
UNIVERSITY STUDIES: PROGRAM ASSESSMENT TIMELINE AND HIGHLIGHTS, 2000-2009 

In areas where faculty have assessed specific University Studies Program (USP) learning outcomes with direct 

evidence, results consistently demonstrate strong accomplishment with each outcome measured.  The following 

timeline and highlights are provided as a courtesy to accompany the complete account found in the 2009 USP 

Assessment Update.  For the details of each of the events and studies described below, readers are encouraged to 

consult that document. 

Timeline 

2000:   The University Studies Program is designed to address a set of concerns articulated by the Higher Learning 

Commission (HLC) 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) 

initiative.   

2001:  The Higher Learning Commission’s 2001 evaluation of the University’s Self-Study concludes that the then-

new USP constitutes “an identifiable and coherent undergraduate general education,” one that 

satisfactorily addresses each of the concerns articulated in the prior evaluation.    

2001:  Parallel to the development and implementation of the new USP, WSU’s Office of Assessment and 

Institutional Research collects data related to general education, including the yearly Collegiate 

Assessment of Academic Progress (CAAP), locally-designed surveys of student engagement and, later, the 

Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA).   

2004:  The University Studies Program undertakes a more comprehensive “Core Components” plan of data 

collection and assessment, with faculty area committees examining student learning outcomes in each 

requirement of University Studies, beginning with Basic Skills.  Assessment work is begun in each of four 

areas: College Reading and Writing, Oral Communication, Mathematics, and Physical Development and 

Wellness.   

2006:  Winona State submits to the Higher Learning Commission its “Progress Report on the Completion, 

Implementation, and Assessment of University Studies.”  It is received by the HLC as “a thorough, well-

written progress report that responded to the comments and concerns of the 2001 visit.”  The report 

fulfills all of the HLC’s requirements for accreditation until the scheduled 2011-12 Comprehensive Self-

Study.
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2007:  An external consultant from the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS), 

Dr. Karen Paulson, conducts a review of USP assessment initiatives.  Dr. Paulson’s report proves invaluable 

in transitioning from the “Core Components” model of assessment to a newer (and less resource-

consumptive) method of what is to be called “Inquiry-Based Assessment.” 

2008:  After approval by WSU’s Academic Affairs and Curriculum Committee and Faculty Senate, the University 

Studies Subcommittee’s proposal for Inquiry-Based Assessment is approved by the Administration. 

2009:  Two faculty research projects conducted under the aegis of Inquiry-Based Assessment are funded and 

placed into motion; both examine the  transfer of Basic Skills to upper-division Flag requirements. 

  



Highlights of Results 

 Collegiate Assessment of Academic Progress (CAAP).  In each of the five modules administered—Writing, 

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

taking the tests varies only slightly, yet in each year it remains very slightly better than national averages.
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 Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA).  WSU students taking the CLA perform to the same level of ability 

as do their colleagues at similar institutions, with results 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.”
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 Assessment and Institutional Research Surveys.  Students’ self-reporting of basic skills-related learning 

demonstrate an increase in the years examined.  At the same time, a number of indicators relative to the 

quality of instruction appear to pale for general education in comparison to instruction in students’ major 

field of study, a result that may inappropriately pit USP “against” students’ elected majors.   

 College Reading and Writing. Faculty conduct a comparative review of student essays written at the start 

and end of their semester of English 111, the required College Reading and Writing course.  The results 

indicate consistent and demonstrable improvement on all student learning outcomes during a single 

semester of composition.   

 Oral Communication.  Assessment data is collected for 88% of the total number of students completing 

Communication Studies 191, Introduction to Public Speaking.  The majority of students enrolled are found 

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

 Mathematics.  While Mathematics faculty are able to assess student learning in only a subset of the 

courses offered for Basic Skills, their assessments present data that shows that a majority of students are 

meeting or exceeding expectations according to the learning outcomes of the program.   

 Physical Development and Wellness.  A study of student learning outcomes in this area shows that over 

half (51%) of the students are exceeding expectations and only 7% are failing to meet expectations.   

 Writing Flag.  A qualitative, longitudinal study of students in Writing Flag courses employs Basic Skills 

coursework as baseline data and demonstrates consistently strong accomplishment with USP outcomes in 

all areas; most selected student writing portfolios evidence or approach “capstone”-level performance as 

described by the AAC&U’s “VALUE” (Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education) criteria.  A 

small number of student writers appear unable or unwilling to progress much beyond the basic or 

“benchmark” level. 

 Oral Communication Flag.  A study is currently underway that examines the transfer of Basic Skills to 

students in Oral Communication Flag courses.  As does the Writing Flag study, it too employs baseline 

data from the respective Basic Skills area study.  As of this writing, results are not yet available.  The study 

is designed to conclude by spring of 2010. 
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