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L THE PROBLEM

There is a fundamental problem with the asseésment of Iiberal-'arts education at
selective Colleges: liberal arts colleges, in their gut, don’t iiké fhe’ idea of assessment.
By this | refer to the faculty especially, where such a feeling is almost universal, but |
think the feeling is shared, to a lesser extent, by administrators and perhaps some -
trustees as welll. For a whole hést of sometimes ili-defined reasons, the people who
make up the continuing heart of.libe-ral_-érts colieges just don't like the whole idea of
assess‘ment'as'they see it being praCtiéed around them.

| think there are a number of reasons for this, many of them not clearly defined, -
but let's take a stab at them:

1. Assessment smacks of ‘outsidve interference, in which other people are telling
~ us how to do ourjob. The other people who are doing it, of course, often have no idea
how such colleges operate or are actually hosﬁ-le to our missidn, we may believe.

2. Asséssﬁent seems to be politically driven. Righi—wihg legislators in particular, |
as we see nowadays in various proposals to review the Higher Education Act, often
have a prelty gener]é antipathy to higher education and to the left-wing intellectuals they

éee_as being holed up there. So a lot of the motivation for the assessment movement

seems to come from people who have their own agenda.
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3. Assessment work is. often inteiiéctua!ly lightweight, a kind of “worst of
educétion research” diéoibline. Often times, assessment is conducted by people who
not only havelno training in social science, but are quite actively professors in fields
cempletely Qnre!a»ted to social science research. Parﬂy as a result, a lot of assessment
work reél!y does represent bad social science, and few respectable professors want to
be identified with work that is so "c;onspit:u'ously inferior from an academic point of view.

4'.‘ The assessment movement smells like business. I-n'dee_d, it actually does
derive fairly directly from the whole Scientific Management movement of the early
1900s, in which industrial tasks.were bfoken down into their component parts, designed
for the highest level of collective efficiency, and then reassembled using a highly
| elaborated division of labor. To the minds of academic-s, this is exactly what we aren’t
try‘ing to do; and the whole Scientific Management approach, and indeed the entire
culture of business, represents precisely what mahy academics don’t want to be
invotved in — indeed, they went into academia precisely to avoid this kind of thing, at
least in some Casés-. Any discussion éf “productivity,” “costs and benefits,” “getting
resuits fér our efforts,” and the like reminds many professors of the world they want
nothing to do with. | _

5. Finally, and related to all the otheré probably, is the whole thing (that is, the
assessment- “movemént”) seems to violate what we're really Llp to in some ill defined .
way. For now, I'll leave it open what this means, but that sense clearly underlies much
of the almost instinctive negative response that many aéademics have to assessment.

B-ut:' the fact is, assessment is here to stay'. Seemingly all state legislators want

it, and lots of foundations, and a fair number of trustees, and a decent number of other



pe‘ople; and in the abstract, it's not aitbgether a ba_ld idea. That is, there is SOmethihg

common-sensically corrtect about the‘n'oti'on that we should try and_ see if-we are actually

accorﬁpiishing anything in our work. How we do this may be very much up for grabs,
but the general idea that res‘ults dé matter at some level does séem reasohabie, even if
people aren't doinglsuch a gbo'd job so far of measuring Ehose results.

The soluﬁon, therefore, | would propose, is to try and do assessment right — to do
it right: At Hamiltén, that's what we want to do. Now, daing it right means SeAv-era'!
things:

N . The results should be useﬁ_;i'. We ought to be able to find out some things
that facuity, studénts and admiﬁisfrators can use to actually do the-ir work
better. |

. The research should be fundamentally sound social science. We know
- how to do research on human ‘behavior‘, using experihents, surveys,
interviews, énd the like; there’s no reason not to use those best-designed
me,thods.for_doing .wl;lat is pbviously social science research. And the |
. acadefnic c;redibiiity of our work depends on doihg high guality research.

. Most Emportahtly, our assessment efforts should rbe true to thehission of

liberal arts. |

Il.  THE MISSION OF LIBERAL ARTS e e

That last point is a little bit trickggiz wE,ﬁeed to know, then, what “liberal arts”
* actually means. At Hamilton, we've approached this somewhat empirically; that is,
rather than just make up a definition of “liberal arts”, or draw on the kind of speeches

that presidents routinely give at convocations and commencements, we've tried to



figure out how students and former students -use the term based on orlr c')wn pre!iminary
studies of the past few years. It seems that to our students, and perhaps to our faculty
as well llberaf arts” means a number of things:

1. Liberal arts certainly includes certain basic skills: eriticai thinking, Writing,
speaking, and the like. There are actual techniques and skilis that students need to
learn that are associated with é Iiberel arts eeucation.

2. _Mest disciplinary content seems not to be a crucial component. That is, it was
clear frorﬁ eur alumni interviews-—trlat while students may learn a lot in their major, and
certainly erij,oy studying in orre field more than another, in very few cases was the actual |,
disciplinary content they learned useful or relevant to them in their later lives; and
indeed, we have Iittle evidence that what they learned in their rnajor p.roved to be nﬁuch
more important than what_they learned in other fields. ObViously, if someone 'is going to
be a chemical \engineer, knowledge of chemistry matters; but most of our alumni go into
fields only loosely related, if at all, to the fields they studied closely while in college.

3. We are not in_ the job training business. This by itself makes assesement
cens’iderabiy more difficuit. By comparison, a proprietary business scrlool thait teache_s
students secretarial skills, how to use an Excel spreadeheet, or how to do basic
accoﬁnﬁng has a very clear cut mission; and these schools take to asseesment like
bees to honey Srmliarly, | was talking recently with the Director for Assessment for the
U.S. Naval Academy, where they seem to love assessmentw but then, thelr mission is

exceptionally clear: tor train officers for the U.S. Navy. There is no ambiguity -
whatsoever about What Naval Academy graduates will do for a living; and | think they

wouldn’t be particularly happy if a fair number of their alumni wound up writing poetry



and Iiviﬁ'g in a yurt in Alaska, whereés for our schroc')is, that is not so rare Van outcome,
nor an undesirable one. Our alumni wind up in a wide range of fields, and we seem to
belie\.fe that, in a éense, the Wider the range, the better. Far from training people for a
specific job, we take pridé in the fact that they engage in a phenomenal range of
careers. | | |

4. We are looking for long-term results. | think it's nice if Hamilton grédua.tes get
good jobs straight out of college, but if they don’p! don’'t worry about it at all; and | don’t
think my fellow professors do; nor ‘th:e administration particularly, except perhaps the
Céreer Cehter._ If after five years, they still don’t have good jobs, that may be a causé of
concern; and if after ten years they arerj’t wrell p[acéd'in sorﬁething they enjoy, then-'l :
| think we would get worried. But our immediate post graduate placement rate by itseif is,‘
I think, of minimal concem for most of the members of our faculty and staff, and even for
many of our alumni themselves. We’fe' inr the job of helping people in life overAthe long
haui, not just in *finding them a job” right now. |

5. Finally, it éeems that in fac{ the “results” we're looking for are uncertain almp’st
by definition. it's true, again, that college preéidents frequently wfite long, windy |
speeches about “the meaning of the liberal érts,” but that genre works precisely
because nobody has very good answers. We dqn’t really know for sure wﬁat our goals
are. We do knbw that we live and work in these 'institut_ions, and so do our students; we
know that lots of students Want to go to such places (or at least more than we can
accept), and we know (I speak for those am-ong us fortunate to 5,e highly selective) that

our alumni —ten, 15, even 30 years after graduation — are exceedingly fond of these



institutions, and seem to think we are doing a wonderful job at something'. But we're 'notr
exactly sure what it is', and they aren’t either.

Now this flies direbﬂy in the face of all the b_ést wisdom of assessment theory.
You're supposed to have a clear mission statement;( you shbuld have clear goals, and
objectives, and without clear goals you can't really get there at all; it's much easi-er to
get where you're going if you kndw wheré you want to go, and so on. This is
e[émentary wfsdo_m in most ofganization thinking. [ndeed,li myself have written on
‘organization excel_lence and have touted the nétion that clear goals are one of the
fundamentéi principles of a highfperformance organizé_tion. And yet we dbn’t have
them. -

On the other hand, we — by Whiéh | mean highly selective, r’esidéntial Iibera)l arts 7
Qoif_eges — are, by common consensus, among the most fabulously successful |
institutions of higher educatibn ih the wor_ld. Our alumni for generations love us, believe
that we have made their lives immeasurabiy better, are adamant in argument that we
have helped them in their careers, and the like; the finest students in the country are
knoéking down (some bf our) doors; people will pay lots of money to attend our
institutions, and will leap all sorts of hurdles to ga.in admission. It certainly seems that
we are doing something right, since very few organizations enjoy the kind of success we

have, historically at least, eﬁjoyed. So our self—evident lack of goals, clarity of mission,
and the like seems at 'I.east not t_o have 'béen a fatal error, if an_rerror at aii.. in dther
| wordls, our “lack of clear goals” is not evidence that we aré irresppﬁsibte ne'er-do-wells.

Il THE MELLON ASSESSMENT PROJECT



- With some of the-se ideas in mind, we appiied for and received, in 2001, a large
grant running three to five years from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation for the
éssessment of Eriberal arts education at Hamilrton Coilegé. We designed our project to
be a bomprehensive, muitimethod social science research projéct that would be
institution-wide and longitudinal, folfov‘viﬁg a grou§ of students over a significant period
of years. We wanted to see, fundamen{élly, how education at Hamilton is experienced.
by the stude:nts who experience .it, in all it's ramifications. The Project directly employs
eight faculty members, between 12-15 student research assistants, several staff
members, and a'var_iety of consultants and others at different points. There are a
number of components for the research; but the prir/nary ones are these: |

1. The Panel Study. This is an interview study tracking 100 randomiy sampled
studentsrfron)a the Cla‘ss of 2005.(0ut of a class of about 440). Every year for their four
yeAars at Hamilton, and one after they've graduated, we interview these 100 sﬁudents (or
as many as we can) on a wide variety of issures' about their experience at Hamilton |
College. Our goa!r s fo be able to track the careers of these students over their entire

‘time at the college and one year after they graduate. In addition, we collect writing
samples frqm those studenfs in every year of the study.

- 2. The Writing Study. We are preparing an archive of several thoﬁsand student
papers, collected over a_ﬁve—year period, from é wide variety of Cfasses-aﬁd stu.dents,
including those collected from the panel sfudents. Each June, we bring to the college a
group of writing experts from similar colleges, 'tra.in them carefully in some evaluation |
rubrics, and then have them “blind” read a large number of student papers. The papers

" have had all identifiers removed from them, so the readers have no idea if the paper



was written by a sbphomore Or a senior, oris iﬁdeed an example of high school Wfitiﬁg
submitted by the student before they even matriculated. The .pa.pers.are evaluated on
eight different criteria. Our goal Here is to understand, thrdugh an objecﬁve evaiua;ti'on
scheme, the 'exteht to wﬁich our studenfs’ writing actuafly improves (or does not) during
their time éf Hamiiton, and on what criteria it imprers or not. This study is thus far
proving to be quite successful and in;ceresting, | shoutd saix.

3. We are analyzing HEDS senior surveys taken over the past ten years, using a
range of multivariate techﬁiques including regression analysis, Probit analysis, and the
like. The HEDS sﬁrveys as provided to fnémber colleges typically' use very simple if not
perfunctory analysesr;-we are doing faf more elaborate wdrk on them, first by compiling
the surveys into aten year longifud_ina! data-base.- |

4. anally-,_we are involved in numerous-“projects of oppoﬁuﬁ_ity” inciuding a
study of student course se!ection; studies of student networking, of soéiai life, of
ad\'/ising, and the like, using éféhivai data (of student course registrations, for instance),
surveys, focus groups and a host of other methods. We have perhaps a half dozén of
.. these projects going at any one time; some are done in direct response to questions
from constituencies among the faculty or administration.

V.- | LESSONS LEARNED |

in the course of all this WOl“K we are learning a lot about Hamilton College and a
student’'s experience fhere, but'some lessons are not just ébouf Hamiiton. W_e are .
Iea-ming a variety of intereSting things about assessment, for éxample, somé of whiéh ;

would like to share with you:



1. We have gained faculty support through creating academically credible
results, not through trying t01 get“‘buy in” or pushing involvement. Rather than have lots
of fachty involved in'the_whole project frbm the outset, or from having endless
'Cohimittee méetings or holding workshops, we_waited for several years before releasing
any real resﬁlts or bringing in éther people. By that point we had -actuail'y done some
| fairly serious research ahd had some intéresting findings to share with the faculty,
administ'fétion, and staff. Then we gave a number of short ;:Sreseﬁtaﬁons highlighting
intéresting ﬁndings - and the‘ response .w'as not just positive, it was surprisingly positive.
We've had gfeat resbonse; and now have a fair number of projects going that dr;cxw
directly from that response. We are trying té establish something of a consultant/c_lient-
- kind of relationship with our institution, in which constituencies pose importént guestions

and we try to answer them.

2. You can do tﬁis work preﬁy cheaply using student assistants, existing data,
and a few other fairly cheap methods such as focus groups. ‘We are doing a very
expensive project, but our goal is not to creéte expensive models — instead, we waht to
find in our work some good “proxy” measures fhat can stand in for large scale projé_cts.

| Or:l how do you get reasdnably gQOd answers quickly and cheaply? We rely heavily on
student research assistants, who, with a little bit of training, can do quite a bit of good
work. At the same time, they are learning valuable social science skills, par’ticipaﬁng in
’ongoing faculty research'projecis, learning about theirfellow students, ahd heiping their
own institution. We find that a good number of good students are very iﬁtere'sted in
doing this kind of work once they see what it involves. It certainly isn't for everyone; and -

it may be hard to predict who will be good at it. But overall, students at our institutions



providé a very high quality, very cheap Wofk force, who are in it for the education and
the experience.
3. The multimethod approach we find to be crucial. Survéys alone suffer from =
major weaknesses, both as self-report instruments and as conceptually rigid |
~ apparatuses. in.terv-ieWs, too, have their weaknesses. Richard Light used interviews
-aimost exclusively for his book; and the fesu!t is | think some very Signiﬁcant-'errors i,h
interpretation. The various tests proposed by testih_g agencies and entrepreneurs have
-weakhesseé which are probably obvious to you. B
4. THis is a big lesson that we've learned that | would esﬁeciaily emphasize to
you: you must use student experience as your_unit of analysis or a crucial dependent -
variable. Don't rely on program or course-based assessment exclusively. There are
fundamental problems with using the kind of program or course-based assessment that
mény institutions use almost exolﬁsively. They include: |
. ) Students at our inétitutions enroll in a college, not a major. Most of them
ar‘eh’t attehding our school! for the particular major or goncen_tration that
they will take; many of them change majors, oﬁén more than once.
They're 'a'ttending a liberal arts college, and that's what they’re looking for. '
Evaluation of a s_ingie major doesn't tell us mucﬁ about their entire
exbérience. |
. A single program or department can be quite good, but irrelevant. At
_Hamilto_n, for instance, ouf Information Tech'noi-ogy program is .abSoiutely
'exc{eilent; everyone raves about the quaiity of the service, how helpful the '

staff people are, how much they've leamed, and thé like; but it really' B
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doesn’t'matter much in their overall experience. Alumni never say to us

: “Wow, that IT pfogram suré was great and it made the whole thing
'worthwhi'le.“ Similarly, at Hamilton we have what may be one of the
country’s very best Chinese language program; it is absolutely first rate,
and it is a marvelous benefit— to maybe five gfaduating students a year.
The exc’eptionél quality of the program, which would be quickly picked up
in a course oré program-based assessment,-is marvelous without a
doubt; but it rea”y doesn’t matter much in the big picture, by itself.

If evaluated by prOgram—ba_sed. assessment, programs can shift their costs
out. This is elementary to any 'eco-nomist; thé programs can creété‘

| “‘negative externa!itiés.” What | mean is they can make their own
'progra'ms bétter, but at the -(measured)'expense of someone else. For
instance, everyone thinksrthat *small classes” are a great thing, and in tﬁe
abstract they are; but w_he‘never there is arsmail déss created somewhere,
there must be a larger class being created somewhere else. Basically, the -
people Who téach the small classes may get él[ sorts of crédii for it, while
someone élse looks bad. Similarly, the whole move to “research-based
science” programs- means that science programs, which are alreéd.y |

~ capital intensive, become tremendously labor intensive as well, and, yes,
by many measures they are quite successful _ so long as you ignhore all of
the students who areh’t in them. The costs have been shifted out of the -
program, and aren't measured; therefore, the whole thing_iOOks very |

successful. (Remember: good assessment starts with good accounting.)
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V. LIBERA-L ARTS ASSESSMENT IS DIFFERENT

- Throughout the five yéars we have been working on Mei_lon—related assessment
projects, we have been struck repeatediy by the ways in which libe'ral arts assessment
is quite diﬁefent from assessment as u-SuaUy practiced — for instance, at large state
universiﬁes, community colleges, proprietary institutions, énd the. like. Stating exactly
How godd assessrﬁent‘s_hoﬁl-d be done at a liberal arts college is not easy, but | might
venture here one reading of how it s‘hould be different. Liberal arts education isn’t
iﬁdustrial engineering; it's agriculture. Our students, that is, are not inert raw material to
be taken in, processed through and then tumed-out with a clearly defined change or
res;jlt. That model works for teaching some things, no ddubt. If you want ’;o teach
someone how to field, strip and clean an M-16, as the U.S. Army does, a rather simple
step-by~step learning procedure works guite well, and S/og can proces_s millions of
people through your system in- short order. But liberal arts education ~ not to be -
sentimental about it ;-is much more like agriculture. We're dealing with living beings
‘here and they don't respond the same way as does inert material; in addition, as | said
earlier, we're dealing with uncertain results that reveal themselves Qver many years. In
a way, what we do is much more like growing flowers: rwé have these delica‘_te little
buds that we plant in the ground, water gently, shine some friendly sunshine on, and
" wait to see what happens. You can't force the damn thing to grow; but if-you regu_LarIy
and fairly continuously, treat it reasonably well in the proper envi'ronment, it usuaily
. grows, énd sorﬁetimes quietly beautifully. 1 am certain, aﬁérsome years of doing this,
that we are dealing ‘not with a manufacturing Qperation here at all; instead, we work in

quite human organizations with lives of their own, uncertain directions and goals, but
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human relationships throughout. That's not at all a bad thing, but it is quite different
from “assessment” as. it's usually done. Persbnafly, f think our way is better.

Thank you Véry much.
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