 54.29% 140 

Outcome b-1 16.44% 19.18% 64.38% 219 

Outcome b-2 48.23% 20.57% 31.21% 141 

Outcome c-1 9.77% 21.40% 68.84% 215 

Outcome c-2 37.76% 2.10% 60.14% 143 

Outcome f-1 13.01% 34.96% 52.03% 123 

Outcome f-2 33.96% 33.96% 32.08% 212 

 

The receipt of this report, in discussing the problems encountered in the present basic skills assessment, 

indicated that while some difficulties were unique to the structure that allows multiple mathematics and 

statistics classes, these same difficulties may be anticipated in future efforts to assess the University 

Studies categories beyond Basic Skills.  As a result, these efforts proved especially helpful in the USP’s 

transition from “Core Components” assessment to its current program of “Inquiry-Based” assessment as 

described above.   

The full report of the Mathematics faculty is archived at www.winona.edu/usp. 

 

Physical Development and Wellness 

The courses used to fulfill the University Studies Program’s (USP) Basic Skills’ Physical Development & 

Wellness (PDW) component are housed in two different departments.  These courses include both 

activity-based courses and knowledge-based classroom courses.  When each of the courses was 

accepted as an USP course, they had to meet a minimum of seven out of the eleven listed outcomes 

designated by the two departments.  After considerable deliberation and consultation with the 

university’s assessment coordinator, four revised outcomes were identified and proposed for analysis.  

In these, the student will … 

a) demonstrate the skills necessary to participate in lifetime movement-based recreational 

activities; 

b) demonstrate an understanding of the knowledge base required for lifetime movement-

based recreational activities; 

c) identify the factors contributing to health and wellness; and 

d) report proactive choices that lead to a healthier lifestyle. 

A summary of the results of the assessments indicated that when viewed collectively, over half (51.3%) 

were meeting the outcomes at a level that was above expectations, 41.7% were meeting expectations, 

and 7% were below expectations.  These data indicate that the USP Physical Development & Wellness 

http://www.winona.edu/usp
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courses are very effective in reaching the stated outcomes. Over half of the students assessed for 

outcomes (a) and (b) performed at a level above expectations while 5% of the students performed at a 

level below expectations.  For outcome (c), the largest percentage of students (60%) performed at a 

level meeting expectations while 8% of the students performed below expectations.  While outcome (d) 

had the largest percentage of students performing below expectations (11.8%), still over 88% were 

performing at or above expectations.   

Figure 5. Results of Physical Development and Wellness student learning outcome assessment 

USP Learning Outcome 
Problematic 

(Below 
Expectations) 

Acceptable 
(Meets 

Expectations) 

Exemplary 
(Above 

Expectations) 

 
Number 

a) demonstrate the skills necessary to participate in 
lifetime movement based recreational activities. 

5.0% 37.8% 57.2% 992 

b) demonstrate an understanding of the knowledge 
base required of lifetime movement based 
recreational activities. 

5.1% 35.1% 59.8% 800 

c)  identify the factors contributing to health and 
wellness. 

7.9% 60.1% 32.0% 278 

d) report proactive choices that lead to a healthier 
lifestyle. 

11.8% 47.9% 40.3% 655 

 

Overall the data suggest that, as a whole, the USP Physical Development and Wellness courses meet 

the outcomes of the program as it continues to meet the needs and demands of our students.  This 

data shows that over half (51%) of the students are exceeding expectations and only 7% are failing to 

meet expectations. 

After the assessment period, the assessment committee met and discussed the assessment results, both 

with teaching faculty and with the USS.  The results indicated that the USP courses were meeting the 

outcomes stated and there were no suggestions for future change beyond the formal adoption of the 

committee’s recommend revisions to the set of student learning outcomes for the area, which were 

formally adopted by the USP in 2007. 

The full report of the Physical Development and Wellness committee is archived at 

www.winona.edu/usp. 

 

ARTS & SCIENCE CORE 

In the second round of the USP’s Core Components assessment of student learning outcomes, the call 

for faculty area committee volunteers was met with little enthusiasm, an indication that sustaining area-

based assessment would become increasingly problematic.  No faculty volunteered for the task of 

assessing student learning in the Social Sciences, and only a few did so in the Humanities; as a result, the 

USP did not receive data in these areas.  Faculty area committees were formed for the assessment of 

student learning in the Arts and Science Core areas of Natural Science and Fine and Performing Arts.  

However, these faculty were not able to collect direct evidence of student learning from courses across 

http://www.winona.edu/usp
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various departments, as had been the intent of the assessment design.  The faculty committees were 

able to examine the student learning outcomes, possible sources and types of data collection, and 

speculate upon some of the complexities of assessment in their respective domains.  A summary of each 

committee’s report is provided below. 

 

Natural Science  

The intent of the Core Component Assessment of the Natural Sciences requirement was to examine 

student performance across the range of four participating departments.  However, the faculty 

committee could not be fully staffed and began work with three members (of the minimum of five 

prescribed by the program).  The three faculty came from two of the four natural science departments 

(Chemistry and Biology); before the work of the committee began, one of the members (the sole 

representative from Chemistry) resigned from the University (in 2006), leaving two members (both from 

Biology).  For these reasons, these efforts focused on assessments in the University Studies Natural 

Sciences offered by the Biology Department.  With only limited participation even within the Biology 

department, this sub-committee focused on courses/curricula with which they were personally familiar. 

Using the approved University Studies outcomes for the Natural Sciences, the committee examined 

student-learning outcomes as listed below: 

a) understand how scientists approach and solve problems in the natural sciences; 

b) apply those methods to solve problems that arise in the natural sciences; 

c) use inductive reasoning, mathematics, or statistics to solve problems in natural science; 

d) engage in independent and collaborative learning; 

e) identify, find, and use the tools of information science as it relates to natural science; 

f) critically evaluate both source and content of scientific information; and 

g) recognize and correct scientific misconceptions. 

 
The faculty selected two courses considered for this University Studies Assessment in Natural Sciences, 

both of which have undergone redesign of laboratory sections to place student curiosity squarely at the 

center of instructional efforts.  In one, students are expected to complete a long-term project following 

the logic of scientific research, beginning with the development of a question and hypothesis.  Following 

ten weeks of data collection, the results are presented to elementary students.  The long-term project 

addresses a-e of the objectives listed above.  In the last two years, most students (84%) successfully 

completed their research project indicating that the class was successful in satisfying those University 

Studies outcomes.  In a second course, participants must grow at least forty plants from seed, measuring 

growth and comparing life history strategies in annuals with those of perennials. This exercise is 

completed collaboratively with three other students and requires co-operative effort and successful 

application of statistical analysis.  Students that succeed have addressed outcomes a-d and g.  The 

quality of their work is assessed on a rubric and they evaluate the contributions of other group 
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members.  Less than one-fifth of the students (18%) performed below a “B” level on this component; 

most plants were grown, measured and compared statistically at a level close to instructor expectation. 

Without question, the courses that constitute the Natural Science requirement in USP serve an 

important function for a host of majors, and CAAP data has consistently shown WSU students to 

outperform national averages in scientific reasoning.8  In this small and self-selected sample the majority 

of students demonstrated accomplishment with each of the approved USP outcomes for Natural 

Sciences, but the results cannot be said to speak for student learning in the area as a whole.  The work 

of this committee sparked promise for a more extended study of selected Natural Science outcomes 

across greater numbers of sections, courses, and departments.  In this instance, the complexities 

inherent in area-wide assessment did more to motivate the current program of inquiry-based 

assessment than it did to provide direct evidence of student learning outcomes across the breadth of 

the area as a whole. 

Critical Thinking Scientific Reasoning 

Fine and Performing Arts  

Faculty examining student learning in the Fine and Performing Arts faced many of the same difficulties 

as did those in the Natural Sciences.  To assess student learning in the area, faculty developed and field-

tested a student survey, collected student self-evaluations, and reviewed course evaluations. Faculty 

report that the assessment of the FPA experience—learning, knowledge, performance, expression—is 

fraught with challenges, as the arts do not lend themselves to testing in a way that would facilitate a 

standardized test, despite common goals and objectives that ask each student to … 

a) explore the language, skills, and materials of an artistic discipline; 

b) use the methods of an arts practitioner to actively engage in creative processes or interpretive 

performances; 

c) understand the cultural and gender contexts of artistic expression; and 

d) engage in reflective analysis of their own art work or interpretive performance and respond to 

the works of others. 

 

Fine and Performing Arts courses consist of a variety of options with which students can fulfill a 

requirement, and as such they will draw a diverse group of learners with widely differing backgrounds.  

Courses like Orchestra will draw only those students with advanced musical training, ensemble 

experience, and familiarity with the canon, whereas students in Introduction to Creative Writing 

typically have never read contemporary poetry nor attempted its composition.  Thus, the committee 

concluded, standards of accomplishment of the outcomes are by nature incommensurate.  The 

committee focused its efforts on collecting syllabi and assignments from approved FPA courses, and it 

determined that (a) faculty generally address the FPA component goals in syllabi, sometimes rephrasing 

                                                           
8 See Appendix A, “Summary of WSU CAAP Results, 2001-2009.” 
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them and adapting them to the appropriate course/discipline; and (b) FPA courses regularly require 

student performance of fundamental artistic skills and critical appreciation of the art form.   

The course activities include but are not limited to: 

 Editing music and adding it to film scenes 

 Creation, revision and workshop evaluation of original poetry and prose 

 Text memorization and recitation 

 Taking and editing photographs 

 Dramatic design, direction, and acting in short plays 

 Evaluating the works of peers (in writing and in class discussion) 

 Reading and analyzing creative texts of professionals 

 Ensemble rehearsal and performance of canonical music 

 Attending professional performances and readings 

 Assembling portfolios of original work 

 Attending and responding to student performances 

 Writing reviews of performances 

 Design and construction of original works of art 

 Keeping journals of responses to reading 

 Reflecting on the process of creating artworks 

 Drawing from models/life 

 Throwing pots and other ceramics-related techniques  

 Artistic process description and analysis 

 Written self-evaluation 

Based on their review of syllabi, the faculty committee determined students are engaging in the full 

cycle of creative expression in FPA courses.  The outcomes are being accomplished in the curriculum at 

levels of proficiency outlined in the syllabi and reflected in the grades assigned.  The committee firmly 

believes that the FPA requirement of students is exemplary of the educational mission of Winona State 

University: “We do more than train engineers, nurses, and teachers to pass certification exams.  The arts 

are an essential part of any richly lived life and belong in any education that hopes to transcend 

professional training.  The Fine and Performing Arts requirement of WSU’s University Studies Program is 

an innovative and invaluable component of our students’ education.”9 

 

FLAG COURSES 

As the University Studies Program evolved from its examination of Core Components to its more 

current focus on Inquiry-Based Assessment, the initial Call for Proposals requested faculty research 

specifically on the transfer of Basic Skills to upper-division coursework, including the Flags.  As a result, 

                                                           
9 Report of the Fine and Performing Arts Faculty Area Assessment Committee, June 2007, p. 7. 
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one proposal from Communications Studies faculty was approved for the 2009-10 academic year, and a 

second, related study examines the transfer of student writing skills from the Basic Skills to writing in the 

disciplines.  Brief descriptions of each study are provided below. 

 

Oral Communication Flag  

Faculty in the Communication Studies Department have proposed the following study, which was 

approved by the University Studies Subcommittee and funded by the Administration in 2009: 

“Examining Transferability of Basic Skills in the University Studies Program: Analysis of Public Speaking 

Skills Transferring to Oral Flag Courses.” 

This project proposes examining transferability of basic skills from the USP required public speaking 

course, CMST 191: Introduction to Public Speaking, to oral flag courses required to complete all majors 

on campus.  This study will be conducted over the course of the 2009-2010 school year, with data 

collection and analysis primarily conducted during the fall semester.  This study proposes to examine the 

transferability of the basic skills competencies to the oral flags across the curriculum through the 

following methods: assessment of videotaped upper-level/oral flag presentations; comparison of results 

in transferability of skills from the CMST 191 course; the examination of upper-level/oral flag course 

assignment descriptions; the examination of upper-level/oral flag course grading rubrics; a survey 

and/or focus group discussion with oral flag faculty; and a survey of students in oral flag courses to 

determine the time elapsed and number and type of oral presentations given since completion of CMST 

191. 

The final report of the investigating faculty will assess the degree and extent to which students in oral 

flag courses demonstrate their accomplishment with each of the approved USP student learning 

outcomes: 

a. earn significant course credit through extemporaneous oral presentations;  

b. understand the features and types of speaking in their disciplines;  

c. adapt their speaking to field-specific audiences;  

d. receive appropriate feedback from teachers and peers, including suggestions for improvement;  

e. make use of the technologies used for research and speaking in the fields; and  

f. learn the conventions of evidence, format, usage, and documentation in their fields.  

Full details of this study, when available, will be summarized in the USP Oral Communication Flag 

Report. 
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Writing Flag  

A recent study under the direction of two English faculty examines student learning outcomes in the 

Writing Flag requirement of the USP.  Using results of the earlier first-year composition assessment 

project as baseline data, the study charts the writing instruction and experience of twelve participating 

students both in their first-year courses and in their later upper-division coursework.  The study employs 

both discourse analysis of written texts and interview results regarding the students’ writing 

coursework, experience, feedback, and assessment.  

In the earlier assessment project, students’ first-year compositions were assessed for evidence of 

accomplishment in six outcomes: argument, purpose, language, conventions, documentation, and 

overall performance. The subset of twelve students selected for the current project exhibited a range of 

accomplishment and improvement in the earlier study: for many, completion of the first-year 

composition course provided an occasion for significant improvement in almost every area measured; 

for a few others, the course occasioned nearly no demonstrable improvement in any area.   

The study follows these students from their performance in their first-year composition courses to their 

later studies in specific majors ranging from traditional liberal arts curricula to education, nursing, and 

science and engineering.  For comparative purposes, the participants completed the survey 

questionnaires from the National Survey of Student Engagement’s Writing Practices Consortium about 

their experience in both their first-year composition courses and in their upper-division coursework.  

Then, a series of extended interviews following the methodology described by Grant McCracken in The 

Long Interview (Newbury Park: Sage, 1988) solicited further information about students’ writing projects 

and processes in their specific disciplines.  Last, student portfolios were analyzed according to the 

AAC&U’s VALUE (Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education) criteria for written 

communication. 

Using both direct and indirect evidence of student learning, the study demonstrates consistently strong 

accomplishment with all five USP outcomes, measuring the extent and degree to which students in 

Writing Flag courses … 

a) practice the processes and procedures for creating and completing successful writing in 

their fields; 

b) understand the main features and uses of writing in their fields; 

c) adapt their writing to the general expectations of readers in their fields; 

d) make use of the technologies commonly used for research and writing in their fields; and 

e) learn the conventions of evidence, format, usage, and documentation in their fields. 

A full discussion of each of these outcomes is made available in the full report.  The students’ writing 

portfolios, meanwhile, were assessed using the VALUE criteria and ranked in three broad evaluative 

categories: benchmark (beginning, score 1), milestone (intermediate, scores 2 and 3), and capstone 

(advanced, score 4).  The VALUE criteria are as follows: 
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a) Context of and purpose for writing. Consideration of audience, purpose, and the 

circumstances surrounding the writing task(s). 

b) Content development.  Use of appropriate content to illustrate mastery of the subject, 

convey the writer's understanding, and shape the whole work. 

c) Genre and disciplinary conventions.   Formal and informal rules inherent in the 

expectations for writing in particular forms and/or academic fields, including organization, 

content, presentation, formatting, and stylistic choices. 

d) Sources and evidence. Use of credible, relevant sources to develop ideas that are 

appropriate for the discipline and genre of the writing. 

e) Control of syntax and mechanics. Use of language to communicate meaning to readers with 

clarity, fluency, and correctness. 

The results of the VALUE assessment are presented in the following table. Each  symbol represents an 

individual’s portfolio of written work, located in the appropriate numerical scale representing a VALUE 

level from 0 (below benchmark) to 4 (capstone).   

Figure 6. VALUE assessment of student writing in the disciplines. 

VALUE score context & 
purpose 

content 
development 

generic 
conventions 

sources & 
evidence 

syntax & 
mechanics 

overall  
level 

4       

3       

2       

1       
0       

 

The writers in this study, for the most part, exhibit strong degrees of success with each measurable 

VALUE outcome.  In fact, of the twelve students whose work we examined, half show demonstrated 

evidence of significant accomplishment with their writing, meeting or exceeding all of the VALUE criteria 

for the capstone level; additionally, the writing of four more students meets or exceeds all of the VALUE 

criteria for the higher of the two “milestone” levels, and as a whole, the group’s writing is generally 

polished, confident, purposeful college-level work. 

At the same time, we cannot overlook the poor performance by some writers in the this study.  As one 

can see, the work of some student writers does not begin to approach the same level of performance as 

the others.  At best, these portfolios begin to approach the weaker of two “milestone” (score 2) levels of 

performance, but as frequently exhibits sufficient negative qualities to keep it even below the 

“benchmark” (score 1) level.  The same writers in their interviews expressed little effort invested in their 

writing, a general lack of care for their product, and almost no interest in self-improvement.  This poor 

quality of writing, then, is one obvious result of multiple indicators of poor work ethic, lack of writing 

ability, and disregard for intentional learning.   

Whether any individual student wrote with success or not, his or her work in the Basic Skills course was 

at least partially predictive of the work ethic, intellectual skills, and writing ability brought to bear on his 
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or her work in the major.  With one or two exceptions, each student who evidenced demonstrable 

improvement in English 111 went on to each at least moderate success in his or her chosen major field 

of study.  Conversely, those students whose work demonstrated no improvement during that first-year 

composition course more frequently than not found themselves struggling with the demands of writing 

in the discipline.  We see a strong correlation between elements of each writer’s affect (a stated desire 

to improve, an interest in writing, extracurricular attempts to improve, dedicated revision habits) and his 

or her level of accomplishment.  Put another way, no writer succeeds without such positive affective 

writing behaviors; conversely, no writer exhibits them, but fails.   

A second variable crucial to the success of student writers appears to be the instructional design of his 

or her major curriculum.  When these courses are infused with writing-rich experiences; when there 

appear clear requirements at the gateway, milestone, and capstone levels; and when individual 

professors provide detailed assignments, grading rubrics, writing samples, and formative feedback—all 

of these conditions converge to create a context in which almost every student writer has the 

opportunity to succeed. 

Full details of the study are available in the USP Writing Flag Report. 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Given that the assessment of Basic Skills course requirements by faculty committees yielded purposeful 

data, and that the program of Inquiry-Based Assessment is newly underway, we have confidence in the 

ability of faculty to continue to assess student learning outcomes in ways that are meaningful to their 

teaching and their students’ learning.  The collected reports and data from faculty working on the 

College Reading and Writing, Oral Communications, and Physical Development and Wellness areas 

proved to be strong examples of local assessments of student learning.   

The experience with attempts to assess student learning in other areas, though, did more to illustrate 

difficulties with more complex domains and multi-disciplinary infrastructures than it did to provide 

direct evidence of student learning.  Since the current program of Inquiry-Based Assessment eschews 

“measure-everything” mandates and encourages voluntary, inquiry-based, and classroom-focused 

examinations of student learning, it should function with significantly less burden on faculty workload. 

At the same time, we recognize the utility of collecting data that can provide points of comparison with 

national norms.  The CAAP is one such instrument, as its results have consistently placed WSU students 

above national averages on each module administered.  The CAAP is clearly not sufficient by itself for 

assessment of student learning outcomes in the University Studies Program, but it does provide us the 

ability to discern the level at which our students perform both over time and in comparison to each 

other. 

A second opportunity for data collection—and one that the University has not employed—is the , is the 

National Survey of Student Engagement.  While the NSSE indeed displays many points of similarity with 
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our locally designed instruments, NSSE data would give the program the benefit of that which can be 

compared directly and easily against similar institutions and national norms.  Additionally, the institution 

could well benefit from the NSSE’s related efforts, such as the BCSSE (Beginning College Survey of 

Student Engagement) and the NSSE Writing Consortium Survey. 

To our thinking, these data may resonate more with faculty, staff, and administrators as they can 

compare WSU data and practices with those at other institutions; additionally, the fact that many 

institutions are successfully employing NSSE (and NSSE-related) data in their assessment of student 

learning outcomes suggests promise for triangulating such results with those of the inquiry-based 

assessment projects.  As the current design of the local survey instruments fosters a certain 

misperception of University Studies—that it competes with, and should be compared to, courses in a 

student’s major—we advocate instead for a careful consideration of the NSSE, along with a focus on 

value-added and longitudinal comparisons. 

A third nationwide effort to which we wish to alert readers is the AAC&U’s Valid Assessment of Learning 

in Undergraduate Education, or VALUE project, where teams of faculty and other academic and student 

affairs professionals drafted institutional-level rubrics for 15 of the AAC&U Essential Learning 

Outcomes.10  Each VALUE rubric contains broadly shared core characteristics considered critical for 

judging the quality of student work.  Since the VALUE rubrics are designed to reflect faculty expectations 

for essential learning across the nation regardless of type of institution, mission, size or location, they 

may prove useful to faculty assessment teams and leaders as they examine student learning in our 

program of Inquiry-Based Assessment.  

Given our own institutional context, including the design and implementation of the University Studies 

Program, the history and results of our assessment efforts, and recent developments in the assessment 

of student learning, then, we recommend the following.  Given that curricular changes to a set of core 

requirements would entail years of research, planning, and approvals, we do not encourage major 

curricular change; nor do the results of assessment efforts to date warrant such change.  Rather, these 

recommendations are offered in the spirit of improving our ongoing efforts to assess student learning.  

Each, we hope, can and will be discussed by those with a stake in the program’s success. 

Recommendations: 

 That the current structure of leadership, oversight, and curriculum of the USP be continued; 

 That the current program of Inquiry-Based Assessment be continued through a period sufficient 

to determine its success in assessing student learning; 

 That the University consider adopting the NSSE and its variants; 

 That the recently-developed VALUE rubrics be brought to the attention of faculty assessing 

student learning, in major programs and curricula as well as in University Studies; and 

                                                           
10 American Association of Colleges and Universities.  VALUE: Valid Assessment of Learning in Liberal Education.  
http://www.aacu.org/value/index.cfm. 1 September 2009. 

http://www.aacu.org/value/index.cfm


 

USP Assessment Update, page 25 of 27 

 

 That local survey design, should it be continued, be revised to forgo invalid comparisons 

between USP and major curricula. 

While these recommendations need each be discussed by the USS (and its parent committees) and the 

Administration in consultation with AIR and other university officers, we feel that careful direction of the 

current program of Inquiry-Based Assessment can yield an especially detailed and instructive portrait of 

student learning in the University Studies Program. 

 

Submitted by 

J Paul Johnson and Ethan Krase 

21 September, 2009 
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APPENDIX A: COMPARISON OF LIBERAL EDUCATION AND AMERICA’S PROMISE (LEAP) AND UNIVERSITY STUDIES 

LEAP: ESSENTIAL OUTCOMES  
 
The LEAP National Leadership Council calls on American society to give new 
priority to a set of educational outcomes that all students need from higher 
learning, outcomes that are closely calibrated with the challenges of a 
complex and volatile world.  Keyed to work, life, and citizenship, the essential 
learning outcomes are important for all students and should be fostered and 
developed across the entire educational experience, and in the context of 
students’ major fields. They provide a new framework to guide students’ 
cumulative progress—as well as curricular alignment—from school through 
college. The LEAP National Leadership Council does not call for a “one-size-
fits-all” curriculum. The recommended learning outcomes can and should be 
achieved through many different programs of study and in all collegiate 
institutions, including colleges, community colleges and technical institutes, 
and universities, both public and private. 
 
LEAP advocates collaborative leadership and educational programs that 
foster liberal education outcomes in all students, including…  

 USP: OUTCOMES AND REQUIREMENTS 
 
The University Studies Program of Winona State University provides a broad 
base of skills and knowledge to equip students for informed, responsible 
citizenship in a changing world. The program provides opportunities for 
students to evaluate their cultural and social inheritance critically, to think 
scientifically in both the natural and social spheres, to think beyond the 
boundaries of their own culture, and to understand the expressive arts. It also 
enhances reasoning, analytic, and communication skills that students will 
need to perform well in a wide range of occupations and post-graduate 
programs. Finally, the program provides the opportunity for students to 
explore how an understanding of the connections among these diverse bodies 
of skill and knowledge enhances their ability to live well and ethically in the 
contemporary world. See www.winona.edu/usp for a complete set of 
program outcomes and individual requirements. 
 
WSU’s University Studies Program includes a broad set of requirements as 
well as specialized opportunities for individualized and integrative studies, 
including … 

  

KNOWLEDGE of Human Culture and the Natural World 

 Humanities  

 Social sciences  

 Science  

 Arts  

 Mathematics (see USP Basic Skills/Flags) 

ARTS & SCIENCE CORE 

 Humanities (6 s.h.)° 

 Social Science (6 s.h.)° 

 Natural Science (7 s.h., with lab)° 

 Fine and Performing Arts (3 s.h.)° 

  

INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITIES 

 Ethical reasoning and action  

 Foundation and skills for lifelong learning  (USP multiple categories) 

 Intercultural knowledge and competence  

 Civic knowledge and engagement–local and global  

UNITY AND DIVERSITY 

 Critical Analysis (3 s.h., evidence-based reasoning)° 

 Science and Social Policy (3 s.h., humans and their environment)° 

 Global or Multicultural Perspectives (3 s.h., intercultural knowledge and 
competence)° 

 Contemporary Citizenship or Democratic Institutions (3 s.h., ethical 
reasoning/action)° 

  

INTELLECTUAL AND PRACTICAL SKILLS 

 Written and oral communication  

 Inquiry, critical and creative thinking (USP multiple categories) 

 Quantitative and information literacy  

 Teamwork and problem solving  (USP multiple categories) 

BASIC SKILLS AND FLAG REQUIREMENTS 

 College Reading and Writing°/Writing Flag (4 + 6 s.h.) 

 Oral Communication°/Oral Communication Flag (3 + 3 s.h.) 

 Mathematics°/Mathematics and Statistics Flag (or Critical Analysis Flag) (3 
+ 3 s.h.) 

 Physical Development and Wellness (2 s.h.) 

  

INTEGRATIVE LEARNING 

 The capacity to adapt knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to new settings 
and questions  

USP has no direct equivalent, though these adaptive capacities are clearly 
fostered in Flag requirements, major capstones, undergraduate research, 
interdisciplinary projects and curricula, and multiple L21 initiatives. 

  

THROUGH CHALLENGING STUDIES IN … 

 the liberal arts and sciences  

 one or more major and minor fields  

 community and field-based contexts 

 the world’s major questions, both contemporary and enduring 

WSU GRADUATION REQUIREMENTS INCLUDE CHALLENGING STUDIES IN … 

  liberal arts and sciences 

 one or more major and minor fields 

While L21 initiatives have brought increasing focus on … 

 community and field-based contexts 

 the world’s major questions, both contemporary and enduring  

  

WITH SPECIAL ATTENTION TO … 

 access and support for students with underserved communities  

WSU PROVIDES SPECIAL ATTENTION TO … 

 access and support for students with underserved communities through 
dozens of curricular initiatives, student support services, and both curricular 
and extracurricular programming 

°directly correlates with requirement of the Minnesota Transfer Curriculum 

http://www.winona.edu/usp


 

USP Assessment Update, page 27 of 27 

 

APPENDIX B: SUMMARY OF WSU CAAP SCORES, 2001-2009 

 

 


