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ABSTRACT 
 

EXPLORING ENACTED MENTAL MODELS 	
OF LEARNING OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION	

 
By 	

 
William Frank Heinrich	

 
This study explored thinking and activity, or enacted mental models, of faculty and staff who 

have some experience with learning outcomes assessment in higher education. Interviews and concept 

maps were used to surface various influences, descriptions of actions, and connections between actions 

for 12 participants occupying either staff or faculty roles. All participants were known to have engaged in 

learning outcomes assessment. Important outcomes include descriptions and categorization of influences 

labeled disciplinary training and socialization, environmental and cultural influences, and incentives and 

accountability. Also found were motivating factors for conducting assessment and common assessment 

mindset patterns that influenced behavior. By supporting connected mindsets in assessment, various 

behavior changes can be encouraged to help identify the value of institutional learning outcomes to 

multiple stakeholders. Findings point assessment leaders toward adjustments to assessment-related 

training and professional development to better incorporate or consider individual mental models about 

their own influences of training, their current environment, and relationships to accountability. This study 

contributes to literature and practice by describing discrete influences on assessment and how influences 

work together in various formats to result in various assessment mindsets across levels of an institution.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Dissertation	

Undergraduate student learning is at the heart of the higher education mission and has 

largely been a successful enterprise through increased access, innovative new education delivery 

models, and by contributing to a knowledge driven society (Thelin, 2004). However, 

undergraduate education in the U.S. has come under scrutiny in recent years for a lack of 

attention to rapidly increasing costs, low degree completion rates, and a declining overall quality 

of graduates (Arum & Roksa, 2011). The external environment consistently weighs in on 

institutions imploring them to improve undergraduate education for the benefit of social and 

economic prosperity (Association of American Universities, 2012; Duderstadt, 2009). Given the 

multiple demands on modern U.S. higher education, institutions must keep multiple purposes in 

sight (Ewell, 2002, 2008). 

One of the ways that higher education institutions have worked to address the quality of 

undergraduate education is the use of articulated learning outcomes in efforts at course, program, 

and institution-levels (American Association of Colleges & Universities (AAC&U), 2013a; 

AAC&U, 2013b). Learning outcomes in higher education institutions represent one of the 

primary products of college and universities (Ewell, 1997; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). In short, 

learning outcomes serve to identify, bound, and render assessable learning activities stemming 

from for-credit courses and co-curricular participation (American College Personnel Association, 

Association of College and University Housing Officers –	International, Association of College 

Unions –	International, National Academic Advising Association, National Association for 

Campus Activities, National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, & National 

Intramural-Recreational Sports Association, 2006).  
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Once learning outcomes are clear, assessment of them allows multiple stakeholders to 

observe the kind and quality of learning present. Learning outcomes assessments are 

simultaneously used to motivate student learning and determine effectiveness using data and 

feedback (Bess & Dee, 2008; Bresciani, 2006). 	

To the potential learner, the learning outcomes describes what will be learnt, to the 

potential employer they describe what should have been learnt, to the quality agencies 

they provide a system for audit and for the funders (if there are still any left) they provide 

a means to account for how the money was spent. (Scott, 2011, p.1)	

The use of learning outcomes in higher education spans disciplinary and non-credit 

programmatic efforts, building on the idea that student learning takes place both within and 

outside of the credit-bearing educational experience (Astin, 1991; Barr & Tagg, 1995; Inkelas & 

Soldner, 2011; Spence, 2001). All kinds of instructional programs in higher education can 

contribute to relevant, integrated learning during college (Gardner, 2014; Hovland & Schneider, 

2011).  

The fundamental mechanisms of assessment and feedback are similar at the individual 

student, program, and institution level and help faculty and administrators leverage shared values 

and outcomes from for-credit and co-curricular learning contexts (Barr & Tagg, 1995). Across an 

institution, assessment is best used when it is simultaneously targeted to an individual learner 

and resonant with shared meaning among audiences (Ewell, 2009). Shared understanding among 

individuals at multiple levels with different goals can matter greatly to effective practice (Senge, 

1994). However, unclear or uncoordinated assessment practices at the institutional level pose 

challenges to individual faculty and staff (instructors) at other levels and are problematic for 
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institutional assessment efficacy. At the same time, assessment clarity relies on shared 

understanding of the value of learning artifacts.  

In the face of purposes that are not shared, leaders miss important opportunities to use 

assessment for improvement. Leaders often ask for more data rather than reorganize or dissect 

what data they have (Bess & Dee, 2008). It is also not very common for institutional leaders to 

give specific feedback to departments or units after asking for data to allow improvement. 

Feedback from data, if it occurs at all, typically does not benefit instructors. Instructors may 

misinterpret as negative the longer timeframe needed to receive institutional feedback and miss 

opportunities to integrate feedback into planning cycles (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004). In 

the face of these complex dynamics some faculty dismiss the need for assessment as non-

academic or non-relevant (Maki, 2010).  

While some institutional efforts to align learning outcomes have produced good results, it 

is often the case that learning outcomes assessments take place without individuals fully 

understanding the ways their own experiences, training, and contexts influence their assessment 

practices from what they do in instruction to making contributions to institution level assessment. 

From an organizational perspective, enacted mental models (thoughts and actions) are 

foundational to understanding varied assessment practice at the instructional, program, and 

institutional levels (Ewell, 2009; Love & Estanek, 2004; Maki, 2010; Schuh & Associates, 

2009).	Assessment efforts often reveal various priorities of individuals seeking to meet multiple 

institutional goals, programmatic purposes, and/or individual classroom assessment needs 

(Peterson, Einarson, Augustine, & Vaughan, 1999). 	

While assessment practices vary among individuals and institutions, the variance is both 

helpful and at times, problematic. Variance is normal at individual instructor levels and assessors 
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are typically well suited to these assessment tasks because of unique instructional contexts at the 

program, course, and assignment levels (Maki, 2010; Mintzberg, 1979). The labels: goals, 

objectives, and outcomes remind assessment users across an institution of the different ways 

assessment is understood . Assessment practitioners likely choose to define assessment based on 

the uniqueness of their respective influences, leading to disparate assumptions and approaches 

(Schuh & Associates, 2009). In part to address these differences, assessment scholars have 

developed ‘crosswalk’	language for coordination between departments/disciplines that may 

enable an institution to take effective improvement actions (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004; 

Maki, 2010). But crosswalk language is limited and effective coordination and communication 

are needed to translate the many goals, vocabulary, and underlying influences involved in 

assessment across disciplines and departments (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson).  

Assessment variation creates additional challenges at an institutional level. First, 

individual course assessments are foundational to program level assessments, but course 

outcomes in one area may not translate across other disciplines and programs (Bresciani, Zelna, 

& Anderson, 2004; Ewell, 2009; Schuh & Associates, 2009). Second, individual assessments are 

often not designed or vertically integrated to satisfy both instructional demands and external 

standards or metrics, but are often required by institutions to do so (Ewell; Peterson et al., 1999; 

Schuh & Gansamer-Topf, 2010). Despite these variations in assessment, accreditors rely on both 

course and institutional level data to accredit an institution or a program, adding to the need for 

clarity of aligned practices (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004). 	

This research focused on the understanding and practice of learning outcomes assessment 

from which more sound assessment decisions and policies are or could be made. Investigating 

individual knowledge, awareness, and action related to learning outcomes assessment, known as 
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enacted mental models (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Senge, 1994) can provide a way to better 

engage faculty and administrators in outcomes assessment practices that have multiple purposes.	

Research Questions	

 Little higher education research has focused on individual enacted mental models in the 

context of assessment, starting from an individual perspective and leading back to broader 

organizational understanding. A goal of this research was to identify and analyze understanding 

and practice of learning outcomes assessment knowledge of individuals that conduct assessment 

across higher education contexts. With this goal in mind, I conducted qualitative interviews with 

12 individuals at a Midwest, research extensive university with a large (>20,000) undergraduate 

population, all of who had a role in learning outcomes assessment.	

The following research questions guided this qualitative investigation:	

1. How are learning goals and outcomes understood and assessed? 	

2. What influences the enacted mental models of individuals’	practice of learning outcomes 

assessment?	

Definition of Terms 

	 For ease, I use particular terms and their derivatives in an organizationally hierarchical 

manner. “Institution”	is greater than “division”	is greater than “department”	is greater than “unit”	

is greater than “program.”	Learning outcomes at many institutions can and do exist at all of these 

levels, and may align more or less coherently depending on the presence of ties among and 

between hierarchical relationships (American College Personnel Association et al, 2006). It is 

assumed here that at specific levels (unit, program) learning outcomes are more narrowly or 

closely defined. At broader levels (institution, division), learning outcomes are less narrowly 

defined and more inclusive. The word “assessment”	is generally used to describe a process of 
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decisions and actions that allow instructors and administrators to know the extent to which 

instructional efforts were effective (Palomba & Banta, 1999). Assessment in this study does not 

refer to a specific instrument or test unless described. Both instructor and administrator efforts to 

deliver planned learning experiences are included in this study. Learning experiences may be 

explicitly or implicitly mapped, connected, or aligned to discrete or broad learning outcomes and 

may be associated with any learning assessments. I use the term “instructor”	to mean any person, 

regardless of position, who delivers, facilitates, teaches, creates, or curates educational outcomes, 

both for-credit and co-curricular, for a learner or group of learners.	

Mental models are an individual’s conscious or subconscious understanding or 

conceptualization of information and experience (Johnson-Laird, 1983) that drive action and are 

often (but not always) articulated in the form of metaphors (Morgan, 2006), frames of 

understanding (Bolman & Deal, 1997), or systems (Senge, 1994). Enacted mental models serve 

as somewhat flexible containers that hold together systems of knowledge and experiences 

(Heifetz, 1994). Enacted mental models help an individual negotiate and process information in 

the form of declarative knowledge (knowing what), structural knowledge (connections between 

ideas), and procedural knowledge (knowing how to do) (Holland, Holyoak, Nisbett, & Thagard, 

1986). In complex learning and assessment environments, mental models and actions are 

constantly reinforced or adjusted based on experience, available information, and the 

environment (Dill, 1982; Senge, 1994).	

Conceptual Frame	

This is an exploratory study of individuals’	enacted mental models operating in a 

bounded system (a university). This study explores what people think about and what people 

actually do with learning outcomes assessment and is guided conceptually by Argyris’	(1976) 
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espoused theory and theory in use, which explore the relationship between what an individual 

says is important and how that person acts in an organization. Studying mental models from an 

organizational perspective allows the researcher to account for the various influences and 

relationships assigned by an individual to concepts, structures, and procedures of assessment. 

Studying mental models also helps a researcher understand the relationship between individual 

conceptions and actions that influence assessment practice. Institutional culture, disciplinary, and 

environmental influences are leading explanations for assessment practice (Dill, 1982; Hoffman 

& Bresciani, 2010; Kezar, 2001) but individual reasons for enactment patterns are less clearly 

understood. Analyzing enacted mental models explicitly should contribute to examining the how 

and why of assessment practice. Although some information can be inferred about the individual 

from assessment and institutional culture research on groups (Bergquist, 1992; Hoffman & 

Bresciani; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Tierney, 1988), this study aims to address a gap in the 

assessment field by delving into the influences on individuals’	assessment practice because 

individual mental models are foundational to knowing why an individual thinks and, perhaps, 

behaves in certain ways. The model here (Figure 1.) represents an amalgamation of ways that 

learning outcomes are discussed in higher education literature (Ewell, 2009; Maki, 2010; Schuh 

& Associates, 2009) and also serves as a way of conceptualizing this study.	
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Figure 1. Hypothetical ideal and non-ideal individual enacted mental models of learning 
outcomes assessment 	

	
Sometimes there is connection between assessment outcomes and purposes at all levels 

and sometimes there is not. In figure 1, path A represents an individual learning outcomes 

pathway not connected between assessment environments. Path B represents an individual 

learning pathway linked or aligned to outcomes and assessments, is easy to follow, is shaped by 

internal and external stakeholders, and is connected to student learning. The figure represents 

two hypothetical pathways of learning outcomes across a system of instructional, program, 

institution, and accreditation environments. Paths represent possible learning outcomes 

assessments and alignment. Small arrows represent influences toward shared meaning at each 

level.	

This investigation of individual enacted mental models does not assume what role 

assessment plays in a person’s formal position or voluntary roles in the organization, associated 

training, preparation, or what factors may influence an individual in terms of assessment. With 

predetermined values on position or practice set aside, we may begin to see the relationship 

between individual actions taken and individual mental models about assessment as 

communicated by participants (Johnson, et al., 2006). 	
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Significance of the Study	

The primary issue that I explore in this study concerns individuals’	enacted mental 

models of learning outcomes assessment in higher education. Insight into this topic provides a 

basis for understanding assessment action in context, an important process in the current U.S. 

system of higher education (Bok, 2006). The individual task of assessing learning outcomes, 

when done well, engages an entire community in a focus on the purpose of undergraduate 

education at any institution (Ewell, 1997). A community engaged in planning, implementation, 

assessment, and application of learning data has the potential to become a reflective learning 

organization by focusing on both knowledge products and assessment processes (Argyris, 1976; 

Senge, 1996). The current exploratory study of individual enacted mental models of learning 

outcomes assessment addresses a gap in research formed as a result of a renewed, institutional 

level focus on undergraduate learning outcomes (AAC&U, 2013a). This institutional focus on 

learning outcomes revealed how multiple influences on assessment practices and demands for 

data had unforeseen effects on an individual’s ability to engage in effective assessment practices 

(Love & Estanek, 2004; Peterson, et al., 1999; Schuh & Associates, 2009). 	

Major influences on assessment include federal, state, and regional accrediting influences 

(Peterson et al., 1999), institutional culture (Bergquist, 1992; Tierney, 1988), institutional and/or 

disciplinary socialization (Dill, 1982; Mintzberg, 1979), administrative training (Hoffman & 

Bresciani, 2010; Maki, 2010), and environmental influences (Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; Kuh, 

2009). These influences interact to shape individual understandings and behaviors of assessment 

by creating demands for data that are usable at multiple levels for multiple purposes. These 

influences have not fully informed a response to situations where assessment is constrained by 
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competing goals and where a lack of shared goals serves, in part, to limit the use of assessment at 

institutional levels. 	

	 Understanding the ways individuals make sense of learning outcomes assessments should 

help institutional leaders and faculty better understand the process by which individuals engage 

in these activities relative to demands across levels of the institution. 	

Organizationally and operationally, we have lost sight of the forest. If undergraduate 

education is to be enhanced, faculty members, joined by academic and student affairs 

administrators, must derive ways to deliver undergraduate education that are as 

comprehensive and integrated as the ways students actually learn. A whole new mindset 

is needed to capitalize on the inter-relatedness of the in- and out-of-class influences on 

student learning and the functional interconnectedness of academic and student affairs 

divisions. (Terenzini & Pascarella, 1994, p.32)	

Learning outcomes assessment is inherently contextual as assessment processes vary 

between and within disciplines/programs and institutions (Bergquist, 1992; Peterson et al., 1999; 

Tierney, 1988). An inquiry into enacted mental models is useful within one institution, perhaps 

providing insight for other institutions in similar circumstances. While learning outcomes 

assessment can help institutions see the larger picture of institutional efforts at retention and 

student efforts at degree attainment (Gasser, 2006), it is necessary to capture context-specific 

assessment practices and understandings to help explain learning outcomes in a given 

environment. Coordinated assessment information can have great impact on the ability of 

institutions to assign resources and energy (Love & Estanek, 2004). 	
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Overview of the Dissertation	

The second chapter of the dissertation introduces literature relevant to learning outcomes 

assessments in higher education as well as enacted mental models in organizational 

development, specifically in higher education. The third chapter focuses on a discussion of the 

research design and methods used in this study. The fourth chapter presents data and 

interpretations. The fifth chapter discusses and explores implications of data and concludes the 

study. References and appendices follow the conclusion.	
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Chapter 2: Review of Relevant Literature	

Enacted mental models or the practice and understanding of learning outcomes and 

assessments help to communicate the value of learning to various internal and external 

stakeholders. Enacted mental models also vary greatly across individuals, learning environments, 

and within institutions and can create challenges in some cases when individuals act without 

awareness of their own mental models. This chapter includes relevant literature that describes 

organizational uses of learning outcomes and assessment, different levels of their 

implementation, and mental models in higher education. I explore learning outcomes trends and 

practices from the perspectives of for-credit and co-curricular learning, and across the levels of 

instructional, program, institution, and accreditation levels. I explore learning outcomes trends 

and practices from the perspectives of for-credit and co-curricular learning, and across the levels 

of instructional, program, institution, and accreditation levels. I also explore the uses of and 

influences on assessment practice including major organizational factors such as socialization.  

Finally, I consider the nature of mental models in terms of a systems approach to organizations. 

A major goal of this literature review is to unpack various interpretations of how learning 

outcomes and assessment practices are used in a complex educational environment. In a systems 

approach to assessment, the individual can be considered an active agent in a system that relies 

on prior training, environments, and accountability (Kezar, 2004). Exploring mental models may 

provide insight into individual agency.	

Learning Outcomes 	

In various forms, learning assessments and associated outcomes have been in use for 

decades (Shavelson, 2007). The past 35 years have seen an accreditation rich environment 

increasingly use learning outcomes at the course, program, and major levels (Eaton, 2011) and 
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more recently at the institutional level (Hovland & Schneider, 2011) to represent desired learning 

goals. While helpful to learners, learning outcomes and assessments are often written in language 

that is not well understood among all constituents and so contribute to disparate interpretations of 

data that have lead to extra-institutional questions about the quality of undergraduate education 

(Ewell, 2009). Individual institutions respond by positioning learning outcomes as one way to 

articulate the value of a learner’s experience to a broader constituency (Hovland & Schneider). 

However, gaps in the ways that individual faculty or staff members in different departments 

articulate outcomes leads to unshared meaning across an institution. 	

A valuable attribute of learning outcomes comes from the potential for formulaic 

representation and ability of multiple stakeholders to share meaning of learner engagement with 

those around them including faculty, employers, and external communities. Learning outcomes 

statements include the following features highlighted by the National Institute for Learning 

Outcomes Assessment (NILOA).	

Student learning outcomes statements clearly state the expected knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, competencies, and habits of mind that students are expected to acquire at an 

institution of higher education. Transparent student learning outcomes statements are:	

•	 Specific to institutional level and/or program level 	

• Clearly expressed and understandable by multiple audiences	

• Prominently posted at or linked to multiple places across the website	

• Updated regularly to reflect current outcomes	

• Receptive to feedback or comments on the quality and utility of the information 

provided. (NILOA, 2014, p. 1)	
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Significant attention has been given to learning outcomes by institutions, divisions, programs, 

and instructional leaders because of the potential value of the intended clarity and expectations 

for learners, faculty, and staff (Schuh & Associates, 2009).  	

Learning outcomes are used in both for-credit and co-curricular programs. Within for-

credit programs, a focus of institutional accreditation efforts includes aligning instructional level 

learning outcomes [e.g., per course learning outcomes] with parent program goals (Provezis, 

2010). With the advent of institutional level outcomes and more people involved in establishing 

them, additional alignments are needed between course instruction, program, college or division, 

and institutional goals (Hovland & Schneider, 2011). The linkage or alignment of different 

disciplinary goals to common institutional goals can benefit from shared meaning such as a 

common formula for writing learning outcomes to communicate credibility of outcomes across 

an institution. In co-curricular programs, staff members align learning outcomes from 

programmatic efforts directly to department goals and from department goals to institutional 

mission (Schuh & Associates, 2009). In for-credit and co-curricular learning cases, the need for 

coordinated institutional goals demands that faculty and staff share meaning of written outcomes 

at the program/college/division and institutional levels. It is no surprise that conflicts of purpose, 

efforts, and resources have occurred in academic and co-curricular learning outcomes alignment 

due in part to communication and articulation challenges (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004; 

Maki, 2010) often indicating that constituents have not reached a shared understanding about the 

purpose or meaning of learning outcomes (Bolman & Deal, 1997).	

Instruction, department, and institution-level learning outcomes. Literature about 

designing instruction to align with intended learning outcomes in higher education is present in 

most every sector of teaching and learning (Lattuca & Stark, 2009) and co-curricular scholarship 
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(Schuh & Associates, 2009). Varied positions on instructional design include a range of 

approaches to pedagogy that represent the diversity of academic and co-curricular instruction and 

programming (Bloom, 1994; see also Collins & Roberts, 2012; Fink, 2013; Goralnik, Millenbah, 

Nelson, & Thorp, 2012; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Instruction level learning outcomes are widely 

used for communicating the location, nature, and depth of learning and form the foundation for 

program and institutional level learning outcomes (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2010; Kuh, Jankowski, 

Ikenberry, & Kinzie, 2014; Provezis, 2010).	

Institution-level learning outcomes are the most recent addition to the milieu of alignment 

efforts to describe the quality of education efforts (AAC&U, 2013b). The emergence of 

institution-level learning outcomes is influenced by institutional responses to accreditation 

agencies that are, in turn, responding to calls for transparent and direct measures of student 

learning (e.g., U. S. Department of Education, 2006). For example, at least one national higher 

education organization, the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), 

worked with institutions to create and validate a series of common learning outcomes and 

measurement rubrics to help describe and measure commonly valued learning outcomes such as 

critical thinking or leadership development (Rhodes, 2010). Institution-level learning outcomes 

tend to integrate both curricular and co-curricular learning outcomes representing an effort to 

recognize co-curricular programming for its contribution to student learning (Kuh, 2007; Schuh 

& Associates, 2009).	

Strategies for mapping or connecting program-to-institutional level outcomes are similar 

to course-to-program alignment strategies (Hovland & Schneider, 2011). Articulating learning 

outcomes from individual learning in a course or co-curricular activity to institutional level 

values remains a great challenge for institutions. One method for articulation relies on signature 
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assignments for evidence of student learning (i.e., Western Association of Schools and Colleges 

(WASC), 2014). Signature assignments are course assignments reoccurring across learner 

cohorts that represent evidence of student mastery of a program or institution-level goal, 

applying to both for-credit and co-curricular outcomes alignment (Collins & Roberts, 2012). 

Signature assignments are useful in course-to-program articulation, but lose value at broader 

levels. One critique of this approach suggests that signature assignments and signature test-

questions, perhaps too discrete, are evidence of learned concepts or skills, but do little to provide 

evidence of integrated thinking desired by institutional level goals of colleges and universities 

(Kahn, 2014). Alternatives to signature questions include assignments that display integrated and 

critical thinking such as portfolios, applied projects, and/or theses. Applied and/or integrated 

projects are more difficult to assess at scale because of their intentional broad scope.	

Academic and co-curricular leaders such as deans, chairs, and directors are largely tasked 

to coordinate and align instructional learning outcomes with program and institutional goals for 

students. While challenging, coordination is not out of the range of knowledge, skills, or abilities 

of higher education faculty and staff. Leaders in many professionally oriented academic 

programs have accomplished ongoing coordination and course-to-program alignments for many 

years (Eaton, 2011). Course-to-program alignment strategies in professionally accredited 

programs often rely on signature assignments for evidence of student learning (WASC, 2014). 

However, approaches to alignment are necessarily local and specific to the program, faculty, and 

institutional context (Wiggins & McTighe, 2006). For-credit programs with program-level and/or 

professional accreditation generally adopt a similar format to address learning outcomes 

alignment. Faculty members connect the course outcomes, if not assignments, to program goals, 

identifying different learner expectations along the way. In many institutions, professionally 



 
  

 17 

accredited programs have existing, external support networks or demands for mapping outcomes 

where program faculty with less demand for outcomes have less established support (Culp & 

Dungy, 2012).	

Co-curricular learning outcomes. Co-curricular learning outcomes, like credit bearing 

outcomes, contribute to student learning at instruction, program, and institution levels but are not 

as frequently recognized by institutions as credit-bearing experiences. An institution’s location, 

mission, history and other factors inform how co-curricular outcomes contribute to the academic 

experience for many students (Schuh & Gansamer-Topf, 2010). By design or historical accident, 

co-curricular learning takes place alongside for-credit learning and often becomes nested in units 

that complement for-credit instruction with planned learning experiences (Kuh, 2009). These 

units may be organized in a student affairs division, alongside academic departments, both, or 

neither (Kuh & Whitt, 1988).	

In many cases, students consistently report important learning gains from co-curricular 

experiences (NSSE, 2005). For example, outcomes in leadership development, communication 

and interpersonal skills, applied technical skills, and affective and emotional learning are known 

to result from myriad co-curricular education efforts (Renn & Reason, 2012). Co-curricular 

leaders readily support and improve a college learning environment by helping students integrate 

powerful for-credit and co-curricular learning experiences important to academic content, career, 

and personal development (Kolb & Boyatzis, 2001).	

Co-curricular outcomes are often driven by a field’s professional network or best 

practices such as the Council for the Advancement of Standards professional standards in 

conjunction with institutional priorities rather than deep knowledge of outcomes (Cubarrubia, 

2009). A lack of strong accountability environments for co-curricular outcomes (i.e., 
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accreditation) leaves co-curricular outcome alignments to the efforts of program directors and 

coordinators rather than institutional leaders (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004). Without 

accountability from accreditors for co-curricular outcomes, institutional leaders seem to have 

little interest in aligning learning outcomes from non-credit programs to institutional goals. The 

task is often left to local level program directors or coordinators whose training and professional 

preparation can vary substantially across settings, contributing to overall success in outcomes 

alignments (Jessup-Anger, 2009). Without clear alignments or priorities, co-curricular learning 

outcomes often receive little formal attention in the shuffle of large institutions. 	

While co-curricular and for-credit learning outcomes aid in clarifying purposes and 

overall outcomes for undergraduate education, they function differently in institutional 

environments, leading to differential treatment and value thereof. Institutions have varying 

degrees of accountability for integrating co-curricular outcomes into institutional level goals or 

outcomes for learners. At the same time, intentionally including both for-credit and co-curricular 

learning in education efforts can lead to powerful learning experiences (Habron, Goralnik, & 

Thorp, 2012) linked with increased completion rates and shorter time to degree (Kuh & 

Schneider, 2008). If/when such powerful experiences also include appropriate assessment to 

capture or describe outcomes, many stakeholders may come to value the gains made by learners 

and institutions (Heinrich & Rivera, in press; Maki, 2010). Leaving out some learning 

experiences from institutional aggregation or alignment efforts may lead to complications in the 

process of incorporating learning outcomes across an institution.	

Assessment in Higher Education	

Assessing educational efforts across higher education is an attempt to capture and reflect 

data for accreditation and accountability, program improvement, and delivering student learning 
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outcomes (Ewell, 2009; Schuh & Associates, 2009). Assessment generally serves to create 

stronger learner experiences through feedback loops including formative and summative student 

and instructor data. These data help instructors and programs improve outcomes across courses 

and learning environments (Banta & Associates, 2002; Suskie, 2009). Multiple demands on and 

limited resources in institutions create pressure to simultaneously utilize both: 1) formative 

assessment processes related to improvement and learning; and 2) summative outcomes 

assessments related to accreditation (Ewell; Fuller, 2011). 	

At the same time, transforming assessment data for multiple audiences creates potential 

misunderstanding among for-credit and co-curricular instructors in higher education (Ewell). 

When describing assessment, the perspective of the assessor matters to issues of data and 

audience (Bolman & Deal, 1997). The individual assessor may consider a number of student, 

peer, contextual, political, environmental, disciplinary, and/or external audiences when making 

assessment choices. These multiple audiences likely have different needs leading to potential 

conflicts in the ways that data are used. In the next sections, I describe various levels where 

assessment takes place in an organization and how each interacts with the others.	

Instruction, department, and institution-level assessment. Instruction level assessment 

is as varied as learning outcomes themselves and mostly the responsibility of instructors who 

teach the subject matter. Those instructors may or may not be prepared to use effective pedagogy 

to deliver content or assess learning outcomes (Maki, 2010). Ongoing teaching and learning 

seminars focus more on the importance of instructional design such as syllabus construction than 

on any one pedagogical or assessment method (Fink, 2013). For these reasons, no single trend in 

postsecondary assessment is prevalent. Instructors typically assess student performance based on 

observed student work related to learning goals or outcomes at the course level, attendance, 
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participation, or other non-cognitive standards (Maki; Sedlacek, 2011). Student performance is 

often only aligned to and measured for course and program purposes and most student work is 

not aligned to institutional level goals (Ewell, 1997, 2009; Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; Maki). 	

Program level learning outcomes assessments were the early focus of accreditation 

agencies to determine the use and efficacy of learning outcomes. Program level assessments 

helped improve instruction, streamline resources, and served as evidence of improvement for 

accreditation (Eaton, 2011). When aligned with both discrete learning activities and broader 

university goals, program level assessment can help an institution know what a student learns or 

how a student develops as a result of specific situations or experiences in for-credit or co-

curricular environments (Renn & Reason, 2012). Such assessments can also help a department or 

unit improve learning delivery processes and inputs (Schuh & Associates, 2009). Program level 

assessments are helpful for domain specific knowledge, which is why most professionally 

accredited assessment is concentrated at the program level and guided by well-defined and 

professionally standardized processes (Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology 

(ABET), 2015).  

Program level assessments, however, often do not assess team and interpersonal  skills, 

student engagement, and workforce readiness skills (Dwyer, Millet, & Payne, 2006), which have 

historically been the focus of co-curricular learning and adopted by areas like career services, 

counseling, leadership development, Greek life, and service learning (Thelin, 2004); this could 

be why professional accreditors tend to focus on course-based content. Some institutions have 

utilized internships or service learning to link for-credit and co-curricular activities within the 

context of an academic program to create meaningful experiences for undergraduates. Co-

curricular assessment specialists, in growing numbers, are working toward assessment 
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aggregation that demonstrates broad level learning goal achievement, not unlike institutional 

learning goal mapping (Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; S. Lee, 2014, personal communication).	

While for-credit and co-curricular learning outcomes assessments have been part of 

higher education debates for many years (Boyer, 1991; Ewell, 1997; Palomba & Banta, 1999; 

Upcraft & Schuh, 1996), refocusing on institution-level learning outcomes added nuance to and 

motivation for assessment efforts of university-wide goals (U. S. Department of Education, 

2006). At the same time, course level grades and sometimes program level outcomes remained 

relevant while incentives for institutional goal assessment were generally not in place (Ewell, 

2009). Likely as a response to refocused attention on institution-level learning outcomes, recent 

efforts to improve institutional outcome assessment have surfaced (AAC&U, 2013b).  For 

example, instructors that assess for learning in a discipline are increasingly asked to map course 

and program learning outcomes onto broader, institutional goals (Hovland & Schneider, 2011). 

Many institutional assessments attempt to capture evidence of integrated academic and co-

curricular knowledge, skills, and behaviors across a student population (Kuh & Ikenberry, 2009). 

In doing so, institutions also attempt to respond to both internal and external audiences by 

representing learning data in different ways.	

With additional stakeholders adding demand, learning outcomes should be assessed 

differently based on the level of alignment, specific definition, and goal-orientation with which 

they are written (Kuh & Ikenberry, 2009). Institutions and programs use various qualitative and 

quantitative assessment methods to understand multiple completion and quality outcomes in the 

hierarchy of learning from classroom, course, and program to department, institution, and 

accreditor (Schuh & Associates, 2009; Suskie, 2009; Thelin, 2004). At the same time, external 

accreditation standards are only loosely linked together with institution-wide efforts for learning 



 
  

 22 

outcomes or program assessment (Cubarrubia, 2009). Loose linkages leave the institution 

responsible to describe a tie between student learning outcomes and the moving target of external 

accountability (Cubarrubia). In response to increased focus on undergraduate education 

outcomes (U. S. Department of Education, 2006), regional higher education accreditation 

agencies encourage inclusion of institutional learning outcomes assessment as a part of 

accreditation efforts (Hovland & Schneider, 2011) but do not specify a formula for describing 

instruction-to-assessment alignment. Non-specific alignment leaves institutions to interpret 

ambiguous standards across a wide range of instruction-to-assessment activities. 

For accreditation, administrators position institution-level learning outcomes as a bridge 

between student learning and external accountability to connect unique content outcomes to a 

wider range of institutional values (Bok, 2006; Hovland & Schneider, 2011). Institution-level 

learning outcomes assessments also help faculty and administrators set both high level and 

measurable learning expectations for students (Collins & Roberts, 2012). Expectations such as 

integrated learning are useful for communicating value-added propositions to interested 

employers as well as families and governments (Hovland & Schneider). In their typical form, 

institution-wide learning outcomes assessments make use of aggregate learning data from across 

the institution and map these data to an institution-wide outcome set. In a careful application, 

measuring, identifying, or describing institution-wide learning should contribute to an 

institution’s ability to improve individual programs as well as achieve quality measures in 

accreditation (Hovland & Schneider), which is a departure from historically separate processes 

of assessment for improvement and assessment for accreditation as illustrated in Table 1 below.  

 

	



 
  

 23 

Table 1 
Two Paradigms of Assessment	(Ewell, 2009, p.8)	

Strategic Dimensions	 Assessment for Improvement 
Paradigm 	

Assessment for Accountability 
Paradigm 	

Intent	 Formative (Improvement)	 Summative (Judgment)	

Stance	 Internal	 External	

Predominant Ethos	 Engagement	 Compliance	

Application Choices	 	 	

Instrumentation	 Multiple/Triangulation	 Standardized	

Nature of Evidence	 Quantitative and Qualitative	 Quantitative	

Reference Points	 Over time, comparative, established goal	 Comparative or Fixed standard	

Communication of Results	 Multiple internal channels and media	 Public communication	

Uses of Results	 Multiple feedback loops	 Reporting	

	
	

Institution-level assessments with feedback loops to individual programs could inform 

instructors and programmers how to improve efforts. Instructors and programmers might then 

encourage students to use multiple perspectives to approach problems, gain depth of knowledge, 

and breadth in career applicability (Gardner, 2014; Spohrer, Gregory, & Ren, 2010).	

Accreditation-level accountability. In the United States, six major regional 

accreditation bodies establish and interpret accountability standards and collect related evidence 

for all institutions seeking accreditation (Ewell, 1997). Nationally, the broad model for 

accreditation assessment points institutions toward quality assurance, instructional improvement, 

accountability, and student learning (National Center for Postsecondary Improvement, 2014). At 

the institutional level, the quality assurance model is aimed to help public and institutional 
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stakeholders learn and benefit from a description and interpretation of how programs impact 

learners. 	

Prior to the Spelling’s Report (U. S. Education, 2006), any assessments of broad 

institutional goals were likely used for accreditation rather than for internal improvement (Ewell, 

2009). More recently, however, institution-wide aggregation of undergraduate learning outcomes 

assessments helps to streamline accreditation efforts and may also contribute to specific 

improvements. Accrediting agencies seeking campus cultures of evidence want to see 

connections between aggregated assessment data and communication among institutional 

partners (Culp & Dungy, 2012; Ewell, 2009). However, a downside of collecting accreditation 

data is that feedback is not often given for purposes of specific internal improvements. Feedback 

given to institutions after accreditation efforts is generally cursory yet culture change efforts may 

give administrators more reason to internally encourage and make use of aggregated data for 

program improvements (Kezar, 2004). 	

When feedback from institutional level aggregate goals is timely and meaningful, 

improvements at the institution and program level can be powerful (Ewell, 2009; Schuh & 

Associates, 2009). One throughput of this changing environment is the emergence of 

professional development opportunities focused on advancing teaching and assessment for the 

multiple purposes of meeting instruction, program, and institutional goals. Orienting faculty and 

administrators to learning outcomes assessment and data aggregation is a key to internal 

improvement but also for institution level assessment more broadly (Ewell, 2009). At the same 

time, more practice with institution level assessment is needed to know how aggregate learning 

data can be best reported back to instructors and departments (Collins & Roberts, 2012). 	
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Co-curricular learning assessment. Co-curricular learning environments, similar to for-

credit environments, have technical and social assessment challenges and multiple audiences at 

all levels. In a study of institutional assessment leaders including provosts, vice presidents, and 

assessment coordinators, scholars identified three primary reasons for co-curricular outcomes 

assessment including program improvement (student learning) (Kirksey, 2010), tracking (Jessup-

Anger, 2009), and accountability (Fuller, 2011; Hodes, 2009). Co-curricular learning outcomes 

assessment, like for-credit assessment, involves direct observations of student effort toward an 

identified learning outcome (Maki, 2010) and is beginning to include ‘signature assignments’	

and other direct observations of student learning (Collins & Roberts, 2012; WASC, 2014).  

In many co-curricular units, for example, entry and mid-level administrators are 

responsible for delivering co-curricular programs and, at times, interpreting individual learning 

activities in terms of institutional goals (Kirksey, 2010). Co-curricular outcomes are usually 

mapped to division level goals and then integrated with broader institutional learning outcomes 

to translate outcomes from specific to broad targets (Collins & Roberts, 2012; Kuh, 2010). Vice 

presidents and directors are in turn responsible for coordinating and supervising numerous units 

and connections from co-curricular activities to institutional goals (Collins & Roberts, Schuh & 

Gansamer-Topf, 2010). 	

However, often due to staff or unit inexperience, learning outcomes and student 

performances are indirectly measured or measured in terms of satisfaction rather than learning 

(Collins & Roberts, 2012). Further, entry and mid-level co-curricular staff members that assess 

students’ learning outcomes and development frequently have limited formal training in the 

assessment method or outcome of interest (Hoffman, 2010; Hoffman & Bresciani, 2010). For 

example in one study, co-curricular staff with varying ability levels found assessment tools 
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challenging to develop and utilize for specific outcomes (Seagraves & Dean, 2010) often 

engendering reliance on past experience or a conveniently available tool (Collins & Roberts, 

2012). A common pathway into the field for early career professionals, student affairs graduate 

programs mostly train practitioners as generalists in student learning, development, and 

administrative leadership and have only recently begun to add evaluation and assessment course 

offerings (Hoffman, 2010). Increased demands for evidence-based practice require specific 

assessment training from graduate programs, professional development opportunities, and on-

the-job training (Collins & Roberts; Hoffman, 2010). Yet efforts at outcomes assessment persist 

perhaps because of high demand across different institutional strata (i.e., for-credit, co-

curricular) for assessment to drive leadership, action, and sense making of practice (Culp & 

Dungy, 2012; Jessup-Anger, 2009).  

To support assessment demand, additional efforts are needed among co-curricular and 

administrative units to align or map outcomes to institutional goals to create an overall 

assessment culture on campuses. Green, Jones, and Aloi (2008) found that a commitment to 

assessment practice existed across different levels of co-curricular staff including entry level, 

managers, directors, and executives responsible for activities such as instruction/programming, 

advising, and supervision. Institutions giving co-curricular learning outcomes alignments 

proportional attention (Ewell, 2009; Jessup-Anger, 2009) could lead to a greater contribution of 

these programs to student and institutional success (Schuh & Gansamer-Topf, 2010). While co-

curricular groups face an additional challenge in coordinating, differentiating, measuring, and 

aggregating learning outcomes data, many are willing to contribute effort, if not skill, to a culture 

of assessment (Ewell, 2009; Green, Jones, & Aloi; Schuh & Gansamer-Topf, 2010).  
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Summary of Learning Outcomes Assessments in Higher Education	

For-credit and co-curricular assessment practices aligned with institutional level learning 

goals can provide a unique opportunity for institutional leaders to assess for accreditation and 

internal program improvement. Different challenges exist for providers of for-credit and co-

curricular learning when assessing relative to institution-wide goals. Assessment practices in for-

credit and co-curricular learning environments vary in execution but share a common 

characteristic: data are collected about individual learning but not consistently aligned to broader 

organizational or institutional goals that help programs improve or communicate values to 

external stakeholders. However, institution level assessment has strong potential to contribute to 

a broad culture of assessment by utilizing data and information from multiple sources on a 

campus to inform multiple university goals (Hovland & Schneider, 2011).	

Systems and Mental Models in Higher Education	

	 In this section I use a systems thinking approach to explore enacted mental models of 

learning outcomes assessment. In basic form, the system of learning outcomes and assessments 

includes learning as a key input and assessment as the key feedback mechanism. In a more 

complex systems approach, individual mental models and the assumptions about learning held 

by individuals form a basis for understanding larger systems of learning outcomes and 

assessments (Senge, 1994). 	

Many scholars have tried to explain higher educational environments including aspects 

associated with assessment using perspectives of structural/managerial organizations (Mintzberg, 

1979), organizational socialization (Dill, 1982; Tierney, 1997), cultural organizations (Tierney, 

1988), organizational typology (Bergquist, 1992), and multiple policy paradigms (Kezar & Dee, 

2011). Even when taken together, the multiple perspectives do not sufficiently help individuals 
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in complex institutions make sense of an environment where learning outcomes and assessment 

across different organizational levels are not well linked together, nor do the multiple frames 

necessarily add up to a systems approach to understanding organizations.	

A systems perspective on learning outcomes and assessment may be a way to more 

clearly understand, explain, and intervene in assessment actions in higher education. Systems 

thinking advocated by Argyris and Schön (1996), Senge (1994), and others take into account 

multiple forms of thinking in the organizational system made up of people who hold and enact 

mental models of the world around them, in this case, assessment. Individuals may develop trust, 

join and leave groups, and may develop shared meaning about assessment but until individuals 

understand the individual mental model they are enacting, they operate under assumptions that 

may or may not match the organizational assumptions where they work (Argyris & Schön; 

Senge)	

	 Overview of systems thinking.  Systems thinking was first developed and tested as a 

way to apply mechanical systems’	understanding to social systems. Systems thinking relies on 

people to “make their understanding of social systems explicit”	for the purposes of improvement 

(Aronson, 1996, p 1.). According to Aronson systems thinking is helpful when facing	

complex problems that involve helping many actors see the ‘big picture’	and not 

just their part of it; recurring problems or those that have been made worse by 

past attempts to fix them; issues where an action affects (or is affected by) the 

environment surrounding the issue, either the natural environment or the 

competitive environment; [and] problems whose solutions are not obvious. (p. 1) 	

 Contrary to linear problem analysis, systems thinking seeks not to take apart the elements 

of an argument but rather to look for ways that parts and their movements affect one another and 
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observe how short term decisions affect long range consequences. Peter Senge (1994) describes 

systems practice in particular discussing in detail five major competencies, called disciplines, 

required for systems thinking: Shared Vision, Mental Models, Personal Mastery, Team Learning, 

and Systems Thinking. Senge focuses on the interplay among the five disciplines stipulating that 

participants continually reassess their competency in any discipline if/when a conflict or impasse 

arises in a group. 	

In the portfolio assessment movement in higher education, systems thinking principles 

are evident. While assignment and course assessment are important in the department or 

discipline related experiences, portfolios used at the institutional level can capture and allow 

assessment of for-credit and co-curricular learning experiences. Portfolios are used in nearly 

50% of U.S. public and private higher education institutions and have the potential to help align 

specific learning outcomes to broader institutional categories as well as integrate for-credit and 

co-curricular learning (Clark & Eynon, 2009). Data aggregated from portfolios and signature 

assignments are being used at the institutional level to identify and curate learning outcomes 

artifacts to represent institutional learning outcomes. However, when individual data are not 

digitally linked or clearly threaded through an institutional process, individual learners likely do 

not have control over what artifacts are included for consideration, a potential violation of trust 

between individual and institution (Maki, 2010).	

Senge (1994) warns of the difficulties and anticipated barriers of practicing systems 

thinking skills such as data aggregation in complex organizations. The work is time intensive, 

necessarily group oriented, and may require a non-hierarchical approach to decisions. These 

practices are not impossible to achieve and are being used in at least one case with good 

intentions and results (e.g., Youatt, McCully & Blanshan, 2014). Too often, though, systems 
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thinking is seen as antithetical to higher education organizations built on somewhat mechanical 

models of independent, scholarly production, however outdated (Bess & Dee, 2008; Mintzberg, 

1979; Thelin, 2004).	

Mental models. A basic element of systems thinking, mental models are an individual’s 

understanding or conceptualization of information and experience (Johnson-Laird, 1983). 

Essentially a thought process, mental models are difficult to directly observe and require practice 

for an individual to fully communicate (Hatch, 1997). Mental models can be expressed in the 

form of metaphors (Morgan, 2006), frames of understanding (Bolman & Deal, 1997) or 

knowledge of underlying systems thinking (Senge, 1994). Informed by culture, context, and 

individual interpretation of the world around oneself, mental models serve as cognitive 

containers that hold large amounts of integrated knowledge and experiences (Heifetz, 1994). 

Mental models help an individual navigate complex situations and work environments and may 

change to adapt to the changing environment. In work environments, individuals reinforce or 

adjust existing mental models by acting on information transmitted by the organization, the 

environment, and leaders (Dill, 1982). In higher education, culture, work environment, and 

context inform individual mental models. Individuals, in turn, are personally involved in 

constructing their specific model of assessment practice and interactions (Flyvbjerg, 2006) and 

may do so at multiple levels of the institution (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). Using a leadership example 

of this idea, it is not enough for a leader to hold the vision, but the leader must present the vision 

and receive feedback to make meaning (Heifetz, 1994).	

In higher education environments, individuals form and enact mental models about 

assessment action and data (Schuh & Associates, 2009) typically through a process of action and 

reflection (praxis) that helps make the mental model conscious (Love & Estanek, 2004; Senge, 
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1994). This understanding and meaning making is a first step toward shared vision, which is 

another discipline in systems thinking (Senge). Shared vision is important in a department or unit 

because of the multiple ways faculty or staff might take actions that bridge individual and 

organizational action (Argyris & Schön, 1996). However, individuals not taking a systems 

approach to assessment may or may not share or communicate clearly the meaning of their 

assessment work with anyone else on their campus. Without shared meaning of assessment, an 

institution misses important links, connections, and/or alignment between and among learning 

outcome levels.   

The mental models about assessment are different for instructors and administrators at the 

instructional, program, institutional, and accreditation level based on job role, varied training, 

and intended audience. As described earlier, disciplinary training for course and program 

assessment focuses on content area expertise, classroom grading, and disciplinary skills 

(Mintzberg, 1979) while staff and administrative training focuses on co-curricular outcomes such 

as communication skills, leadership and/or personal development (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2010; 

Maki, 2010). Different mental models of assessment in use during alignment discussions may 

lead to misunderstandings and lowered productivity. 	

There are also differences in mental models for those who assess learning than for those 

who align assessment data to institutional goals such as accreditation. Mental models held by 

program and institutional leaders require analysis of how much or what students learn in relation 

to certain institutional outcomes (Ewell, 2009; Schuh & Associates, 2009). Internal stakeholders, 

such as provosts, program directors, or deans, are each motivated by different kinds of 

assessment data for various purposes such as accountability and rankings; this results in data 

collections that do not always connect student learning in a course or program (Tinto, 1993, 
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2000). Outcomes disconnected from experiences result in the loss of both learner and 

institutional awareness of the impact of learning processes or environments on institutional level 

outcomes. At the same time, incentives for instructors and assessors are mostly unrelated to 

individual student learning assessment data collected for use in aggregate form by more senior 

decision makers (Boyer, 1991).	

The result of mixed expectations may create confusion about the purpose of instructional 

and co-curricular work and a lack of confidence by instructors and administrators in the utility of 

collecting data for organizational learning. A lack of clear purpose of assessment at a department 

level (Culp & Dungy, 2012; Tierney, 1988) leads to an institutional culture that does not always 

reinforce assessment practice (Kezar, 2001; Senge, 1994). When assessment communications, 

purpose, or actions lack clarity from visionaries to implementers, the connections between for-

credit and co-curricular instruction efforts and broader learning outcomes at an institutional level 

are also weakened (Weick, 1976). Weakened or weak connections serve to distance those 

conducting assessment in any setting from the reinforcing feedback loop that may otherwise help 

improve practice and learning throughout the organization.	

Influence of Mental Models on Systems Components	

	 There are several influences of mental models on systems of assessment apparent in 

higher education and organizational literature. The concepts of trust, shared meaning, and 

organizational learning have each been explored by scholars for their influence on teamwork, 

decisions, and behaviors of individuals leading to a learning organization and apply to this 

discussion of factors influencing assessment thought and action, as well. 

Trust. Trust is an important dimension of communication and action and an extension of 

individual mental models. In a college environment with integrated goals, multiple groups 
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(faculty and staff) deliver instruction and conduct assessment. This reality implicitly or explicitly 

challenges the traditional roles of faculty and staff related to instructional delivery and who is 

assumed to be in charge of the locations where learning takes place (Thelin, 2004). Schein 

(2009) argues that implied power in a relationship (i.e., faculty over staff) has to be addressed 

before trust and organizational learning can develop (Senge, 1994). To inform shared meaning, 

trust has to be developed between those in formal/appointed instructional roles and others that 

deliver and assess learning outcomes which can happen when all members are valued and 

respected for their contributions to assessment (Schein). When trying to align individual learning 

outcomes to institutional level outcomes, mutual trust between faculty/programmers and 

administrative staff can matter greatly to success. Kezar (2004) noted that trust in higher 

education has the potential to overcome structural boundaries to faculty and staff working 

together especially where past assessment experiences of faculty and administrators have not 

been positive (Kezar & Dee, 2011).  

Shared meaning. Individuals need to both self-identify as part of a system and act to 

influence outcomes to become rooted in shared culture (Bergquist, 1992; Senge, 1994; Tierney, 

1988). The tacit or explicit cultural understanding held by members about an institution is 

characterized by the term ‘shared meaning’	(Senge). In many institutions, shared meaning 

reinforces some unquestioned assumptions about the organization (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Dill, 

1982; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Tierney) and leaving assumptions unquestioned belies whether there 

is shared meaning. For example, most faculty and administrators today acknowledge that 

assessment is part of higher education organizations but may not stop to question what is meant 

by the term to realize multiple definitions. In this way mental models of an individual, perhaps 

without awareness, likely influence the culture in an organization (Senge, 1994).	
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Mental models of assessment change over time and across environments (Kezar & Dee, 

2011; Senge, 1994). For example, when an instructor or staff member changes organizations and 

continues assessment, it is important for there to be significant interactions to socialize the 

individual to the new organization and contextualize assessment activity (Dill, 1982; Kezar & 

Eckel, 2002; Tierney, 1988). The new member then makes sense of, and in turn, perhaps 

influences shared meaning in the organization. Sharing meaning often results in individual 

reflection and updated understanding, which may further influence an individual’s mental model 

of the organization or any specific action (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Huber, 1991; Senge, 1994). 

Shared meaning of assessment is accomplished through  interactions where individuals learn 

from and contribute to the conversations and actions related to learning outcomes and connection 

to course, department, and/or institutional goals (Schuh & Associates, 2009).	

Organizational learning. Built on trust and shared meaning, organizational learning is 

the process through which individuals act consistently to improve the outcomes for an 

organization and individuals (Schein, 2009; Senge, 1994). When this learning process is 

practiced in the service of instruction and assessment, it has the potential to capitalize on staff 

and faculty efforts to result in powerful and transformative learning experiences for students. 

Powerful learning experiences often include an intentional combination of for-credit and co-

curricular experiences aimed at achieving clearly stated goals and outcomes through formal and 

informal means (Kuh, 2001). To achieve this transformation, staff and faculty have to overcome 

organizational barriers to communication and shared understanding to build integrated 

approaches to for-credit and co-curricular instruction and assessment which require mutual trust 

(Senge, 1994; Smith & MacGregor, 2009). For example, residential colleges and living learning 

communities are often places where organizational learning is fostered to coordinate formal and 
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informal faculty and staff experiences that help address complex problems of learning outcomes 

and assessments (Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; Pike, 2008). 	

Organizational learning occurs via planned coordination and integration of work roles 

and expectations and/or less formal opportunities to identify common organizational interests 

(Gumport, 1993; Schein, 2009). For example, through planned meetings different faculty and co-

curricular staff might work together to support institutional learning outcomes by responding to 

local data and by providing new or improved programs to improve student learning (Smith & 

MacGregor, 2009). Important opportunities for shared understanding also might occur when 

faculty and staff realize common interests and outcomes outside of formal structures (Inkelas & 

Soldner, 2011). Discovering such overlapping interests might occur at brown bag presentations 

or invited speakers that focus on a topic of broader interest, presenting opportunities for faculty 

and staff discussions leading to shared understanding and/or action.	

In groups where faculty and administrators come together to discuss assessment findings 

or learning outcomes and their purposes, and thereby learn and actively adapt to changes 

(Bergquist, 1992; Heifetz; 1994; Senge, 1994), we might see a setting where	“conflict [can] be 

heard and honored, that allows differences to be visible and viable”	(Tierney, 1988, p. 17). 

Seeing differences between groups’	contested meanings informed by differing data and 

interpretations is a necessary step in advanced organizational learning and creates opportunity for 

individuals to identify common values in the larger organization (Senge). The ability for an 

individual to reflect and make meaning of experiences and the capacity of groups to openly 

disagree about ideas and eventually move forward with a decision are two key features affecting 

the success of a learning organization (Ewell, 2009; Schuh & Associates, 2009; Senge). To 

achieve such a learning organization, an understanding of shared meaning and trust requires that 
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we view organizational development as inclusive of both individual growth and group learning 

processes (Bergquist).	

Summary of the Literature	

This literature review steps back to take an organizational view of mental models and 

assessment and asks what people are thinking about, why, and how they practice. The way 

individuals enact their mental models about assessment matter to specific outcomes in higher 

education institutions. Researchers need to understand what is actually assessed, in what context, 

by whom, and for what reasons to understand connections between mental models and actual 

assessment practice. Instructional assessments are useful starting points to understand the 

rationale for shared meaning perhaps leading to a better understanding of institutional values 

(Hirt, 2006; Senge, 1994; Tierney, 1988). But assessment at the institutional or accreditation 

level is often linked to external priorities with larger organizational consequences (Bergquist, 

1992). While a stated goal is often alignment of assessment priorities, this frequently proves not 

to be the reality and alignment between priorities and practices at different levels is less clear. 	

As thoughts are generally believed to drive actions (Schein, 2009), interviews, concept 

maps, and observations of actions are the most common strategies for understanding mental 

models and have proved reliable in prompting reflection and meaning making by individuals 

(Johnson-Laird, 1983). Time and circumstances change the nature of learning outcomes 

assessment so any investigation is a snapshot of the individuals’ thinking at a point in time 

(Schein). If we can understand enacted mental models of learning outcomes assessment we can 

learn ways to shift perspectives from the information and potentially organize around 

fundamental differences and commonalities.	 	
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 

The purpose of this study was to conduct an exploratory study of influences on 

individuals’	enacted mental models of learning outcomes assessment. The literature suggested 

some potential influences might include institutional culture, socialization, 

academic/professional training, and disciplinary distinctions but how these or other influences 

affect the ways in which individuals think about and assess learning outcomes was less clear. 

Understanding individual assessment frames or mental models may help institutional leaders 

develop more sound policy and implementation decisions about assessing learning outcomes. 

The following research questions guided my study: 

1. How were goals and learning outcomes understood and assessed?  

2. What influences the enacted mental models of individuals’	practice of learning outcomes 

assessment? 

 In order to learn more about individuals’	enacted mental models of learning outcomes 

assessment an exploratory, qualitative design allowed for closer examination of reported thinking 

alongside reported assessment behaviors (Glesne 2006; Miles & Huberman, 1994). This chapter 

discusses the research design informed by the researcher’s constructivist paradigm, methods, 

participants, and ethics of research. This chapter also addresses approaches to data 

trustworthiness, analysis, and reported findings. 

Constructivist Paradigm 

 The current study was grounded in a constructivist research paradigm. Constructivist 

research identifies the perspective of the researcher in the data and integrates researcher and 

participant interpretations in analyses (Patton, 2002). My perspective on research included the 

possibility of multiple realities in which researcher and participant(s) co-create meanings and 



 
  

 38 

understandings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Glesne, 2006). To investigate multiple perspectives 

and actions on assessment a constructivist approach allowed me to use both deductive and 

inductive approaches to data, multiple theories, and sources of data to identify and organize 

imports concepts (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Glesne, 2006; Merriam, 1988). Reporting from this 

perspective represented the ways in which both participants and I made sense of real events in a 

complex environment.  

 I realize that my presence influenced and shaped the ways in which participants made 

meaning of questions and therefore their responses that are my data (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). My 

intent was not to determine an objective, more-or-less correct outcome but rather to surface and 

document existing interpretations of participants’	own worldview and experiences related to 

assessment (Guba & Lincoln). As a result there are multiple interpretations of assessment held 

by participants represented in this study (Stake, 2005). 

Qualitative Research Design 

Although the literature often suggests potential influence on assessment practice it 

typically does not address how and why different influences occur. Open-ended interview 

methods aligned with constructivist approaches (how and what) to knowing more about the 

influence and practice of individuals. Further the literature about learning outcomes assessment 

and possible influences on assessment lacked clear constructs upon which a researcher might 

base a quantitative investigation. Qualitative, open ended, individual interviews were chosen to 

explore participants’	mental models, what influenced them, and how. The interviews and 

additional document analyses were useful for gaining a deep understanding of individuals’	

influences, approaches to, motivations for, and understanding and application of assessment 

practices (Creswell, 2008). In taking this qualitative approach I was able to simultaneously 
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explore the role of multiple internal and external influences on the phenomenon of interest—in 

this research individual enacted mental models of learning outcomes assessment (Creswell, 

2008; Merriam, 1988). I discuss each research decision in the following sections. 

Sampling. Two primary sampling decisions were necessary for this study. The first 

decision concerned the research site for which I considered the particular institution in which 

enacted mental models of assessment were investigated. The second decision included the 

participants -- the individuals that assess learning outcomes -- and exploring influences on their 

practice. 

Research site. The Association of American Colleges & Universities’ Shared Futures: 

Global Learning and Social Responsibility was the starting point in selecting an institution as the 

site of this study (AAC&U, 2013b). Because the 32 institutions in the Shared Futures initiative 

have broad learning goals at some level of implementation I inferred some presence of 

institutional level learning outcomes in use or in development at these institutions. The study site 

was selected because it is one of the Shared Futures initiative partner institutions (AAC&U, 

2013b) and therefore represented an appropriate environment to begin an investigation of 

enacted mental models of assessment. I confirmed that efforts to develop and implement 

institutional learning outcomes had existed and continue; in addition, the institution was 

convenient for scheduling multiple on-site interviews with limited available funding for research 

logistics. The research was conducted at a large (>20,000 undergraduate students), Midwestern, 

research-extensive university. Due to the overall size and complexity of academic and 

administrative structures some transferability of results may be appropriate to institutions with 

similar characteristics.	
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Participant selection. In qualitative research sampling is necessary to help bound the 

exploration to participants who are likely to have experience with the phenomenon of interest 

(Hill & Levenhagen, 1995), in this case assessment thoughts and actions. To avoid a sampling 

bias for or against any one explanation of assessment behaviors, no particular group within the 

institution was at the center of investigation. In 2009-2010 as part of efforts related to Shared 

Future the selected institution began implementing institution level learning outcomes by 

convening faculty and staff teams to write goals for undergraduate learners later approved in 

faculty governance processes. In early 2012 senior administrators convened a different group of 

80 faculty and staff members to work in teams to develop rubrics for five existing goals for 

learning. These 80 people were drawn from across all undergraduate-serving colleges on the 

campus and a number of non-academic units. No particular level of training or other 

commonality was used to select members of this group; directors and deans of the colleges were 

asked to appoint and/or recruit individuals that were “Excited about assessment” (J. Adams, 

personal communication, 2012). By the middle of 2012, the coordinated efforts at rubric 

development were completed and this group of 80 has not been called to work on rubrics since. 

At the time of this study the initial rubrics had been vetted by and were in use in the campus 

community. 	

Participants were recruited from among the 80 individuals in the university rubric 

development effort because they were from multiple colleges and units on the campus and held 

varying roles in the institution. It is unknown if participants shared an understanding of learning 

outcomes at the end of their work on the rubric committee. However it is likely that participants 

had variable experiences related to assessment based on individual backgrounds and working in 
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different units. Based on participation on the committee I expected that sampled individuals 

would have a mental model of learning outcomes assessment. 

I first identified and confirmed the list of participants with the rubric project planner and 

verified their continued employment through the university’s online directory resulting in 

removal of three individuals from the list of 80. From the remaining list I drew a random sample 

of 15 participants that included individuals with titles such as deans and/or directors, assistant 

deans or directors, program coordinators, teaching faculty, and entry-level employees. I invited 

individuals via email and phone to participate in two interviews. Interviews took place in an 

appropriate location identified by the participant which in all cases was a university office space. 

Second interviews were scheduled at the end of the first meeting. Both sets of interviews took 

place between June 2014 and January 2015.	

By selecting participants from a broad set of work functions and positional strata in the 

university I assembled multiple perspectives to create a more holistic narrative of enacted mental 

models of learning outcomes assessment. Recruiting participants from various 

locations/positions was an important strategy for lowering bias across interview participants in 

the study (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). I conducted a pilot study to check interview protocol 

and questions with one faculty and one staff member from two different units on the campus. I 

adjusted several questions for clarity and added a statement to clarify the definition of learning 

outcomes for the individual learner at the onset of the interview. The data from pilot interviews 

are not included in the analysis.	

Data Collection	

In a constructivist paradigm qualitative research is open to many forms of data collection 

so a clear connection was needed between research questions, data collection (documents, 
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interviews, and observations), and the realities of a university (Gerring, 2004). The research goal 

was to identify participants’	enacted mental models of learning outcomes assessment and what 

influenced those mental models. Interviews and selected documents were the forms of data 

collected from participants.	

Interviews. Interviews were the primary form of data collection. I interviewed each 

person two different times for 30-60 minutes each, which helped me surface individuals’ 

understandings about specific topics relevant to enacted mental models of learning outcomes 

assessment and develop a more thorough narrative, overall. Two interviews for each of 12 

participants allowed for data saturation during analysis (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2003).  

Interview questions (Appendix A) were derived from major themes in the extant 

literature that might have been relevant to learning outcomes assessment. Questions were 

developed to elicit information from participants about their training, socialization, skill building 

for assessment, relationships, leaders, department and institutional cultures, application of ideas, 

rewards, incentives, accountability, communication, and barriers. A beginning assumption I had 

was that not every person carried the same mental models of assessment. 

I began the interviews with an introduction to the study and an opportunity to consent to 

be interviewed. I then used a semi-structured interview protocol for the first interview (Appendix 

A). Second interviews were used to ask more pointed questions based on themes that emerged 

from first interviews, helped clarify statements and ideas, and provided an opportunity for 

participants to share more about what they thought was important to the study (Yin, 2003).  

First interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for ongoing reference, accuracy, 

review, and perspective. Second interviews were recorded but not transcribed because I 

employed the use of a concept map on which participants recorded data and information related 
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to the study (Figure 2); concept maps were then analyzed. I made detailed field notes and 

reflexive memos during and after interviews to highlight connections between emerging themes 

and to help identify patterns and/or connections to theoretical constructs about organizational 

learning, assessment, and/or the environment. 

	

 

Documents. I requested and collected a limited number of documents related to enacted 

mental models of learning outcomes assessment identifying learning outcomes and their 

alignment to higher-level goals and reports related to mission, vision, and values. These 

documents were used to more fully understand the kinds of messages and priorities received or 

expressed by participants in the study (Patton, 2002).  

Participant safeguards. Interviewing participants sometimes exposed personal opinions 

and experiences that would be harmful to the participants’	reputation if made public. Harm, in 

these cases, may have included loss to physical or emotional wellbeing and loss to dignity or 

autonomy (Miles & Huberman, 1994). As the researcher I had the responsibility to ensure 

appropriate protections via four ways standard in qualitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1989): 

harm, deception, protection of privacy, and informed consent. I minimized harm to participants 

Figure 2. Concept map for second interview 
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by acknowledging risks in personal and professional disclosure and reassured individuals that 

their perspectives about assessment were valued as a matter of institutional learning.	

In the interview protocol I avoided probing outside of the scope of influences on and/or 

practice of assessment in the course of the participants’	professional career. In order to avoid 

deception or misunderstanding I provided individuals with an overview of the study and an 

opportunity to ask deeper questions for further understanding. Consistent with my research 

paradigm, telling participants more about the goals of the study elicited individuals’	contributing 

more relevant information and perspectives. To protect privacy anonymous identifiers were used 

for all participants, the institution, units where the individuals work, and other uniquely 

identifiable information. Prior to initiating the study I obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

approval for the study. Participants were informed in writing of their rights for joining the study. 

Each person received written instructions on how to withdraw from the study at any time if they 

chose to do so and signed an informed consent form approved by the IRB (Appendix B). Data 

were stored separately from participant information and the identities of individuals.	

Data Analysis and Reporting	

In this study I analyzed individual mental models reported through a deductive analysis 

of interview responses and an inductive, open coding, thematic analysis attempting to describe 

categories of data while maintaining authenticity (Glesne, 2006). First I evaluated interviews and 

concept map data for ideas and themes related to literature on enacted mental models and 

espoused theory/theory in use (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Senge, 1994) and for evidence of 

understanding and practices related to that person’s perspective of what was going on around 

them. I later explored the data for ways that individual assessment practices were more and less 

connected to the assessment behaviors in the person’s self-defined work environment. Consistent 
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with qualitative inquiry strategies (Creswell, 2008; Merriam; 1988; Patton, 2002) data analysis 

was ongoing during the study. Field memos were employed during and after every interview to 

recall interview content and my associated thinking. Ongoing analysis helped me identify needs 

for additional information from individuals and adjust second interview questions to reflect 

deeper exploration of assessment understanding and practice.	

In first round interviews I listened for emerging major ideas (Weiss, 1994) that yielded 

information about myriad influences on assessment for each participant. I used NVivo qualitative 

data software (v10.2.0) to organize, analyze, and code first interview memos and transcripts for 

responses to interview questions. I mapped responses directly to interview questions thereby 

linking data to existing explanations of enacted mental models in the literature. When ideas 

linked to more than one question multiple codes were added to the idea creating links between 

influences on practice. I identified categories informed by the literature --motivations, drivers, 

influences, and reasons given for assessment-- largely represented by interview questions. I then 

reorganized, added meta-data, and collapsed codes into analytic categories of influences on 

assessment that I eventually called Push, Path, or Pull to aid in visualizing how categories 

influenced different groups in similar or dissimilar ways.  

Push, Path, or Pull categories emerged from interview data and I summarized the 

participants’ interpretation of influences on their assessment. I created categories of influences 

labeled Push, Path, or Pull which helped me to identify an assessment narrative that could run 

through many learning oriented units represented and to parse out details of how individuals act 

to link their assessment work to the goals in their local, program, and institutional environments. 

Next I reviewed both first round interview notes and field memos.  
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I debriefed my early observations from the first interview with two different peer debrief 

partners (one academic administrator and one student life administrator) to identify salient 

concepts, to hear practitioner perspectives, and identify blind spots in my initial analysis (Glesne, 

2006). Debriefing resulted in adjustments to my concept map template for second-round 

interviews. It was from first round interview data and debriefing that I developed a framework of 

assessment levels as a way to share a mental model and encourage participants to make explicit 

their interpretation of said model. From these analyses I created a second interview protocol 

including a concept map template onto which all twelve participants entered data and 

information (Figure 2, above). 	

I then conducted 12 second-round interviews using the concept map template (Figure 2) 

during which I offered the concept map as a draft and asked for corrections, additions, and 

changes. I asked participants where on the concept map they would position their primary, 

secondary, and other work roles including assessment. I asked what connections they made 

between levels of the organizations in their regular work and what other kinds of structures were 

missing from the concept map for their work. I asked what were the general motivating 

relationships in the organization. I referred at times to data from first interviews to identify 

salient motivating factors and asked participants to discuss them in terms of the concept map. 

Concept maps were used in analysis primarily to identify and understand the linkages between 

learning outcomes assessment and other facets of the individual’s organizational experience.	

I added second-interview analysis to the initial Push, Path, and Pull categories. I 

identified similarities in the ways different individuals understood and practiced assessment. I 

labeled these similarities action groups and named them Isolated, Limited, and Connected. To 
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visualize relationships I arranged action groups and literature-based categories for a 3x3 matrix 

of influences and actions (Table 2) that are more fully explained in chapter four. 

Table 2 
3x3 matrix of actions and influences on assessment 

 
 
Participants’ 
Influences on  
Assessment 

 Participants 
assessment 
action groups 

Isolated 
Assessment  

Limited 
Assessment  

Connected 
Assessment  

Push    

Path    

Pull    

	
	
Some further commonalities were discovered across participants and groups, differing 

from both the action groups and influences on assessment categories. To create an additional 

visual map of assessment influences, I linked the Push, Path, and Pull categories and Isolated, 

Limited, and Connected action groups with participants’	stated motivations. I used the visual map 

to conduct a cross case analysis of group types thereby deepening my understanding and ability 

to communicate the nuances of individual enacted mental models of learning outcomes 

assessment.	

Throughout analysis I observed data for apparent connections between themes such as 

learning outcomes, organizational pressures, and assessment practices and again for explanations 

of motivation for assessment. I examined data for various influences and meaning about 

assessment among participants associated with different roles on campus and analyzed 

interviews and concept maps for evidence of contradictions or complementary actions. I then 

explored data for the presence of consistencies or inconsistencies across participants’	actions and 

understanding in addition to my own conceptual linkages to relevant organizational theory 

(Glesne, 2006). The Push, Path, and Pull categories and Isolated, Limited, and Connected 



 
  

 48 

categories were analytic as they emerged from the data. Participants in this study did not describe 

their work in these terms but rather I created these categories as artifacts of data based on 

similarities across participants and their experiences.  

Data Trustworthiness and Credibility	

Trustworthiness was maintained during data collection, analysis, and interpretation by 

taking detailed interview notes, post-interview memos, verbatim transcriptions, and organization 

of artifacts (Patton, 2002). To support findings I triangulated data from multiple sources to 

develop a thorough understanding in order to answer the research questions (Yin, 2003). Sources 

included two rounds of interviews with participants, field notes, and literature related to 

assessment and enacted mental models. Among individual concept maps I analyzed connections 

between thinking and action about assessment and created codes and themes from the data for 

continued analysis (Weiss, 1994). To help me examine assessment through past and present, 

training, socialization, and accountability my approach “allow[ed] for the simultaneous 

examination of the role of structures, culture, organization-wide processes, history, and myriad 

other conditions”	(Merriam, 1988, p. 51). 	

I then employed a third peer de-briefer to provide additional perspective for data 

credibility. By exposing discrepancies in analysis and interpretation across individuals, faculty or 

administrator groups, and/or sub units of the institution, the third peer de-briefer encouraged 

consideration of alternative explanations of patterns and themes. Finally key participant member 

checks offered additional perspective and feedback on the data and interpretations consistent 

with a constructivist approach to data that values meaning making with participants in the study 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
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Personal experiences played an important role in the grounding and credibility of this 

research (Glesne, 2006). In my past roles in higher education I worked in student affairs settings 

and often found that assessment lacked coordination and meaningful support in the unit and 

division. Currently I coordinate and implement program design and assessment plans for faculty 

and staff on a campus. My interest in this particular research emerged from having struggled at 

times to identify how to engage apparently contradictory reasons to assess my own work based 

on shifting demands of a changing organizational landscape and the reality of having multiple 

stakeholders who were interested in the outcome for different reasons. I found that assessment 

was often valued when it was complete but carving out time for the complex task of an 

assessment agenda much beyond tracking attendance and accountability was challenging in the 

work environment. Based on literature and my experiences I proposed institutional assessment 

practices work better when including a broad range of assessment activity that layers output 

indicators (e.g., counting students in seats) with assessing learning and development outcomes 

(e.g., how are you a different person?).	

Limitations	

This research design was exploratory and sought to know more about enacted mental 

models of learning outcomes assessment in one higher education institution. Findings from this 

study are not directly generalizable although they may be transferable to similar settings nor 

should causality be inferred from relationships described. Further individuals participating 

represented only a small cross section of historical and current perspectives. While the sample 

includes administrators and faculty from different areas in the university these individuals cannot 

represent all perspectives on assessment and espoused goals of representative departments, units, 

and the institution in the study. 	
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Answers to the research questions emerged from participants’	multiple perspectives on 

assessment each of whom informed the knowledge and conclusions presented (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

In addressing a problem of assessment practice my perspective informed how I listened for 

participant meaning and understanding leading me to a model for the second interview. 

Participant responses to interviews (data) continued to inform themes, perspectives, and 

conclusions. In qualitative research the researcher is the instrument of analysis. My presentations 

of data and my conclusions are confined by my experiences in decisions affecting curriculum or 

large-scale program implementation. 

In sum the current research was an exploratory, qualitative study using deductive and 

inductive thematic analysis of individual enacted mental models of assessment held by faculty 

and staff. Using two interviews with each participant and some document analysis I created a 

trustworthy and credible representation of data in response to the research questions. Analyses 

included open inductive coding, use of codes grounded in theory linked to the interview protocol, 

peer debriefing, and participant data checks in order to produce a final document.	
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Chapter 4: Findings	

Twelve individuals each participated in two interviews for this study. The interviews 

consisted of questions about behavior and motivation for assessment, based in literature and 

seeking to expound on the individuals’	learning outcomes assessment thinking and practice. Data 

presented here were identified through open-ended interviews about a daily activity (assessment) 

in higher education (Wolcott, 2001). The data respond to the research questions guiding this 

study:	

1. How are learning goals and outcomes understood and assessed? 	

2. What influences the enacted mental models of individuals’	practice of learning outcomes 

assessment?	

The following sections include an overview of the participants, responses to interview 

questions and several emergent configurations of data. First participants’ responses to literature-

based questions about assessment influence are reported. Individual questions and associated 

responses were aggregated in three groups representing themes in literature: training and 

disciplinary socialization (Push), environmental and ecological socialization (Path), and 

incentives and accountability (Pull). Second emergent themes of similar enacted mental models 

of assessment are displayed, noted in three groups named Isolated, Limited, and Connected. I use 

these groups as a basis for reporting patterns of behaviors. I then describe similarities and 

differences across the same patterns of behaviors in action groups in a cross-participant analysis. 

Table 3 lists participant characteristics. Fuller participant descriptions are included with the 

emergent themes in this chapter.  
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Table 3 
Participant characteristics 

Pseudonym Position & primary duties  College Accreditation 
type 

Appointment 
type 

Alex Professor and former assistant 
dean in the college-teaching, 
research, outreach 

Professional School Disciplinary 
accreditation 

Faculty, tenure 
stream 

Blake Associate professor and 
associate dean- accreditation, 
research, teaching 

Professional School Disciplinary 
accreditation 

Faculty, tenure 
stream, part time 
administrator 

Cameron Associate dean-curriculum, 
research 

Professional School Disciplinary 
accreditation 

Faculty, tenure 
stream, academic 
administrator 

Emerson Faculty member and former 
student affairs staff member 
administrative, research, 
teaching 

Professional School 
(current) 

Regional 
accreditation 

Faculty-tenure 
stream 

Jordan Associate dean for student 
affairs functions-
administrative 

Science College  Regional 
accreditation 

Non-faculty, 
administrator 

Hunter Associate professor & director 
of a program-research, 
teaching 

Liberal Arts & Sciences 
College 

Regional 
accreditation 

Faculty, tenure 
stream, director 
of a program 

Taylor Assistant dean for student 
affairs functions-
administrative 

Co-curricular unit Regional 
accreditation 

Non-faculty, 
administrator 

Ryan Associate professor-research, 
teaching, outreach 

Professional School Disciplinary 
accreditation 

Faculty, tenure 
stream 

Casey Associate professor & director 
of a program- research, 
teaching, outreach 

Professional School Disciplinary 
accreditation 

Faculty, tenure 
stream, director 
of a program 

Addison Librarian for interdisciplinary 
studies-administrative, 
research 

Library Regional 
accreditation 

Non-faculty, 
librarian 

Avery Instructor of interdisciplinary 
courses-teaching 

Liberal Arts & Sciences 
College 

Regional 
accreditation 

Non-faculty, full 
time instructor 

Jules Professor and director of a 
program-research, teaching 

Liberal Arts & Sciences 
College 

Regional 
accreditation 

Faculty, tenure 
stream, director 
of a program  
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Participant Profiles 

 Alex is a late-career professor and former assistant dean in a professional school. His 

career included several institutions, accrediting body positions, and administrative posts. His 

current appointment includes 60% research and 40% teaching. 

Blake is an associate professor and associate dean for school accreditation in a 

professional school. Her training included disciplinary expertise as well as mentoring for future 

service with the accrediting body. Her current appointment is 40% administrative, 30% research, 

and 30% teaching. 

 Cameron is a mid-career associate dean for curriculum in a professional school. Her 

training in a natural science area and affinity for research on teaching and learning led her to this 

position. Her appointment is 100% administrative.	

Emerson is a new faculty member in a professional school, and former student affairs 

professional with ten years of professional practice. Her current work portfolio consistent with 

other pre-tenure faculty consists of 60% research and 40% teaching and outreach. In her first 

year in a tenure-stream faculty position her department bought out her teaching load so she could 

focus on research. 

 Jordan is an associate dean for student affairs functions at a science college. His career is 

grounded in higher education administration and his current appointment is 100% administrative. 

He works closely with the associate deans for research and academic affairs in his college.	

 Hunter is an associate professor and the director of a college wide program in the liberal 

arts and science college. Her disciplinary training and ongoing mentoring have included 

assessment skills and experiences from different experts in her field. Her appointment is 20% 

teaching, 50% administrative, and 30% research.	
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	 Taylor is an assistant dean for student affairs functions in a co-curricular unit focused on 

academic excellence. She held different student affairs positions for close to 20 years. Her 

current portfolio is split between recruiting and retention and programming for leadership and 

international learning goals.	

 Ryan is an associate professor in a professional school. Her current appointment includes 

60% research and 40% teaching and service. She has been a faculty member during her career at 

three different large institutions. 	

 Casey is a mid-career associate professor and the director of a department-wide program 

in a professional school. Her training is in a humanities discipline. Her current work in a 

professional school allows her to keep abreast of issues in multiple areas related to her content 

expertise. Her appointment is 30% teaching, 40% research and 30% administrative.	

 Addison is a librarian for interdisciplinary studies at the university library whose training 

in library studies is augmented by close affiliation with a professional association. Her role on 

the rubric committee was to coordinate faculty and staff efforts to define dimensions of a goal. 

Her role is 100% designated for supporting faculty and students through the library. 	

 Avery is a late-career instructor of interdisciplinary studies in a liberal arts and science 

college. His training in anthropology gives him the opportunity to teach in many classroom 

environments in the university including large lectures with 400 or more students, smaller 

seminars, and study abroad. His current appointment is 100% teaching. 

 Jules is a professor and director of a college wide program in the liberal arts and science 

college. Her training was in a humanities field and her appointment is 50% administrative, 30% 

research, and 20% teaching. Her role on the rubric committee was to coordinate faculty and staff 

efforts to define dimensions of a goal.	



 
  

 55 

Assessment Influences	

An assumption I carried into the study that learning outcomes assessment could be teased 

out or considered separately from other kinds of assessment, environments, or influences was not 

accurate. No participants considered their work confined only to learning outcomes assessment 

or devoid of instructional or programmatic inputs or assessments so language in this chapter 

reflects participants’ broader conceptualization of assessment. The data reported and discussed 

take into account assessment behaviors and mental models inclusive of a greater range of job 

related behaviors. Findings presented first include assessment influences found in literature and 

reported in interviews followed by two emergent themes: Action groups and shared influences 

independent of action groups. While several participants found the term ‘learning outcomes 

assessment’	unfamiliar other kinds and modes of assessment were more familiar. Different 

participants used the words outcomes, goals, and objectives were used to describe targets of 

assessments. Participants reflected that assessment practices and understanding were closely 

related to understanding of their own work context. The observed range of behaviors led me to 

identify an overarching construct of this study that I called assessment connectivity.	

Two interviews with each participant yielded information about influences on assessment 

practices. Three categories of influences on assessment are used to organize this report and 

labeled as Push, Path, and Pull (Table 4.). 

• Push: The Push into professional practice are influences of training and disciplinary 

socialization and includes graduate training, mentoring and/or non-accredited 

disciplinary standards; 

• Path: The Path through the current environment includes pressures and forces acting on 

the participant in the current environment and cultural socialization in department, 
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division, or institutional expectations and/or influences, unit or department culture of 

practice, formative professional development, and career turning points; 

• Pull: The Pull toward action from outside themselves is based on incentives and 

accountability and includes any of the practices listed above when practices directly 

linked, as perceived by the participant, to incentives and/or accountability measures for 

their individual work. Often, but not always, incentives equated to money and 

accountability equated to consequences.  

Table 4  
Influence types, descriptions, and categories	 

Influences on assessment work 
(from interviews)	

Influence category	 Category name	

Disciplinary standards-non 
accredited, accepted standards	

Influences of training & disciplinary 	
socialization	

Push	

Strong mentoring	 Influences of training & disciplinary socialization 	 Push	

Ongoing influence of discipline	 Environmental & cultural socialization 	 Path	

Program/division assessment 
activity, training, expectations	

Environmental & cultural socialization 	 Path	

Current departmental assessment 
practices	

Environmental & cultural socialization 	 Path	

Greater good-greater than the 
institution	

Environmental & cultural socialization 	 Path	

External stakeholders-public policy	 Environmental & cultural socialization 	 Path	

Disciplinary Accreditation-external	 Incentives & accountability 	 Pull	

Disciplinary Advisory Board	 Incentives & accountability 	 Pull	

Instruction level demands (grades)	 Incentives & accountability	 Pull	

Department level incentives or 
accountability (course evaluations)	

Incentives & accountability 	 Pull	

Institutional level incentives or 
accountability (funding)	

Incentives & accountability 	 Pull	

 



 
  

 57 

I report unit cultural influence on assessment separate from accountability and incentives here to 

highlight the ways organizational structures appeared to influence participants thinking 

(Cubarrubia, 2009; Ewell, 2009). While I asserted that culture and accountability are connected 

in practice, participants’	thinking varied from mine on this point. At times individuals in this 

study described assessment practices that were both tightly connected and loosely connected to 

incentive or accountability. Individual participants also described how influences from various 

categories threaded through their career noting the ongoing salience of an influential person or 

type of experience. External stakeholders such as legislators and public policy were included in 

the Path category because on the few occasions that this element was identified as an influence 

by participants it was discussed as one of several considerations in assessment decisions but was 

not specifically a direct measure of accountability or incentive to the individual. No participants 

reported direct rewards or punishments for assessment as a result of state or national 

governments or public policy. Representative data are included to show the variety of influences 

on individuals across Push, Path, and Pull categories.	

Influences of training and disciplinary socialization. The Push categories were rooted 

in a number of sources such as disciplinary training, disciplinary socialization, research driven 

(disciplinary) entry into assessment, or training related to assessment, reporting, or analyzing 

findings. Several participants responded to questions of training and preparation with stories of 

how their training led them to current practice, indicating that they drew on multiple resources 

when thinking about practice. Blake, from a professional school, described a pre-tenure/post 

tenure career arc of assessment influences:	

My PhD was in [sub-discipline] engineering, and I never had any formal training on 

assessment other than a weeklong workshop that I took [20 years later] in 2006. I didn’t 
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get a chance to teach in the classroom, my major professor was heavily involved in 

[accrediting group]. So he encouraged me to think about getting involved -- don’t get 

involved too soon in your career. You know it’s more of a post tenure thing. And when I 

came here to [Institution Name], my department chairperson was also heavily involved in 

[accrediting group], so I had two major influencers who are encouraging me to do 

[accreditation], the basis for my developing the expertise in assessment.	

For Blake, groundwork for eventual assessment participation was laid early by a major professor, 

and reinforced later by a department chairperson. Cameron an associate dean in a professional 

school noted a similar version of assessment influences, highlighting personal interest, mentor 

support, and eventual direct action.	

I never expected to be here at [university]. I always expected to go to [a nearby teaching 

focused] institution. [Pre tenure], I would dabble in things related to teaching. I had a 

mentor who was very interested in it. When I got tenure, I reconfigured myself to start 

understanding students and the sciences; looking at learning. The biggest thing that 

happened to me in terms of learning outcomes is, I open my big mouth to the chair and I 

said ‘we need to revise our curriculum.’	

Emerson, a new faculty member in a professional school, identified gaps in her own assessment 

preparation:	

My assessment influence is a slow evolution, getting best practices learning from other 

people and everything. So, it's been pretty informal which I think is a little bit of a 

disservice. I will say even in my recent doctoral training, I don’t think assessment was 

ever overtly [taught]: like okay you're going to learn how to assess your course. Or you're 

going to learn how to assess, plans or whatever in [research] studies. I think the most 
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helpful class related to assessment was probably [a] teaching, learning, and curriculum 

class. 	

Hunter, an associate professor and director of a program noted strong formative influences on 

her assessment practice:	

My master's thesis advisor was an expert in assessment. He developed a holistic scale for 

[discipline name] assessment and he was really keen on finding ways to help universities 

come to some understanding of good [outcomes]. Fast forward to the PhD, [name of 

expert] does assessment in several different [disciplines] and is on my dissertation 

committee. And then coming to [university], working really closely with [Name of 

another expert], who is a master mentor teacher and who has been working with the 

directors on assessment issues. So I've gotten to work side by side with her and learned a 

tremendous amount. So I've had that kind of continual training. Then there's 

methodology. I've had like five methodology classes and statistics was my foreign 

language, quantitative and qualitative research design, figuring out how to really 

demonstrate a very nice quantitative outcome along with the qualitative. Though I 

typically do qualitative research, it's best I have some quantitative data.	

Avery, an instructor of cross-disciplinary studies, made these comments when asked about 

assessment influences:	

My mother was an elementary school teacher; my dad was a railroad telegrapher. I 

started working, teaching in summer camps. And so I've taught scout craft, swimming 

and the whole bit. First thing I learned in teaching swimming is you have to first get the 

kid to trust you, and then once you established trust, the rest of it follows. The other end 

of it was a faculty member, I was his TA for a number of years, who was and still is, 
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extremely brilliant, he would drool brilliance all over the students, except that I was his 

TA and it fell to me to interpret him to the students. And in some ways that was the best 

damn learning experience I had because I had to take that brilliance and…tone it down 

for mere humans, and that was my job. And as a result I learned a lot about having to 

bridge the really abstract, theoretical, almost ethereal in a way that was understandable 

for students.	

For some participants it was not as clear what specific influences from their training were 

relevant to their assessment practices and thinking now. For other participants multiple 

influences of disciplinary socialization and training were apparent. Some participants readily 

linked their disciplinary training to their current work and others were able to describe mediating 

influences in their current work environment.	

Environmental and cultural socialization. The Path categories were related to the 

campus, departmental, and/or professional environment in which the participant perceived 

influences on their work. Path categories include the presence of professional development 

opportunities and career trajectory changes (i.e., toward administration) because such elements 

can be considered part of the institutional culture. The influences in these categories cluster 

around teams, group work and decision-making about curriculum, leadership, and/or use of data. 

For example Alex a professor and former assistant dean in a professional school noted a concern 

about the institutional level environmental influence on assessment: 	

I'm wondering if the [university learning goals] are too narrowly focused on the 

traditional word of liberal? I'm very, very concerned on the lack of financial literacy not 

only in the college, but the university as a whole and society as a whole. What's 

important is that incredible lack of literacy on personal finance. I mean kids have trouble 
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with bank loans and a checkbook, they don't know the difference between debit cards and 

credit cards.  

Alex also noted that he was at the end of a long career as a faculty member and identified several 

curricular changes over time to support his assertions. Similarly Cameron, an associate dean for 

curriculum, noted the following efforts related to changing the assessment environment in a 

different professional college:	

Well, we get data on the backend that tells us how our students have done and so we take 

that information and we adjust, very similar to research. You get the data back, you figure 

out what the results mean, and you go back into something different. I think if we can 

help a faculty understand that's sort of the same process they were adopting here, it 

becomes less scary. And I also think that they're more willing to adopt [assessment 

activity] once they understand it better. But in our college a lot of this is just foreign. 

People just haven’t been exposed to it before. 

Here Cameron refers to a distinction made by faculty in the college between research and 

assessment but offers a way to help a group understand the usefulness of assessment in a 

relatable way.	Emerson, a new faculty member and former student affairs staff member, noted 

the role of leadership in encouraging assessment practice.	

Assessment was a pretty strong theme coming from the director and I think leadership 

has a huge role in it. A lot of the current staff members, student affairs professionals, 

maybe aren’t well versed in assessment or maybe they don’t understand that's also their 

job. If the director of a department stands up and says we all do assessment work and this 

is what it means, I think that makes a big difference because people follow the leadership.  
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Leadership and assessment were linked together by Emerson several times in the interview. 

Other participants connected assessment with other important topics such as inclusion and 

student success. Jordan, an associate dean for student affairs noted the influence of institutional 

values in this case the value of diversity, threaded through teaching and assessment activity in 

the college. 	

I have to help faculty understand that you can't just say I value diversity, you have to 

demonstrate and show and embed and get faculty to talk about instead of saying I have a 

component of diversity in my class. Why don’t I embed diversity within the content 

structure of my class and then, be intentional about reflecting upon that.Taylor, an 

assistant dean for student affairs functions in a co-curricular unit noted the developing 

role of learning outcomes in supporting the overall goals of the institution.	

I see how our leadership development could supplement the classroom in building some 

of these [institutional] goals. We tried to have learning outcomes in all of our student 

affairs programs or most of them. So we do leadership training for all of our student 

organizations where we will set up outcomes 	

Addison, a librarian, noted the influence of a national professional association on practice, 

specifically teaching and assessing the concept disciplinary authority. This professional 

association is not an accrediting body so does not have the same influence on actions as some of 

the disciplinary accreditors. In this case the professional body is a cultural influence (Path) rather 

than an accountability influence (Pull).	

The [association] used to have standards for information literacy, and now we have a new 

framework with different concepts like scholarship as a conversation, [and] authorities in 

context. [Frameworks] don't map specifically to different [research site] institutional 
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outcomes, they are very much integrated. These concepts are trans-disciplinary, so you 

know authorities are going to be different in each discipline, and there are things that 

[students] need to know for [their] discipline. 

Addison’s comments reflect a peer-to-peer culture of assessment that was strong in the 

professional association. Her comments focused less on leadership than some of the other 

participants.	

Participants across curricular and co-curricular environments noted how environments 

and cultural socialization had a distinct role in shaping and guiding assessment actions. 

Participants were able to identify both positive and negative influences of their environment 

broadly defined on their assessment practice. Most participants identified unique salient 

environmental influences on their current work environment/culture. The Push (disciplinary 

socialization and training) considered with the Path (environmental and cultural socialization) 

gave a fuller picture of influences on assessment thinking and behaviors.	

Incentives and accountability. The Pull categories stem from departmental or university 

accreditation, financial and supervisory accountability, and specific disciplinary outcomes for 

graduates’	skills and abilities. These artifacts included student course evaluations of teaching 

because these were mentioned influential in participant performance evaluation. Not all 

participants were teaching at the time of interviews, so perspectives on student course 

evaluations were linked only to the individual comments.  

Alex a professor and former assistant dean noted an historical perspective on the use of 

student course evaluations transitioning from a form of feedback for faculty to their use in 

faculty evaluations for promotion.	
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The whole concept of student evaluations of faculty is fascinating and it’s changed. When 

it first started, four or five decades ago, only the faculty saw the assessments that’s how 

they got it sold. The assessments were there to help the faculty. So they got the student 

evaluations and had better feedback from that perspective. Only faculty could look at it, 

then department chair[person]s began to look at it, and then it became a measure of how 

good a teacher are you. And then it became input into your salary increases and 

promotion decisions. At the beginning, they were just supposed to help the faculty.  

Course evaluations were identified by Alex as actually helpful as a form of feedback over years 

for understanding one’s own teaching and in his dean role for evaluating teaching but did little to 

tell faculty about student learning outcomes.	

Blake, an associate dean of a professional school, discussed the ways that an accrediting 

group structures assessment and accountability to incorporate a number of metrics including 

learning outcomes in the particular college.	

To be from an [accreditor name] accredited program is not a scale, it’s just a black or 

white. You either are accredited or you’re not. There are eight criteria and they have to do 

with students, they have to do with program educational objectives, which is what our 

graduates are capable of accomplishing when they’re in their fields. Then there is the 

continuous improvement criterion and there are various criteria about our own faculty 

and institutional support and resources and things like that.	

Cameron, an associate dean in a professional school described how her college with some 

accredited and some non-accredited programs hoped to create incentives and accountability for 

assessment. 	
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So this fall we're going to start workshops that are going to help the [non-accredited] 

departments understand how you actually build these assessments against your 

programmatic pieces. What I am hoping will happen is once the unit sees how it works 

programmatically, [faculty] will start to eventually work through their courses as well. 

So, each course is going to have learning outcomes. They are going to be able to 

demonstrate how this course ties into the programmatic learning outcomes. 

By promoting an accredited program’s	previous assessment process and training faculty this 

participant and the college plan to eventually require non-accredited-program faculty to conduct 

similar assessments.  

Emerson, a new faculty member and former student affairs staff member noted her 

experience in student affairs and the way a department leader influenced accountability for 

assessment:  	

I think leadership had a pretty big role in it. The new executive was very clear about 

saying we need to make sure we’re doing what we're saying we're doing because the prior 

year three students died related to alcohol or drugs, yeah. She [said] ‘if somebody comes 

to me and said what training are you doing for our staff? I will be able to show them our 

training model and say these are all learning outcomes, this is how we assessed it and this 

is what they got out of it.’	And so that was a pretty strong theme coming from the 

director. And some of that was reactive but definitely I think leadership has a huge role in 

[assessment].	

Ryan, a faculty member in a professional school, identified how external incentives rather than 

accreditation affected curriculum and assessment behaviors. This participant noted the close 
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relationship of her professional school with employers that eventually employ graduates from her 

program as a reason to engage with this external stakeholder.	

And we are constantly seeking and getting explicit feedback as to how our students are 

performing and we always get employer's assessments of whether our students have the 

competencies that are needed on the job. And [we] respond significantly to any negative 

feedback. About five years ago the feedback was that our students had poor 

communications skills. We said, okay, help us out. And one of the firms gave us a quarter 

of a million dollars to have a communication center in-house. We employ a full-time 

director with a PhD in communications and two graduate students from either 

communications or English. 

Ryan’s perspective on incentives was one she characterized as mutual investment in the success 

of the program by faculty and external stakeholders.	Alternatively Casey, a faculty member in a 

professional school, expressed frustration with and anxiety about the ways in which rankings and 

accreditation shape certain behaviors in her professional school: 	

And so I’m less concerned with external evaluation tools in terms of what I think is 

important for students to learn and much more convinced that there is a [content area 

expertise] piece that I want students to get when it comes to literatures. There is so much 

movement right now to be able to document what we do and to prove that it has 

particular relevance or outcomes to people who I don’t think actually are very invested in 

learning. And I don’t mean institutionally, I mean kind of policy makers and politicians 

who want a particular model of [content delivery].	
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Casey went on to explain that accreditors ask for documentation of learning in quantitative 

formats and that her expertise is not considered quantifiable in the same ways as other areas in 

the school.	

It feels like music and art are not documentable in the same ways, they don’t have the 

same correlative value. It feels like I teach something that doesn’t fit very well into those 

models. ‘We have to raise our Math scores’ is not the same as ‘we have to have really 

creative or emotionally intelligent people.’	

While the pull of accountability and incentives serve to move behaviors, an individual’s 

understanding of their context can serve as a kind of incentive as heard in these two responses to 

how participants use learning outcomes in their work. Cameron, an associate dean in a 

professional school responded this way:	

I wanted us to be more nimble and more responsive and the only way you can do that in 

my mind is if you're doing [learning] outcomes, you have your assessments and that's 

how you get rid of the extra stuff, that's how you keep pace with where the current trends 

are. 	

Alex, a professor and former assistant dean in a professional school responded to the same 

question with the statement: “As department chairman it was my responsibility to evaluate 

faculty.”	This response reflects an instrumental view of how learning outcomes are used in the 

school for accountability. 

Across categories of Push (disciplinary training and socialization), Path (environmental 

and cultural socialization) and Pull (incentives and accountability), participants described a 

diverse set assessment practices most likely because they intentionally randomly recruited for 

this study. They reflected that assessment practices and understanding were closely related to 
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their understanding of their own work. For example, several participants found the term ‘learning 

outcomes assessment’	unfamiliar while other kinds and modes of assessment were more familiar 

such as objectives and grading. Perhaps as a reflection of multiple influences, participants’	

mental models of learning outcomes assessment did not always link to or align with their stated 

assessment actions. Reasons given in interviews included not being asked or having 

opportunities to align work and not having sufficient incentive or reward to do so. For those who 

did connect align their work the how and why of assessment were integrated.	

Action Group Findings	

Building on interview responses that led to Push, Path, or Pull influences, some patterns 

of assessment action and thinking emerged among individuals. Once created, Push, Path, or Pull 

categories helped me identify an ideal assessment arc that seems to be desired by institutional 

leaders and could work in most learning oriented units represented in this study. Summarizing 

influences allowed me to parse out details of how individuals act to link their assessment work to 

the goals in their local, program, and institutional environments. While individuals were 

interviewed separately and did not work together on a regular basis, assessment actions clustered 

into three groups identified by the dominant patterns of assessment behaviors that individuals 

displayed. Within their own contexts participants described specific behaviors to intellectually 

link their assessment activity to other assessment and outcomes activity proximal to their work. 

The links are described in three categories: Isolated, Limited, and Connected (Table 5). 
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Table 5  
Participant position, school/unit, and action group	

Pseudonym	 Action Group	 Position	 School/Unit	

Emerson	 Isolated	 New faculty, former student affairs 
professional	

Professional School	

Taylor	 Isolated	 Assistant dean for student affairs functions	 Co-curricular unit	

Avery	 Isolated	 Instructor of interdisciplinary studies	 Liberal Arts & Science 
college	

Alex	 Limited 	 Professor and former assistant dean in the 
college	

Professional School	

Blake	 Limited 	 Associate professor and associate dean, 
leads accreditation 	

Professional School	

Ryan	 Limited 	 Associate professor	 Professional School	

Casey	 Limited 	 Associate professor & director of a 
program	

Professional School	

Cameron	 Connected	 Associate dean for curriculum	 Professional School	

Jordan Connected Associate dean for student affairs 
functions	

Science College	

Hunter Connected Associate professor & director of a 
program	

Liberal Arts & Science 
college	

Addison Connected Librarian for interdisciplinary studies	 Library	

Jules Connected Professor and director of a program	 Liberal Arts & Science 
college	

 

The Isolated group (Emerson, Taylor, Avery) consisted of individuals who were in some 

way isolated from consistently connecting their regular assessment practice to other institutional 

assessment priorities in a systematic or intentional way. Three participants populated this 

category: an instructor of interdisciplinary studies, an assistant dean in a co-curricular unit, and a 

new faculty member in a professional school. Each Isolated participant described thorough 

understanding of their current assessment context. The Limited group participants (Alex, Blake, 

Ryan, Casey) were all faculty and one assistant dean in discipline/professionally accredited 
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programs who each understood the value of assessment linked to proximal assessment outcomes 

and behaviors; however they did not attempt to connect their work on individual learner and 

program level assessment to broader goals unless specifically asked to do so which was only 

reported by one of the four individuals. The Limited group individuals were actively involved in 

professional accreditation and advisory groups reported to have shaped their assessment 

behaviors. The Connected group participants (Cameron, Jordan, Hunter, Addison, Jules) 

consisted of deans, directors, and one librarian. All Connected participants made efforts to 

regularly shape and reframe assessment information related to their current position (e.g., 

outcomes data, inputs data) for multiple audiences simultaneously. While not behaving 

identically across contexts Connected individuals considered and reconsidered the impact of 

their own training, environment, and accountability and incentives on assessment efforts. 

Category matrix. Assessment actions were taken in the context of participants’	

environment, including their job. The arrangement of these realities of assessment understanding 

and practice are illustrated by a matrix of thinking and action (Table 6), a summary from two 

interviews with each of 12 participants.  
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Table 6  
Action group x motivation type matrix 

Participants 
 
Influence types  

Isolated Group 
Emerson, Taylor, Avery 

Limited Group 
Alex, Blake, Ryan, Casey 

Connected Group  
Cameron, Jordan, Hunter, 
Addison, Jules 

Push: Training & 
disciplinary 
socialization 
(for assessment) 

Emerson-low training 
Taylor-low training 
Avery-moderate training, 
strong mentoring 

Alex-disciplinary training 
Blake-disciplinary training, 
mentoring 
Ryan-mentoring 
Casey-low training 

Cameron-low training 
Jordan-low training 
Hunter-disciplinary 
training, strong mentoring 
Addison-disciplinary 
training 
Jules-low training 

Path: Environmental 
& cultural 
socialization (for 
assessment) 

Emerson-emphasizes 
research, teaching 
Taylor-communication 
barriers 
Avery-emphasizes teaching, 
satisfaction 

All participants noted 
accreditation and advisory 
board driven culture of 
assessment, including 
graduate job placement. 
 
Casey-noted college 
membership and community 
of practice as a positive 
reason to assess and report, 
interdisciplinary approach to 
daily work 

All reported connections 
and interactions in work 
cycles.  
Cameron-created evidence 
based budgeting 
Jordan-team approach to 
data based hiring 
Hunter-connection to 
community of practice 
Addison-disciplinary 
values for assessment  
Jules-departmental culture 
of data use 

Pull: Incentives & 
accountability (for 
assessment) 

Emerson- no direct 
incentives or accountability 
Taylor- no direct incentives 
or accountability 
Avery- satisfaction 
incentives or accountability 

All participants cited 
professional accreditation as 
primary reason for 
assessment.  

Cameron-links budget to 
data 
Jordan-links hiring to data 
Hunter-links research & 
publications to data 
Addison-links activity to 
institutional standards, data 
Jules-links program data to 
institutional values, 
program relevance 

 

Across categories of Push (disciplinary training and socialization), Path (environmental 

and cultural socialization) and Pull (incentives and accountability), individuals reported how 

influences worked together to shape their overall practices. Overall the Push categories appear to 

influence participants in somewhat similar ways. Disciplinary training was generally a low 

influence on assessment action across all three actions groups. Various levels of disciplinary 

mentoring were observed in all three groups. For example, Avery (Isolated) and Hunter 
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(Connected) both reported strong mentoring for assessment during their respective graduate 

training. Disciplinary training and/or mentors did not appear to influence action group type 

independently of other influences but was stronger for some individuals.	

Every participant identified ways in which their assessment practices were influenced by 

their unit, department, division, or college, indicators of the Path category. Environment and 

culture in the Path category represent the influences and factors in this study over which 

institutions have the most control. The environmental and cultural socialization influences were 

lowest in the Isolated group, moderate in the Limited group, and highest in the Connected group. 

Notably the Connected group individuals identified the influence of their personally held value 

for assessment action on unit-level goals.	

The Pull categories appear to influence the Isolated action group individuals very little 

while influencing the Limited and Connected groups more but in different ways. For example, 

the Limited group described accreditation as the source of accountability while recognizing their 

own role in contributing to the accreditation cycle of data collection and feedback. Accreditation 

bodies were generally positively regarded for influencing the overall success of colleges for 

participants from professional schools. The Connected group identified actions and behaviors 

that linked a desired outcome to assessment and/or data. For example a librarian reported 

mapping non-accredited disciplinary standards to local institutional goals as a way to better 

leverage existing resources. For the Isolated and Limited groups most activity driven by 

incentives or accountability related to a participant’s specific duty requiring an assessment 

practice like administering student course evaluations or completing accreditation reports. For 

the Connected group, individual and unit leadership played defining roles in assessment action.	
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Participant and Action Group Descriptions 	

Each individual is described in detail and linked with their action group (Isolated, 

Limited, Connected) and then described in terms of Push-disciplinary/training socialization, 

Path-environmental socialization, and Pull-incentives/accountability. 	

Isolated action group. The isolated group (participants Emerson, Taylor, Avery) 

consisted of Emerson, a student affairs administrator who was now in a faculty role in a 

professional school after completing a degree program; Taylor, a co-curricular administrator in 

an admissions and student affairs role; and Avery, a self-described late career (40+years) full-

time lecturer of interdisciplinary studies. 

Push. Emerson and Taylor reported similar, limited levels of training or disciplinary 

socialization (push) with assessment practices. Both participants noted that their doctoral training 

included cursory assessment coursework and that most of what they know about assessment 

comes from practical or applied experiences either on the job during graduate school or on the 

job in a post graduate position. Emerson, a new faculty member and former student affairs staff 

member mentioned gaps in academic training for assessment as part of her disciplinary 

socialization. Taylor, an assistant dean for student affairs, responded this way when asked about 

training or preparation for assessment: 	

I don’t feel like an expert… I don’t feel that I've had a tremendous amount of course 

work or instruction or, you know, so if I'm the person that is probably most well situated 

to do this in my college I don’t, I don’t know that I would feel prepared. So where have I 

learned about assessment? Through random experiences.  	

Emerson and Avery, a lecturer of interdisciplinary studies, both reported fairly robust 

applied assessment experiences during graduate training, despite low classroom training, and 
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seemed able to engage in sense-making of learning outcomes data for multiple audiences. 

Another influence included in disciplinary socialization, or Push, was mentoring which was also 

inconsistent for members of this group. For example, Emerson and Taylor did not mention strong 

mentors for assessment practices. Conversely Avery, a full time instructor, described a strong 

mentor relationship to which he attributed teaching and assessment skill development while he 

was a graduate student linking strong mentoring to previous applied experiences with 

assessment.	

 But as far as learning how to teach, the only one that was any benefit was [Name], he 

used to teach a rather popular course on the anthropology of popular culture. So the kids 

liked it for the content, but I think [Name] is the only teacher I ever had who actually 

[responded] to my questions and went through why is [a response] good or bad. 

Path. While each individual in this group gathered data to inform their individual practice 

it does not appear that the information gathered was used or coordinated to inform broader goals. 

Avery, the lecturer of interdisciplinary studies, reported a career-long, concerted level of thought, 

action, and analysis of learning outcomes assessment practice, mostly at one institution. As a 

lecturer this participant reported finding creative and unique ways to communicate topical 

learning outcomes to different audiences (not his department leaders) for different reasons. 

Avery understood clearly that using the “language of learning outcomes”	spoken by institutional 

leaders resulted in positive outcomes for the approval of a new study abroad course that he 

taught, additional teaching technology resources and at times release from teaching load to 

pursue advances in teaching and learning. In these ways and without other means to tie outcomes 

to institutional values Avery connected learning outcomes assessment to institutional 

environments at several levels in order to achieve objectives of personal importance.	
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Taylor, an assistant dean for student affairs, indicated that her current environment based 

on the dean’s requests for information was focused on input metrics such as reports on staff time 

and student enrollment rather than outcome metrics such as learning or achievement. Taylor 

reported that student grades and graduation rates served as a proxy for program success but was 

unclear about how these metrics helped the department know more about the efficacy of 

leadership and global education efforts. Like Taylor, Emerson and Avery reported not being 

asked by their supervisors to contribute outcomes data to unit efforts at aggregating or 

monitoring data for program or college level goals. As Avery noted of his director, “They 

actually don’t do anything with this stuff.” 	

Pull. The common thread that links members of the isolated group was their reported 

lack of departmental or program level accountability or incentive (Pull) to actively link daily 

assessment practices to broader institutional assessment constructs. For example Avery indicated 

that his participation on the institution level rubric development project was not important to his 

director. “I was never asked to report on the committee that whole time.”	Even so due to both 

training and environmental influences Avery was most prepared of those in this group to connect 

or link course level learning outcomes assessment data to program, institutional, or disciplinary 

goals but was not ever asked to do so. Emerson, a new faculty member and former student affairs 

administrator, articulated how and when her assessment data aligned to program and division 

level outcomes data but indicated not being able to follow through on reporting due to time and 

logistical constraints.	

I will also admit…we actually had to do a lot of the formal assessment, that's when we 

started losing a lot of steam. Yes, we want to make sure they're learning this. But a lot of 

other things started getting in the way, especially when [residence halls] opening 
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happens. You know, it's like the big day where the people are moving in and all that stuff 

and there's just not a lot of time. 	

These comments indicate how unit level support for time spent on assessment activity can work 

as an incentive for individuals to follow through on data collection and analysis specifically and 

as feedback loops to inform the next cycle of implementation.	

Taylor, an assistant dean for student affairs, indicated that she was unfamiliar with 

current learning outcomes assessment methods and was not asked by her college to participate in 

learning outcomes assessment activities. Even though she was expected to conduct assessments 

aligned to graduation outcomes as part of her role in the college she expressed dissatisfaction 

with limited communication about assessment planning in the college.	

Yes [it is made clear that I am supposed to conduct assessments] in a planning letter sort 

of preparation for evaluation of how the college is doing. We do have someone in our 

college that focuses on assessment. And when you talk about -- you know, ‘does he 

interact – does he communicate with other parts of the staff?’	informally, I would say 

yes...but mostly with the dean. But again, we don’t meet as a whole staff. 	

Taylor illustrated how she wished to contribute to the assessment conversation; in this case she 

thought learning outcome assessments could add value to the overall data picture. However, the 

organizational dynamics of tasks divided among professionals, spotty communications, and this 

participant’s	limited methods training prevented more integrated learning outcomes assessments 

in the college.	

Limited action group. This group (participants Alex, Blake, Ryan, Casey) consisted of 

four mid- to late-career faculty members from three different professional schools. The presence 

of a professional accreditation body in their respective colleges was something that influenced 
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assessment practices for each participant in this group. Each reported that the professional 

accreditation bodies had ties to their graduate training and disciplinary socialization, strong links 

to their current environmental socialization, and accountability for assessment from learning 

outcomes, program evaluation, impacts, reputation, and rankings.  

Push. Limited group members reported varying influences of their graduate training and 

specifically the influence of mentors on aspects of their work that involved engaging directly 

with assessment. Several participants mentioned the influence of disciplinary mentors in their 

early faculty careers who invited or encouraged them to become directly involved in the 

accrediting process in some form providing better understanding of the overall disciplinary 

environment.  	

Path. This group reported strong environmental and cultural influences on assessment 

data collection and behavior in terms of meeting accreditation standards, communication about 

assessment data, and explicit connections from assessment purpose to decisions to actions. The 

general sense was that the accreditation environment was the key driver for the current state of 

assessment culture in each professional school. For example Casey, a faculty member, described 

individual efforts to extend positive aspects of the school level accreditation culture to the 

institution assessment environment and saw participation in the university rubric project as a way 

to extend assessment culture but also identified some barriers:	

I have [school accreditor] and my [discipline name] community and peers and the faculty 

and then the institution goals. I think that I am very in line with [all of] those goals. It was 

pretty easy for me to see the alignment of the kind of work that I do in the [university 

goals]. It was a really interesting exercise to be part of because how that was understood 

by different disciplines was wildly different.	
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Casey identified ways she worked to align her liberal arts disciplinary scholarship to the 

professional school goals and associated accreditor expectations. In linking these scholarly and 

professional expectations this participant identified possibility for similar linkages across the 

university but was disappointed by faculty on the university level rubric committee when they 

did not see the same potential in the university goals.	

Pull. For the participants in the limited group, all faculty members, a common theme was 

that they were not asked to connect their course or disciplinary accreditation assessment 

practices to the institutional level or regional accreditation level assessments. Two participants 

noted that they were not asked nor encouraged to report to their department on committee work 

with rubrics. Ryan stated clearly:	

No. So what the university committee is doing, that hasn’t affected my department, no. 

[What matters is] solely the accreditation piece. Now, there's a huge overlay up but when 

I was on the committee I wasn’t even asked to report at a faculty meeting. 	

All four participants in this group knew how and when their assessment work was reported up to 

the institution and out to accreditors and generally how different audiences used their reports to 

represent compliance, progress, or to leverage more resources. One faculty member who was 

also an associate dean was more directly involved in these translating exercises. The participant 

indicated that other faculty members were not asked to provide interpretations of the assessment 

data they collected, but that the activities were based on accreditor-provided data forms. The 

associate dean reported that a college level committee described and evaluated accreditation data 

on behalf of teaching faculty. 	

Across this group, individuals recognized the assessment culture in which they operated 

for the iterative influence of accreditation on assessment and assessment on accreditation and 
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presumed departmental success in the eyes of the institution. These participants maintained a 

positive relationship with their assessment environments but noted how the dynamics of 

accreditation limited them in different ways from extending these practices. While two 

individuals reported trying to extend department assessment practices in institutional practice all 

four participants noted either perceived barriers or experience with roadblocks to doing so. 	

Connected action group. This group (participants Cameron, Jordan, Hunter, Addison, 

Jules) consisted of a faculty member/associate dean in a professional school, an associate dean of 

student affairs in a science college, faculty directors from two different departments in the liberal 

arts and sciences, and a librarian focused on specialized library services. A common theme for 

this group was the ability of individuals to articulate the ways in which their assessment practices 

connected with surrounding internal and external environments and stakeholders. For these 

participants assessment was informed by and influenced individual student learning, program, 

division, college, and institution outcomes. Further each participant considered and described 

assessment behaviors relevant to external stakeholders such as (regional) accreditation, the state 

political environment, and granting agencies (i.e., National Institutes of Health). 

Push. Members of this group reported various disciplinary training backgrounds from 

natural sciences to humanities and liberal arts. A key aspect in common for all but one person 

was that much of their disciplinary coursework was not focused on assessment. Three 

participants reported specific mentoring in applied assessment practices and one mentioned an 

early career professional development influence on assessment. The other person highlighted 

several assessment methods courses and a strong mentor focused on assessing learning outcomes 

in liberal arts and sciences. 	
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Path. While all participants in the Connected group had direct experience using learning 

outcomes assessments this group largely garnered assessment experiences and expertise from 

their current environment, rather than course work in their disciplines. In essence they learned on 

the job. Through different strategies each person in this group achieved a high level of 

assessment activity relative to other action groups that was informed by or that informed goals or 

outcomes in their respective environments. Cameron, an associate dean, noted her professional 

development efforts to use course assessment data for program level decisions were aligned to 

her research and teaching interests on curricular efficacy. Her near term goal was to encourage 

faculty to revise curriculum using assessment data across departments within the professional 

school. She planned to make these changes stick by attaching assessment requirements to budget 

requests over which she had influence. She described her shift in actions here:	

Our enrollment numbers were just really, really low and I couldn’t understand why, when 

issues in the environment were kind of cutting edge. So, department chair said, it's yours, 

you're the chair, figure it out. So I actually contacted [expert faculty member] and I said 

here's what we want to do. How do I do it? So [two expert faculty members] helped 

design it [curriculum revisions] with me. And so, my experience and how I learn came 

from those interactions [with expert faculty] quite honestly.  

Addison, a librarian, shared a document showing alignment to external standards as evidence of 

her ability to connect assessment to multiple layers in her work environment.  

The [library association] used to have standards for information literacy, and now we 

have a new framework, and the framework is conceptual and we're talking about different 

threshold concepts like the ‘scholarship as a conversation’,  ‘authorities construct’, there's 

six of them that you can look at. The library world is kind of thinking about how to move 
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toward these. So I've actually thought about these in the context of the [institution level 

goals]. [Library association] goals don't map specifically to [institution goals], it's like 

you took it and exploded them into the [institution goals], so they are very, very much 

integrated. And some of them show up more in some of the [institution goals] than 

others.	

Three participants actively linked incentives to assessment practices to exert influence on 

their environment. For example, Jordan, an associate dean of student affairs at a science college 

noted promoting college level efforts to hire faculty with strong teaching backgrounds in part by 

rewarding a focus on assessment of student learning outcomes in one’s scholarship of teaching 

and learning and in turn adjusting tenure criteria to reflect these values. Here he describes how 

the college level priority translates into individual action:	

The idea is everybody has to be a teacher scholar, right. We do say that instruction is 

important and we're going to put a high value on student-faculty interaction formally in 

the classroom but especially around the aspects of student learning. If your scholarship is 

high energy physics and you can smash atoms with the best of them, fantastic, that fits, 

but you also need to be an excellent teacher.	

Across the Connected group, participants acted to advance assessment connections. All five 

participants in this group identified trust and relationships as important to their assessment 

success. Three individuals cited continuous improvement effort in conjunction with trust as a 

reason they felt comfortable extending local assessment to program and college level efforts. 	

Pull. Individuals in the Connected group created or actively supported direct links from 

assessment to some form of incentive or accountability. Each participant did so individually 

related to their perceived expectations of leadership in the respective department and context. 
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Each individual used or supported the use of incentives for assessment within their environment 

to encourage peers to join unit-wide assessment efforts. Examples of incentives described by 

participants included requiring and awarding funding for data supported requests for more 

resources and creating policies that incentivize increased understanding of learner achievements.	

Individual Assessment Motivators	

This section explores how influences on assessment (Push, Pull, and Path) were 

interwoven with various job roles, duties, and assessment practice patterns (Isolated, Limited, 

Connected). Comments reported in this section illustrate how individual participants	

conceptualized	values and reasoning for assessment (why) rather than behaviors in the 

environment (how). Some similarities in expressed motivation arose independent of action 

groups, specifically articulated in the second interview concept maps. Individual concept maps 

yielded data that showed similarities between participants that were not linked to influences or 

action groups. 	

Greater good motivations. Several participants noted a desire to influence the greater 

good, defined by participants as educating critical thinkers, engaged citizens, and educating for 

diversity and inclusivity in daily decisions about assessment. This category included Emerson 

(Isolated), Casey (Limited), Hunter (Connected), Avery (Isolated), and Jules (Connected). These 

individuals identified that some motivation to achieve a greater good was the reason they cared 

or implemented more rigorous teaching and assessment practice. These motivations were 

positioned on the concept map outside the institution reflecting that the university has a 

responsibility to the greater community (i.e., state, nation). At the same time some of the specific 

kinds of greater good motivators like example critical thinking and diversity are values currently 

articulated within the institution.  	
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Within this category variations existed in how each participant operationalized their 

espoused value of the greater good within the institution. Several participants did not identify 

how they linked their work to their espoused greater good motivator. For example Emerson 

(Isolated) highlighted her motivation to work toward greater diversity and inclusion through her 

work yet did not identify a specific action that operationalized this. And two individuals, Hunter 

(Connected) and Jules (Connected), said that they teach fundamental critical thinking and 

feedback skills in the context of their respective disciplines but spoke only about instruction and 

department level assessment. These two participants did not identify how they would know or 

assess if they had any impact on students’	post-graduation critical thinking and feedback skills. 

Alternatively Casey, a faculty member in a professional school (Limited), identified her greater 

good motivation and a way to operationalize her value through her teaching:	

I would say [literature in the professional school] is actually meant to give you a different 

view of the world, to let you embody a different perspective, to stimulate ideas that you 

might not ever have had more than it is to teach a science lesson or behavioral social 

studies lesson.	

The greater good motivations seemed especially salient for these five participants identifying 

them as the reason to get up and go to work each day linking a personal reason to professional 

activity.	

Institutional and program influences on assessment. Ten of 12 total participants 

identified various institutional or program level influences as motivators for assessment practice. 

Participants perceived institutional and/or program value for assessment at different levels of the 

institution and acted on those perceptions. 	
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All participants of the Isolated group (Emerson, Taylor, Avery) and four participants of 

the Connected group (Cameron, Jordan, Addison, Jules) identified institutional influence on their 

assessment practice. The quantity and quality of institutional influence varied for participants 

ranging from student course evaluation forms to departmental program review to the state 

legislative/political process. Participants from the Isolated group used the concept map to 

illustrate assessment pathways at the instruction or implementation level and did not actively link 

practices to activity above their position.	

The	participants in the Connected group (Cameron, Jordan, Hunter, Addison, Jules) that 

identified institutional or program drivers for their assessment work identified close links from 

assessment data to action, feedback, and budgetary or program decisions. These participants 

actively linked their own work to multiple others’	work in their respective environments–	hence, 

why they comprised the Connected group.	

The four participants of the Limited group (Alex, Blake, Ryan, Casey) that identified 

institutional drivers were two professors, an assistant dean, and an assistant professor and all 

noted communication barriers in their organizations that prevented sharing assessment data. One 

professional school faculty was told other priorities such as popular media rankings were 

important while another professional school faculty said that assessment priorities were not 

shared down from the leadership; a third professional school faculty reported never being asked 

about existing learning outcomes data. In each case the participants felt these factors limited their 

motivation or ability to share assessment data and ideas. 

Disciplinary accreditation and advisory boards. Disciplinary accreditation and 

advisory boards heavily influenced both assessment actions and boundaries of connections for 

the participants in the Limited group and for one participant in the Connected group who was a 
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dean responsible for some discipline-accredited programs. The disciplinary accreditation groups 

represented explicit forms of accountability and advisory boards provided strong incentives to 

assess and improve programs in the form of feedback, project funding, and career placement for 

graduates. As an example Ryan, a professional school faculty member described important 

strong advisory relationships with employers stating:	

We have really strong ties with the people who employ our students. And we are 

constantly seeking and getting from them explicit feedback as to how our students are 

performing and we get employers’ assessments of whether our students have the 

competencies that are needed on the job.	

Blake, a professional school associate dean described the ways the school’s accreditation process 

influences students, program decisions, faculty behaviors, and in turn, employer relationships in 

this quote: 	

There are eight criteria and they have to do with students, they have to do with program 

educational objectives, which is what our graduates are capable of accomplishing when 

they’re in their fields, there is the stuff that happens on campus in the outcomes. Then 

there is the continuous improvement criterion and then there are various criteria about our 

own faculty and institutional support and resources…So faculty know what we want our 

graduates to be able to do.	

These participants noted the ways that disciplinary accreditation and advisory board incentives 

motivated assessment actions. While some accreditation expectations and matching assessments 

were described as more or less productive these participants noted the mostly positive outcomes 

of engaging in the accreditation process. Two individuals explained how disciplinary 
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accreditation stood in for institutional level accountability and how deans in their units used 

accreditation feedback at times to leverage institutional support for the school.	

Shared assessment workload. Participants from two of the three groups - Cameron, 

Jordan, Hunter (Connected), and Emerson (Isolated) - noted the need to share the assessment 

workload across their relevant groups. Emerson, a new faculty and former student affairs staff 

member, felt an expert should lead assessment efforts in student affairs where she recently 

worked and compared the nature of department level assessment efforts with a previous 

generation of diversity leadership in student affairs. 	

I think it's the same way if the Director of a department…stands up and says…’we all do 

diversity work.’ You know if he or she stands up and says we all do assessment work and 

this is what it means. I think that makes a big difference because...they always kind of 

follow what the leadership says. 	

Cameron (Connected), an associate dean for curriculum and Hunter (Connected), faculty and 

program director, both acted in ways to create shared assessment workload. As a faculty member 

at the dean level Cameron had interest, relationships, and incentive to capitalize on her school’s 

faculty ability to assess learning outcomes. To assess outcomes she created an environment to 

support actions including strong links to budget incentives such as hiring decisions. Hunter was 

director of a college level program who worked actively with her dean to build trust and strong 

communication lines to help share the value of learning outcomes in her program but still 

struggled with certain aspects of assessment:	

Right, so if I had a clear set of expectations for reporting…To whom, what audiences --I 

have every kind of data and I'm absolutely delighted to be able to show off what we’ve 

done. Because it’s pretty important stuff. Point me in a direction and I'll do it. But right 
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now, I have several different audiences. I have several different demands and purposes 

for that data. Sometimes I don’t even know what the purpose is. So I don’t know how to 

frame it or how to boil it like down or how to make it accessible. 	

Several individuals indicated that the shared workload of assessment took place in the 

specific department context. For example, Ryan (Limited), a professional school professor, 

claimed to value assessment for critical thinking broadly (a greater good goal) but was not 

confident that definitions of critical thinking at the institutional level represented departmental 

priorities for outputs in this area. He went on to talk about several assessment processes used in 

courses. 

One example I can give you where the assessment was really helpful. In accounting one 

of the disciplinary specific knowledge areas is understanding cash flows. We measured it 

via performance on an exam question. We found students were doing very poorly and we 

actually changed the course as a result of that. But in general with more general skills like 

critical thinking we're not confident enough that what we're assessing is really capturing 

and we sort of don’t know how to do it.	

Then Ryan talked extensively about using formative assessment to determine the competence 

level of students learning a specific financial analysis process and understanding business 

judgment as a major program outcome. 	

I teach financial statement analysis and analyze financial statements; you're putting 

the numbers into context. So you need to understand the corporate strategy of the 

company whose statements you're looking at and you need to understand in principle 

how various strategies translate into various accounting numbers and what ratios you 

would look at.  	
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[Internship providers] were trying to give our students hands-on experience and doing 

the statistical analysis that would lead [a] conclusion...It's a student skill set, in the 

sense it would be a stat[istics homework] scores that would give you the tools but 

what really matters with this is business judgment.	

In several examples this faculty member actively assessed student work and acted to improve 

teaching of multi-step analysis, data synthesis, contextual consideration, and evaluations, a form 

of critical thinking. At the end of the interview however, Ryan noted a lack of program-level 

drive to assess critical thinking aligned to the institutional rubric stating flatly “When the dean's 

interested we'll get interested in it.”	

Chapter Summary	

Some participants’ understanding of outcomes and goals including learning outcomes 

were linked closely with the ways in which they took action on assessment. For other 

participants understanding and practice were loosely coupled. In the first finding about 

assessment influences, individuals described various reasons and motivations for why to conduct 

assessment that I organized into influence categories called Push- influences of training and 

disciplinary socialization, Path - environmental and cultural socialization, and Pull- incentives 

and accountability. In a second finding I identified individuals’	assessment behaviors in three 

different groups I called Isolated, Limited, and Connected. In a third finding of shared meaning 

across action groups, individuals in different action groups expressed similar reasons for 

assessment, motivation, or values. These potentially shared meanings clustered differently than 

the second finding--action groups--indicating that some assessment actions were not congruent 

with espoused values or literature influences. Across these categories and themes understanding 

the action groups is of central importance because while participants’ thinking was very 
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important actions actually move an institution toward success. Descriptions of participants’	

behaviors, stated themes, and categories provide insight into new ways of thinking about 

assessment at various levels within the institution and should inform discussions of new thinking 

about how assessment is practiced.  
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Chapter 5. Discussion and Implications 

Overview and Introduction 

My starting point for this study was that institutional priorities for learning outcomes 

assessment might influence behaviors along the continuum of assessment practice; this only 

appeared for some participants for whom institutional goals represented a strong influence. Most 

participants identified how their assessment mental models were shaped by diverse forces and 

developed through myriad influences, socialization processes, and/or accountability measures. I 

observed some potentially useful overlaps in the ways individuals translated and built upon 

training, theory, motivation, and accountability to take actions. Findings about actions in addition 

to the way participants thought about assessment were especially salient for addressing the 

following research questions that guided this qualitative investigation: 

1. How are learning goals and outcomes understood and assessed? 	

2. What influences the enacted mental models of individuals’	practice of learning 

outcomes assessment?		

In chapter four, I reported data categorized by influences on assessment (Push, Pull, 

Path), three assessment action categories (Isolated, Limited, Connected), and individual 

motivations for assessment. For discussion purposes, I illustrated an arrangement of enacted 

mental models of assessment for differently approaching assessment practices across an 

institution (figure 3). 
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This arrangement, inclusive of extant theory and participant experience, helps focus attention on 

learning outcomes assessment practices from different angles. Multiple perspectives on the 

practice and understanding of assessment add insight into potential impact on research, policy, 

and practice. 

In the following sections, I discuss these findings in the context of different assessment 

perspectives and related theories. In this multi-framing approach (Bergquist, 1992; Bolman & 

Deal, 1997; Senge, 1994; Tierney, 1997), I invite a reflection on literature, organizations, and 

individual actions to explore the ways in which existing perspectives on theory, action, and/or 

motivation might work individually or in concert with other perspectives to illustrate enacted 

mental models of assessment. 

I begin with a discussion of those assessment influences that emerged in this study that 

mirror the extant literature and the ways that existing approaches (Push, Pull, Path) help guide, 

and to some extent, explain behaviors. I follow with a discussion of action groups (Connected, 

Limited, Isolated). Finally, I address various motivators held in common by individuals. Each 

perspective may help contextualize individual behavior in different environments on campus. A 

Figure 3. Multiple Perspectives of Enacted Mental Models 	
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goal here is to explore intersections among analytic perspectives to inform practice, policy, 

theory, and future research.	

Influences on Assessment 

The first research question “How are learning goals and outcomes understood and 

assessed?” is addressed primarily through myriad influences described by participants in this 

study. No participant made a distinction among the language of ‘goals and outcomes’ as long as 

they understood that the conversation related to student learning rather than another kind of goal 

or outcome. Participants’ graduate training and disciplinary socialization—the Push, 

environmental and cultural socialization—the Path, and incentives and accountability—the Pull 

each had important influences on practice, but in different ways for different participants. For 

example, several participants responded to questions of training and preparation with stories of 

how their depth of training led to their current practice, indicating that they draw on multiple 

resources in practice. Finding that Push, Path, and Pull influences were present in some form for 

all participants indicated that an individual’s knowledge about their own assessment practice is 

likely grounded in multiple influences.  

This study spanned the institution in an attempt to understand influences on assessment 

and characterize assessment practices. Push influences centered on participants’ mentors and 

other significant people along the path toward assessment in their current professional role. 

Participants identified the importance of graduate school and early career mentors on the shape 

of their current career (Blake, Emerson, Hunter, Casey), and influential educators (Cameron, 

Emerson, Avery). Path influences were clustered around perceived needs of department/unit, 

community, or other stakeholder group in which the individual worked or participated. 

Participants identified success in the department (Alex, Cameron, Jordan Ryan, Addison) or 
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ways to share assessment work with others (Hunter, Casey, Jules) as important factors in the 

environment. Pull influences pointed to external sources of accountability, closely linked yet 

independent of the unit or department. Participants indicated the strong influence of accreditors 

(Alex, Blake, Cameron, Ryan, Casey), advisory boards (Cameron, Casey) and professional 

associations (Jordan, Addison, Jules) as pulling them to do assessment work in particular ways. 

A mix of Push, Path, and Pull influences served to influence many participants about 

assessment leading to a variety of actions. For example, participants described the institutional 

level learning outcomes as one of several environmental influences. Some participants 

considered institutional outcomes as an additional layer to think about but had not integrated 

institutional outcomes in actual assessment practice at the time of the study. Alternatively, for 

several participants, institutional learning outcomes were an opportunity to represent data and/or 

the value of student experience to another institutional audience with hopes that additional 

credibility or funding would follow. For this group of participants the investment had potential 

for real returns. 

Push influences encompassing disciplinary training and mentoring had a moderated 

effect on assessment. Participants that identified very strong mentors for assessment described 

various ways their practice was informed and shaped by the experiences. Participants that did not 

identify strong mentors described how they learned about and practice assessment but the 

influences were not as strong, consistent with literature on the topic (i.e., Schein, 2009). 

Disciplinary training was not described as a strong influence on institutional assessment. Path 

influences were largely described as the nature of the department or unit in which the individual 

worked. Some salient influences included communication behaviors, goal setting priorities, and 

the pressure from colleagues to take the assessment process very seriously all of which can 
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influence team performance (Senge, 1994). Pull influences focused on accountability and 

incentives. Accountability was tied to professional accreditation while incentives were important 

for their ability to move behavior. In several cases, incentives were tied to existing relationships 

such as an advisory board. The connection from relationships to incentives was important 

because participants who experienced incentives favorably described the mutual nature of 

identifying and providing incentives (Schein, 2009). 

The combination of Push, Path, and Pull influences revealed in the first interview led to 

analytic work in second interviews where individuals expressed variations and differences in 

how they connect practice to other stakeholders in the environment. Both participants and 

researcher in this analysis employed multiple explanations to expand understanding, but no one 

theory was expected to explain specific assessment actions.  

Action Groups  

 The second research question, “What influences the enacted mental models of individuals’ 

practice of learning outcomes assessment?” was addressed by better understanding both action 

and motivation discussed here and in the next section. The enacted mental model, or assessment 

mindset, helped individuals anticipate and plan for the impact of their work (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2006). Connectedness in assessment often indicated behaviors by which an individual 

took into account expected or likely outcomes as early in the process as possible. Individuals that 

did not have access to or interest in demonstrating the value of assessment described behaviors 

that stopped short of linking data across their environments. It was acknowledged by several 

Connected participants that not all opportunities to assess could be best engaged if an individual 

became aware of the opportunity after project planning or implementation had begun.  
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Connected assessment. Connected assessment practices were fluid, intentional, 

thoughtful, and utilized multiple simultaneous perspectives to communicate and connect with 

stakeholders in the relevant environment. Assessment connectivity patterns for the Connected 

group were more fully integrated across the participants’ academic organization or valued 

external environment, such as a community of practice that spanned both education and non-

education environments. Connected group participants thought about assessment in similar ways 

even if they did not take the same action or were motivated by the same influences. Regardless 

of formal role, participants in this group accommodated the perspectives of others by leveraging 

organizational understanding and leadership to help explain, connect, and encourage assessment 

action (Bolman & Deal, 1997; Heifetz, 1994; Schein, 2009). All participants in the study 

indicated the ways they sought and considered the perspectives of people in relevant 

environments but actions varied greatly. 	

 The act of connecting assessment from the individual perspective to the group’s or 

groups’ frame of reference could be considered an adaptive process possibly leading to shared 

understanding among and between groups with differing interests (i.e., instructors and college 

presidents) (Heifetz, 1994). The use of multiple perspectives involved individuals’	ability to see 

the value and interactions of frames. Bolman and Deal (2013) describe organizational frames in 

terms of strengths and liabilities throughout an organization, utilizing common metaphors to 

communicate with the user (table 7) and these frames seemed to reflect the ways in which 

participants in this study thought about assessment. 
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Table 7 
Four Frames of Organizations (Bolman & Deal, 1997) 

	 Structural	 Human Resource	 Political	 Symbolic	

Metaphor for 
Organization	

Factory or 
Machine	

Family	 Jungle	 Carnival, 
temple, theatre	

Central Concepts	 Rules, roles, 
goals, policies, 
technology, 
environment	

Needs, skills, 
relationships	

Power, conflict, 
competition, 
organizational 
politics	

Culture, 
meaning 
metaphor, 
ritual, 
ceremony 
stories, heroes	

Image of 
Leadership	

Social 
Architecture	

Empowerment	 Advocacy	 Inspiration	

Basic Leadership 
Challenge	

Attune structure 
to task, 
technology, 
environment	

Align 
organizational and 
human needs	

Develop agenda 
and power base	

Create faith, 
beauty, 
meaning	

 
Participants in the Connected group described interpreting a symbolic organizational activity 

(assessment) in terms of structural rewards (incentives) to yield a stronger alignment of human 

resources (relationships and feedback) for better overall outcomes (i.e., student learning or 

retention) because of their direct effect on the ability to secure scarce (political) resources. 

Connected mindset participants described a willingness to regularly reassess their environment 

for changing priorities, acknowledging the possibilities of shifts in leadership, culture, and 

internal or external stakeholders (Schuh & Associates, 2009; Tierney, 1988). The Connected 

action group was most prepared to attend to the multiple internal and external demands on 

assessment practice that must be planned for and integrated from instruction level assessment 

through programs, colleges, and the institution. Consistent with Ewell’s (2009) description of 

assessment for improvement and/or accountability, individuals in the Connected group had to 

engage many resources and influences to make the connections between assessment for 

improvement and assessment for institutional accountability. 
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Four of five individuals in the Connected group were deans or program directors. Those 

four participants in this group had access to and/or experience with multiple levels of 

assessment. These different levels of interaction and conversation in an institution are a likely 

explanation for Connected mindsets, but it is not the only ones. All five participants found a way 

to see the value in identifying multiple perspectives in their environment and ways to interpret 

and communicate varying understandings across their relevant organizational structures. The 

person who was not a director or dean in this group (the librarian) had an interdisciplinary work 

focus and had participated in her national association focused on assessment. The librarian 

identified both experiences as influences on her thinking about multiple audiences and reasons 

for assessment. This librarian used her experiences with somewhat complex interdisciplinary 

learning outcomes assessment to extrapolate meaning about the institutional assessment 

environment. In turn she was able to influence her library colleagues to consider institutional 

audiences when collecting data and demonstrating value to stakeholders. 

Isolated assessment. Participants in the Isolated group had similar training and similar 

environments of practice to the Connected group but for no individual was accountability or 

incentive directly tied to connecting assessment practice throughout the environment. 

Accountability was present for course and program level assessment through student course 

evaluations and attendance and participant data. Individuals in this group indicated that they 

were not asked or invited to link their work on course or program assessment to any greater 

goals. All three members also indicated that they were not included in larger group conversations 

about assessment in their unit or department. One participant, Emerson, was content not to be 

included in departmental conversations at the time of the study citing competing demands. 

Another participant, Taylor, indicated that program level assessment took place among the dean 
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and assessment director who did not communicate with the rest of the unit about the tasks. The 

last, Avery, indicated that he had discussions with his director about the learning outcomes in his 

courses centered on teaching and assessment methodology.  

A response to a lack of connected assessment action throughout an environment might be 

as simple as creating an action-oriented principle by which staff and faculty are asked to identify 

connections or similarities in their data related to other environments. For example, some 

departments on this campus dedicated time at a regular meeting to identify course, program, 

and/or co-curriculum links for assessment practice as a way to share information and identify 

overlaps and potential partnerships. Other ways to encourage connected thinking include pre-

defining relevant environments and appropriate feedback process cycles. In many cases the 

Isolated group members were similarly motivated as the Connected group and understood the 

presence of relevant environments but did not have the ability or incentive to take action for lack 

of accountability or communications, and placing energy on higher priorities.	

Multiple pathways for empowering groups to connect assessment across levels of an 

institution are outlined in various practice-oriented publications that could be used as starting 

places for strategies (i.e., Keeling, 2008; Schuh & Associates, 2009). Institutional incentives 

might become linked to principles of action in addition to assessment methods. Linking 

connections to incentives and/or accountability and decisions can result in a learning cycle which 

in turn can lead to an empowered culture where individuals and units know what to do and do it 

(Tierney, 1988; Bergquist, 1992). 	

Limited assessment. Participants in the Limited group each described actions that 

restricted the ways assessment practices might reach further audiences at the point of interaction 

with the external, disciplinary accreditor. Each individual noted the immediate influence of the 
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accrediting body on assessment subject and even method. Several participants in this group 

described some arguments for and against accreditor-defined assessment ultimately noting that 

the department is better off for the overall process yet is challenged at times to grasp the 

rationale for assessment. The reasons given for these limits on practice were the multiple kinds 

of content, graduation, recruitment, financial, and advisory influences of disciplinary 

accreditation.  

Each participant in this group discussed trust in and communication with their colleagues 

or deans (one was a trusted dean) to interpret and leverage disciplinary assessment processes and 

outcomes to secure additional resources, institutional credibility, and important external program 

rankings. One participant described the process of leveraging accreditation reports and data by a 

dean who presented a gap in college capacity to the provost (i.e., need to teach a new domain 

area) based on accreditation assessment. This participant further described how the dean attached 

a request for more resources (faculty line) to fill the gap. This kind of within-college/unit 

leveraging practice was understood fairly well across the Limited group of participants, 

reinforcing deference to accreditation-defined assessment recommendations or actions to help 

advance departmental goals. This systemic approach to assessment inclusive of people, 

environments, and cultures stopped short of directly linking institutional value to departmental 

assessment. Participants in this group acknowledged that data collected for accreditation could 

be useful for knowing more about institutional learning outcomes. 

Balancing accreditation priorities and institutional learning outcomes is a complex 

process. For example, one professional school faculty member noted her own pathway 

describing her interdisciplinary career (humanities/profession) in terms of both standards for 

quality teaching and assessment in humanities and professional accreditation standards. While 
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several professional school faculty members in this study embraced their role in accreditation-

driven assessment, the humanities/professional school faculty member, Casey, neither embraced 

nor rejected it, yet considered it part of her environment. In this way mindset mattered greatly to 

assessment success in the particular environment. At the same time in the above example, her 

actions reflected a pragmatic approach needed to balance her humanities background within her 

quantitatively oriented professional. This participant identified that she was valued in her 

department for contributing to several potentially competing priorities. Furthermore she spoke of 

creating a functional space to contribute to each priority as an individual, rather than relying on 

professional school colleagues to carry her weight. This participant felt her willingness to be a 

team player (i.e., serving on committees) was a way she could contribute to the success of the 

college even though she could not directly contribute to quantitative accreditation efforts.  

Knowing more about how groups of people act for both improvement and accountability 

can lead to impacts for leaders in curricular and co-curricular environments. One important note 

to add is that while the regional accreditation review had begun during the time interviews were 

conducted for this study, no participants mentioned the accreditation process in interview 

comments. For these individuals, it is likely that regional institutional accreditation did not have 

a strong influence on daily assessment practice. This is one of the reasons I aligned some 

external stakeholders with cultural and environmental socialization rather than with 

accountability and incentives. Considering Connected, Isolated, and Limited enacted mental 

models allows stakeholders to approach assessment practices differently. 

Individual Assessment Motivators 	

Several kinds of motivations for assessment emerged from interviews that were not 

specifically tied to influences or actions but may have potential for assessment leaders seeking to 
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influence practices. Individuals in this study were motivated to assess on behalf of the greater 

good, defined by participants as engaged citizenship, positive community outcomes, and 

developed lifelong learners. Institutional and program influences were related to the value of 

data and outcomes. Several individuals were interested in seeing the value of the institution 

demonstrated through learning outcomes data arranged to represent the undergraduate experience 

at the institution. Advisory boards were motivators for the ways in which they provided direct 

links to a related industry, feedback, and sometimes incentives. Shared workload in a department 

was a motivator because participants felt that they could learn from colleagues and share 

experiences and lessons from a complex process. 

Through attention to individual motivators in the context of assessment demands, 

individuals may come to be more aware of ways in which they interact with their influences, 

including accountability and incentives (Schein, 2009). By mapping influences and behavior, 

individuals may better grasp how their actions play out in a given environment and leverage 

shared goals and assets. The data from different participants’	concept maps were similar in ways 

that suggest possible advantages in coordinating training across action groups (Connected, 

Isolated, Limited) that may lead to similar mindsets and reasoning rather than focusing only on 

changing behavior. While assessment practice for some individuals was not clearly aligned to 

support their stated motivation, the presence of dissonance can be an opportunity to influence 

changes (Schein, 2009). Including assessors in identifying differences in motivation and action 

may provide a knowledge base on which an individual can act. Linking identified differences to 

an opportunity to reconsider the why, rather than the what, of assessment may help assessors see 

the importance of alignment and then act in context for appropriate changes.	
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Knowing what are shared motivators on a given campus could be a standalone research 

agenda. In service of assessment shared motivators may illustrate opportunities for coordination 

of additional activity to create and elicit shared meaning at an institutional level. If arranged and 

coordinated shared motivators among individuals with different levels of assessment skill, 

understanding, and influences could be identified to help bridge skill or mindset differences.	The 

shared motivator and core value of lifelong learning embedded in a university may be sufficient 

to encourage willing participants to engage and perhaps bring along some of the less willing to 

address assessment improvements systematically (Hoffman & Bresciani, 2010; Kezar, 2001)	

Focusing on similar motivations can be a basis for developing trust and eventually shared 

understanding important to organizational learning and improvements (Kezar, 2004; Senge, 

1994). Perhaps due to individuals having diverse experiences, several motivators like religious 

and community affiliations surfaced but were not linked to or aligned with action groups. These 

motivators illustrated the nuances of working with individuals whose mental models included 

contexts outside of the institutional sphere. Therefore, influences, actions, and motivations could 

be considered in more holistically to address any changes desired in an assessment environment. 

Using evidence based practices and integrating multiple perspectives can lead to stronger overall 

assessment practice in the community (Kezar, 2001). Alignment between individuals known to 

share assessment motivations but with different action patterns may provide the basis for 

professional development assessment work-groups. Implications for creating these alignments 

are discussed later in future research.	

Summary of Discussion 

While mindsets were similar in the Connected, Isolated, and Limited groups, shared 

motivations across this group varied. Assessing motivation to act in a group may indicate where 
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shared interest exists, but may not help individuals link their practices in a way that helps 

everyone around them see the value of actions. Alternatively, assessing mindset through 

motivation without understanding the range of influences and action will not directly lead an 

institution to understand more about individuals’ motivation. This discussion detailed responses 

to the research questions: 

1. How are learning goals and outcomes understood and assessed?  

2. What influences the enacted mental models of individuals’ practice of learning 

outcomes assessment?  

Push, Pull, and Path influences on assessment helped show how learning goals and outcomes 

were understood and assessed. The identification of both action groups and common motivations 

helps form a more thorough understanding of individual enacted mental models. In short, the 

answer to the first research question was that goals and outcomes were not always understood as 

linked to the specific environment in which assessment was enacted, and were continually 

shaped by both individual and institutional factors. The answers I found to the second question 

were highly individuated, but patterns of connectedness emerged as a key factor in assessment 

efficacy. Connectedness also represented an opportunity for institutional level analysis and added 

understanding of practices across this particular institution’s assessment spectrum. In complex 

organizations it is unlikely that any single approach can change behaviors, but finding that 

participants were attentive to their environments if not connected through actions, pushes our 

understanding closer to a pragmatic response. These data lead to a number of implications for 

theory, research, and practice.	
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Implications for Value Propositions 

  Institutional assessment should be redefined more holistically in terms of value 

contribution and done so at multiple levels of the institution. For example, several individuals 

had similar levels of technical expertise for conducting assessment, yet varied in their need or 

interest in connecting their assessment work to all levels. Not everyone in this study saw how 

connecting assessment to goals across student, program, and institution could contribute to the 

value proposition of the overall institution. While value propositions were not included in the 

investigation, a persistent question of assessment scholarship relates to how individuals and 

organizations create evaluate contributions. 

Crafting high-level institutional goals is an important step to guide assessment thinking 

toward learning outcomes (AAC&U, 2013b; U. S. Dept. of Education, 2006). Developing and 

modeling a culture of Connected assessment action linked with goal driven thinking is a longer 

process, but well underway when an institution has high-level goals and/or action principles in 

place. In many large universities, action principles exist at the institutional level only, but are 

intentionally left open to unique program-based application. The addition of institutional 

principles for assessment action at the program level may encourage faculty and staff to orient 

toward assessment practices that support a value chain of learning outcomes. Individual or 

program level assessment could be better mapped onto something more comprehensive like the 

department/unit or institution level in order to demonstrate the value proposition of learning 

outcomes. Encouraging mindsets along with effective assessment methods helps to address a 

simultaneous need for Connected individual action with a systems orientation.	

Systems perspectives on assessment. The findings in this study may contribute to 

understanding an individual within a system, specifically an enhanced understanding of 
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individual assessment behavior patterns. Considering the individual mental model in a systems 

approach to assessment action helped show the ways that a person’s preparation, institutional 

socialization, incentives, and accountability contribute to an institution-wide system of 

assessment. However, in many cases, higher education assessment literature did not explore 

enacted mental models (Ewell, 2009; Kezar, 2004; Schuh & Associates, 2009) but rather relied 

on individuals to adopt, and later shape, the view of the institution.  

Examining what people do and what they think was necessary to understand enacted 

mental models as part of the system of assessment. An individual might be able to adjust one’s 

own mindset while relying on previous experience in conjunction with information about larger 

systems at work in the environment. Alternatively an organizational rearrangement of the ways 

assessment is socialized, encouraged, and rewarded across organizational boundaries can impact 

mindset and practice.  

For example, if relevant leaders pivoted from information delivery training to modeling 

and rewarding Connected assessment behavior for demonstrating outcomes, the community 

might be encouraged to shift assessment mindsets from Isolated to Connected rather than trying 

to assimilate new training into established mental models (Argyris & Schön, 1996). Essentially 

this approach seeks to affect and leverage the value proposition of the institution embedded in a 

mental model rather than the shape of the model itself.  

The individual assessment actions were interesting because they were driven by 

identifiable influences. However patterns among action groups with common mindsets were 

compelling because of the potential for changing practice. The behaviors (Isolated, Limited, 

Connected) in this study lead to my categorization of action groups. These patterns might be 

considered archetypes for future research and categorization leading to a number of implications 
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for pragmatic applications of knowledge about assessment action outlined in the following 

sections. In promoting holistic assessment thinking, an institution relies on smart and savvy 

personnel to figure out the details while providing purpose and direction as needed.   

A key challenge in using broader organizational theories to explain or drive action in an 

institution is the somewhat chaotic working of the actual environment and nuances of individual 

actors (Cohen & March, 1986). Archetypes can inform different organizational thinking needed 

to conceptualize assessment leadership that is both top-down and bottom up and focused on 

values and principles followed by discrete implementation (Heifetz, 1994). Theories embracing 

complexity while making evidence based distinctions have potential to undergird complex 

leadership patterns for more effective assessment. Investigating enacted mental models showed 

potential to help an institution understand patterns of assessment behaviors in multiple ways that 

could be influenced in the future in the environment. Creating and coordinating a conversation 

among assessment practitioners designed to observe and address various mindsets and 

approaches to assessment could serve to inform adjustments to practice.  

Higher education theories of culture (Tierney, 1988), organizational frames (Bergquist, 

1992; Bolman & Deal, 2013), systems thinking (Senge, 1994), incentives and accountability 

(Ewell, 2009), governance (Kezar, 2004), environments (Inkelas & Soldner, 2011) and 

leadership (Heifetz, 1994; Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-McGavin, 2006) each retain relevance 

to explorations of enacted mental models. Individual motivation and behavior patterns were 

salient in the findings of this study and in many ways lead participants to different approaches to 

practice based on the specific set of influences and subsequent actions. Holding multiple, 

simultaneous frames in view allows for a differently holistic approach to engaging responses to 

assessment challenges in complex institutions. The findings provide evidence of the ways three 
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particular perspectives - disciplinary training, environmental socialization, and 

incentives/accountability - hold together for analysis of complex assessment.	

Implications for Individuals	

Implications for individuals hoping to support, encourage, hire for, and account for 

assessment are largely contained in facilitating individual pathways through varied assessment 

practices. Enacted mental models can be shaped or influenced through the avenue of the practice 

(enacted), the thinking (mental model), or a mix of both (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Bolman & 

Deal, 1997; Dill, 1982; Tierney, 1988). It is important to focus on the things an institution can 

control including cultural and environmental socialization rather than graduate preparation 

patterns. It is not enough to house assessment in a faculty development or teaching support office 

but necessary to involve individuals in the process throughout the institution.	

For example, instructors in accredited departments may be enacting a Limited assessment 

approach without knowing it because they default to accreditor definitions of success without 

considering institutional priorities. These individuals might consider adopting lessons from an 

interdisciplinary mindset to integrate assessment work in the college with similar or 

complementary assessment work at the institutional level. Instructors with Isolated assessment 

perspectives, presuming they want to be included, may be frustrated at meetings where their 

assessment work or data are not considered relevant to the institution. Exclusion at the program 

or department level could well reinforce individual practice to remain isolated. Learning 

outcomes as a system work from the student through the course, program, college, and institution 

(Schuh & Associates, 2009; Senge, 1994). Considerations for addressing individual behaviors 

should be jointly informed by individual values in light of program, college, and institutional 

needs for coordinated knowledge and data about learner outcomes.	
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Incentivizing assessment. The participant orientations to assessment in this study were 

not anti-assessment despite some expectations for resistance (Lattuca & Stark, 2009; Maki, 

2010). Any resistance to assessment by participants was in the context of balancing workload 

demands and the amount of time needed to develop or validate effective assessments, reflecting 

the teaching and learning culture in the institution. It is important to not misconstrue resistance to 

the workload or timing of assessment as resistance to assessment generally; literature focuses on 

the how-to of overcoming resistance rather than individual actions (Bresciani, Zelna, & 

Anderson 2004; Culp & Dungy, 2008; Ewell, 2009; Schuh & Associates, 2009). 	

Participants across action groups treated resistance to assessment differently. In the 

presence of a new assessment demand (i.e., institutional learning goals) the Connected group 

generally identified priorities for assessment and integrated new demands into their planning 

mindset adjusting mental models of the organization until action could be justified. At the time 

of interviews some Connected group participants included institutional learning goals in their 

assessment plans while some had not yet prioritized the work. In the face of the same demands, 

Isolated group participants gave thought to the predicted workload of new assessment demands, 

but identified no need to integrate the additional work into their action item list, now or later, 

citing competing demands on their time.	

Considering the demands, for example, of performance metrics on assessment I 

anticipated that some individuals might resist or distrust efforts to incentivize behavior change 

toward learning outcomes assessments. However participants across the study readily understood 

the role of incentives and performance. Positioning assessment connectivity in early socialization 

patterns of teaching and learning such as graduate training is important. To address performance 

institutions have to provide validated assessment support to early career staff, faculty, and 
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graduate students to better create an experience of successful assessment and feedback. 

Addressing connectivity during graduate training could help resolve an imbalance in research 

extensive universities between research and teaching priorities with different perceived weight 

(Kim, 2005). 

Identifying shared motivators. Several similar motivators emerged for participants that 

may represent a source of shared understanding. Sharing motivations through concept maps and 

surveys may help develop trust and shared meaning (Senge, 1994) among and between 

differently connected assessment practitioners.	

Greater good. The shared understanding among participants was that some value both 

greater than and encompassing the institution is what mattered most beyond the educational or 

social value of a degree or the external identity of the institution. For both Connected and 

Isolated group members the nature of linking greater good values to their daily work was both 

idealized and elusive. Some greater good motivations mirrored or extended institutional outcome 

statements and represented an opportunity for individuals to more deeply engage in assessment. 

With appropriate support benefits could exist for both the individual and the institution. The 

individual benefits by knowing more about a personal value, while the institution benefits by 

engaging more individuals in assessment (Steiber & Alänge, 2013). However, given the work 

needed to develop new assessment mechanisms or methods to connect academic or 

programmatic responsibilities to greater good values it is understandable that individuals have 

not attempted greater good assessment connection on a systematic basis. The current connections 

between course level learning and institutional value are sufficiently cumbersome and continue 

to require concerted efforts by coordinated groups in academic departments and learning-

oriented administrative units.  
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Links to program/division assessment. Some overlaps in individual motivations were 

interesting because of the positions of the people involved. In one case a tenured faculty member 

from a professional college, an associate dean from a different professional college, and a 

program director from the arts and letters college all indicated very similar thinking and practice 

of assessment connectivity. It is unlikely, however, that these people would be called into a 

meeting together much less one about assessment because they do not share titles used in this 

hierarchical organization and the institution does not regularly engage publicly in cross-

functional applications of assessment except for an occasional community of practice. These 

individuals may not know that they have similar motivations to assess, information that could 

potentially benefit them and institution (Kezar & Eckel, 2002).	

Institutional drivers for learning outcomes assessment were not linked closely to daily 

activity for those in the Isolated group. These individuals were aware of the institutional value of 

assessment, but unable or unwilling to link findings to goals or data gathering efforts in their 

smaller campus organization. A top-down approach to institutional assessment had not yet 

saturated all departments represented in this study in similar ways. If a goal is to produce more 

assessment connectivity among faculty and staff, the implications are that program, division, or 

department influences are necessary but not sufficient for the outcome. The distinguishing 

common thread among Connected group participants was the creation of relationships, policies, 

incentives, and accountability closely linked to assessment behaviors. Advisory boards and 

accreditors provided incentives and accountability, and to some extent, adaptive leadership for 

making curricular changes for the Limited group. The strength of these same structures served to 

limit connectivity to the institutional value proposition. Participants in accredited programs come 
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to rely on the accreditor-department relationship as a proxy for connectedness from student, to 

program, department, college, and institutional.	

Leadership characteristics. One practical organizational challenge for college or 

program leaders in reinforcing a particular assessment mindset is to create a regular opportunity 

for feedback (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Senge, 1994), allowing users to learn from data at multiple 

levels. In an example of assessment leadership, one participant seemed to understand assessment 

from multiple angles, but did not report conducting much direct learning assessment. He 

indicated doing a fair amount of convincing others to do assessment at the right times, for the 

right reasons, and in the ways that make the most sense for the learning standard in question. 

Because of substantive organization-wide communication and planning in his college it was easy 

enough for him as an assistant dean to point instructors often the most discrete level assessors to 

the correct support and models aligned with valued assessment practice in the college. He then 

mapped college level assessment practice to institution wide practice. This behavior set 

represented a mediating role available to many staff and faculty with Connected mindsets. The 

participant identified this role as one of leadership and implied the intention of connectivity. As 

an expert in the study of higher education organizations, rather than a discipline in the college, 

this person identified a way to support assessment connectivity of others. In translating 

disciplinary learning outcomes to reflect institutional values, this participant demonstrated 

leadership by reinforcing a strong culture of assessment (Culp & Dungy, 2012). 

Leaders must value transparency as well as encourage organization-wide learning 

through modeling and incentives to create a productive environment for assessment data (Senge, 

1994). Organizational openness can support open dialog and debate that can, in turn, lead to 

individuals taking action to improve their courses or programs. Leaders matter to the process of 
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data reports, transformation and packaging at various times and for various reasons. Without a 

vision often provided by leaders it becomes difficult for any one individual, connected mindset 

or not, to trace through an institution’s	structures and practices.  

Student learning data in institutional reports are aggregated, shaped and managed into 

predetermined forms (i.e., institutional learning outcomes). Aggregate student outcomes may or 

may not be clearly represented in public reports resulting in low utilization for improvement 

(Ewell, 2009). To address instructor and program leader needs to benefit from such aggregate 

reports requires appropriate feedback loops (Schuh & Associates, 2009). Far from simply 

capturing and representing data institutional assessment leaders need to clarify, appropriately 

disaggregate data for programs, and model positive uses of data in line with institutional 

priorities.  

Leaders might work to develop training for individuals and teams based on the type of 

stated motivation likely to include actors with variously connected assessment mindsets. 

Mapping exercises like the one used in this study could be adapted to group applications for 

purposes of sharing mental models. Individuals did not interact with each other as part of this 

study, so an additional consideration is how individuals would share knowledge of shared 

common motivations. Teams or communities of practice centered on assessment thinking and 

action could provide templates for mapping mental models and creating shared understanding 

about assessment connectedness (Trowler & Knight, 2000).  

Future Research Implications 

Institutions. Key outcomes of this study may influence further research at similarly large 

and complex institutions to the study site as well as smaller institutions working on assessment 

processes. In an exploratory study these participants represented a small cross section of 
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university assessment life whose assessment patterns varied. It might be expected that greater 

variation exists across a larger group of people in a diverse institution. The complexity of 

assessment influences such as individual preparation, environmental socialization, and 

incentives/accountability were salient for all participants. Creating and validating a survey based 

on known assessment influences would be an important step toward a scalable understanding of 

within- and across-institutional patterns of assessment influences. Furthermore, patterns of action 

and motivation might be translated into surveys to help map assessment practice and motivation 

across an institution.  

Alternatively, a deep look into the motivation and behaviors of one or two colleges or 

large co-curricular units in an institution could impact assessment practice patterns. Cases of 

assessment practice in a unit with presumably more discrete goals than a large institution may 

help leaders know how to understand assessment practices and mental models within a unit in 

order to improve practice there. Department or unit awareness of patterns informs institution 

level assessment because efforts to assess learning or aggregate information for accreditation 

differ significantly. Knowledge of common motivation for assessment could help to enhance the 

value of assessment. Research on enacted mental models may be productive at smaller 

institutions with a more specific educational focus such as technical or religious education. If 

members of these institutions are assumed to share a mental model and do not, more informed 

practice could result from additional data.  

Relative boundaries. The relative starting and stopping point of assessment for each 

individual depended on a particular combination of department, discipline, and individual 

perspectives of their own work. However, the particular environment did not necessarily confine 

assessment thinking. For example, an instructor with a connected mindset described three 
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conceptual distinctions relevant to their work that focused on course, program, and accreditation 

only. By comparison a dean with a connected mindset interacted with five or more distinct 

conceptions of assessment including course level data, program level reporting, disciplinary 

accreditation metrics, institutional outcomes, and regional accreditation. It is not unexpected to 

see a more senior member of the institution (dean) interact with institution and accreditation 

data. At the same time less senior participants also demonstrated connected practice.	

For several participants being motivated by the greater good created incentive to align 

assessment work to values like engaged democracy and community development held by 

stakeholders outside regular higher education channels. Leveraging individual motivators to 

influence connectedness has to take into account how different individuals and groups in the 

institution interact with their surrounding external environments. A three dimensional map of 

multiple mental models could help visualize where common assessment practice takes place for 

individuals. An opportunity for future research could include modeling and predicting 

departmental participation in institutional assessment.	

Mental model maps for individuals would note the relative starting and stopping point for 

each individual on a y-axis. A planar horizontal x-axis would identify the placement of mental 

models in relation to other individuals and departments. Take for example two hypothetical 

individuals, an instructor and an associate dean, who both assess at the college level in the same 

department. These individuals have different assessment starting points: the instructor assesses 

instruction, program, and college level learning; while the dean, who no longer teaches courses, 

focuses primarily at the college, institutional, and accreditation levels. A useful analysis would 

take note the direct motivation overlaps or shared assessment mindsets for these individuals. 

Visualizing these mental models could help researchers create networked maps of assessment 
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connectedness patterns at a department or unit level, inclusive of various motivators (personal, 

professional, academic, co-curricular) to help leaders identify gaps in practice (Senge, 1994). 

As this study demonstrated, further research on terms used to describe assessment in 

higher education is important to inform data and decision-making at multiple levels of practice 

simultaneously. The same word, assessment, is used extensively to describe tests, student 

learning, program, college, accreditation, and other external stakeholder actions. Perhaps more 

operational terms would serve an institution better. Modifying the word assessment in practice 

should be inclusive of institutional level targets such as financial metrics, teaching input, or 

learning outcome, and likely stakeholders. Adding more specific language creates more 

opportunities to share meaning about the ways assessment works across levels, potentially 

leading to a form of self-aware communication about the work (Senge, 1994; Wheatley, 1992). 

Actually finding shared meaning can lead fairly quickly to coordinated projects and potentially 

innovative outcomes in higher education (Koen, Bertels, & Elsum, 2011). 

Practice Implications  

Implications for practice extend to organizational training, coordination, and leadership. 

My working assumptions about organizations stem from work in student affairs and faculty 

support organizations in both smaller and larger institutions. In these contexts I worked with 

individuals who assessed from a single frame and struggled with alternative explanations 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013). Prior to this study, I would have recommended that simply taking more 

perspectives on the organization would help an individual see a problem more clearly. But with 

evidence of mental models of assessment placed next to enacted practice, looking at the 

influences and motivations for assessment points more toward the tension of a bottom up effort 

to translate individual and program level outcomes to look like or fit into the containers created 
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by institutional level outcomes. Top down efforts to inform and coordinate assessment work and 

to provide feedback to instructors can help alleviate the translation of course level outcomes to 

institution level outcomes.  

A connected assessment practice means that an individual can understand that student 

learning outcomes and/or program data provide substance to the value proposition of an 

institution, and more so when the assessment process is reflective of shared meaning among 

internal constituents. Establishing institutional value in the eyes of external stakeholders relies on 

learning outcomes to simultaneously help differentiate learner achievements and look similar to 

peer institutions. A methodologically similar assessment process can help an institution 

communicate the common value of many different learning outcomes (Bolman & Deal, 2013; 

Ewell, 2009; Schuh & Associates, 2009). 

Training. A shift in focus from behavioral goal orientation toward individual mindsets of 

connected assessment practice may be a useful concept on which institutions might build faculty 

and staff training and development protocols. A mindset is adaptable to multiple kinds of 

individual and environmental inputs while maintaining fidelity to a value in this case, assessment 

quality. For example, one dean in this study identified individuals with similar motivations 

(incentivized by this dean) from different disciplinary groups to design assessment intended to 

develop connectedness. By leveraging common experiences during training of what were 

essentially different action groups, this dean accomplished assessment effectiveness at a 

technical and political level (Heifetz, 1994; Inkelas & Soldner, 2011). Asking assessment 

influence questions modeled on results herein may provide insight into knowing the factors and 

arrangements of talent that matter to accomplishing more connected practice. In another example 

example, a change to assessment committee structures designed to highlight influences and a 
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department/unit contribution to the overall value proposition may help prime faculty and staff to 

approach assessment with local priorities in mind. 

Taking a planning approach based on experiential learning theory might help coordinate 

enacted mental models of assessment (i.e., Kolb, 2014). Kolb’s theory of experiential learning 

points toward a four-part cycle beginning with concrete experience, followed by reflective 

observation, abstract conceptualization, and application and testing. This theory applied to group 

training may help faculty and practitioners better respond to assessment influences based in lived 

experience (concrete experience), individual motivation (reflective observation), and/or 

theoretical drivers (abstraction) to make decisions (application). By aligning enacted mental 

models findings to evidence based approaches to training like experiential learning may help to 

inform multiple perspectives and audiences simultaneously (Senge, 1994). 

Coordinating resources and feedback. Institution-wide educational resources (i.e., 

salary line) are frequently assigned on the basis of value created by a department for an 

institution. In turn, educational value is often enough defined both by evidence of learning and 

evidence of learning outcomes alignment to the value proposition represented by institutional 

learning outcomes (Ewell, 2009; Schuh & Associates, 2009). When limited resources are 

assigned based on evidence of learning and alignment, connected mindsets and behaviors are 

reinforced. Leaders at the dean and/or director level are largely responsible for communicating 

and framing a need for evidence and value to an academic or co-curricular department (Kezar, 

2001). Importantly, four out of five individuals espousing connected mindsets in this study held 

dean or director titles. Deans and directors have the greatest ability to influence faculty and staff 

who educate, assess, and communicate the value of learning and campus level administrators 

who assign and distribute limited value-based resources. 
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From evidence and value faculty and staff can be made more conscious about how 

student work is aggregated and used in multiple ways (Ewell, 2009), perhaps leading to more 

connected assessment approaches. In practice efforts to aggregate data do not often result in 

feedback to help an individual college or unit make decisions but feedback loops are very 

important to understanding both process and outcomes and becoming a learning organization 

(Senge, 1994). With digital assessment tools such as portfolios, tagging, search functions, and 

various technology-embedded reports (i.e., badges), a more automated two-way learning 

conversation is possible to see where and how learner artifacts are utilized in the institution. 

Further, demonstrating integrated thinking in assessment action is a good step forward to 

encouraging integrated thinking in undergraduate education (Schuh & Associates, 2009). 

Conclusion 

By exploring individual enacted mental models of assessment and connections with 

university expectations and various influences on assessment I hope the practice and 

understanding of assessment is clearer for individuals and the institution. This study provides 

evidence that interrupts common organizational explanations and provides insight into a path for 

exploring learning outcomes assessment, and hopefully, connected assessment practice 

(Bresciani, 2006). I sought to inform ways in which individual enacted mental models of 

assessment practice help organizations advance an agenda of student learning in concert with 

university programs through the use of robust assessment practice.  

With this research, I attempted to create a better understanding of individual assessment 

frames or mental models that should help institutional leaders develop more sound policy and 

implementation decisions about assessing learning outcomes. By better understanding how and 

why individuals practice and understand learning outcomes assessment it was possible to better 
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understand dynamic assessment practice in a systematic manner. I was able to identify 

institutional, cultural, and environmental variables that influence assessment practices and 

understandings as well as variation by formal/appointed roles (Thomas, 2011). 

Higher education organizations are not enactors of assessment. They are containers in 

which individuals design and engage in learning and assessments. Assessment practices help 

individuals see and understand their parts of this container, allowing space for adaptive changes 

when needed (Heifetz, 1994). From a distance the shape of the container remains fairly static, 

while a closer look at the edges provides a view of internal and external pressures to reshape the 

value proposition. The idea of institutional level assessment relies on individuals sharing 

meaning about the shape of the container by focusing on process, but an institution as an entity 

may not be able to share understanding of learning outcomes in the same ways across all units. 

Differentiation is built into the concept of organizing by programs, departments, and disciplines. 

The key challenge for institutional leaders is representing and communicating both aggregate 

assessment data and assessment processes as symbols of shared meaning (Hatch, 1997). 

This study looked deeper into individual-organizational perspectives on assessment, 

specifically the enacted mental models of assessment for a number of individuals, providing 

some additional insight into available models of higher education assessment and evaluation 

(i.e., Astin & antonio, 2012). Applying organizational explanations to assessment action has 

been a useful starting point, yet at times confined actors to narrowly defined action. A key 

outcome illuminates how individual training, actions, environmental influences, or personal 

motivations are important to assessment action, previously unexplained by theoretical 

explanations alone. This study addressed the practical challenge of coordinating and 

understanding multiple assessment perspectives across levels and boundaries within a large 
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organization (Kuh, Jankowski, Ikenberry, & Kinzie, 2014). Data shed light on several 

approaches to outcomes and goal assessment for student learning, program efficacy, and 

institutional quality. In addition to considering existing theory as an explanation for assessment, 

the study data nudge practitioners toward grasping the complexity of individual behaviors and 

motivation related to past training, current environment, and future goals. 

Individuals undertaking assessment roles are encouraged to actively connect their 

assessments to the shared values held across the institution rather than ascribing control to 

organizers at all levels throughout an institution. When individuals view their organizations as a 

networked container of values, they can more connectively enact a mental model of assessment 

according to their discipline, training, and institutional goals to foster student learning and 

development and advance the value of the institution.	
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 

Thank you for being willing to participate in my study of the understanding and practice 
of assessment in one residential college. 

Purpose: I am interested in learning more about how institutional culture influences 
faculty and administrators understanding (interpret, decide) and practice (collect data, report) of 
assessment of planned learning experiences. This research concerns the why and how, individual 
and group decisions, and the learning environment where assessment is taking place. 

Procedures: I will ask a number of open-ended questions. As I indicated in the initial 
contact, I would like to audio record these interviews so that I am able to accurately represent 
what you say. If you would like to say something and prefer it not be recorded, please tell me, 
and I will turn off the recorder. All recordings, transcriptions, forms, and other documents will 
be coded, with pseudonyms used in place of names, institutions, and the college to safeguard the 
participants, the institution, and the college’s identities to the greatest extent possible. 

Do you have any questions before we begin? 
Consent: Review and sign two consent forms; give one form to the participant. 
Make sure the recording device is ready. Start interviewing. 

Background 
As you know I am interested in understanding how you understand and practice 

assessment in your individual position, as well as in the context of (college) and the 
(University). 
1. Please begin by sharing with me a bit about yourself and your role and work here at 

(college). 
2. What is your experience with developing learning outcomes and/or assessment thereof? 
3. What are the learning outcomes you try to impart upon your students?  

a. How do you assess them? 
b. Why do you use that method? 

4. How do expectations for assessment influence your assessment decisions? 
5. In what way do you connect your learning goals to other contexts? 

a. Why? 
b. How? 

6. In what way do you connect your assessment practices to other contexts? 
a. Why? 
b. How? 

7. How do you communicate about your understanding of assessment? 
a. With whom?  
b. When? 
c. Why? 

8. How do you think about learning goals? 
9. What influences your practice of assessment?   
10. How does your academic/professional preparation influence your assessment practice?  

a. In what assessment methods were you trained? 
b. At what depth are you comfortable conducting learning assessments? 
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c. How do your assessment practices align with college expectations? 
11. How, in turn, do people influence action in the (college) environment? 
12. What can you tell me about Leadership?  

a. Who leads?  
b. When?  
c. How?  
d. To what end? 

13. What can you tell me about Trust in (college)  
a. What does trust mean?  
b. How is trust developed? 
c. What happens when trust is lost? 

14. What can you tell me about groups making decisions together in the (college)? 
a. How would you describe a typical group decision-making process? 
b.  About what kind of topics do groups (not one person) have influence? 

15. How does (institution) influence your decisions about assessment?  
a. What do you know about (institution) and/or (college) learning goals? 
b. Do you use the (institution) learning goals to inform your course/program goals? 
c. How do broader learning goals seem to matter to assessment? 

16. How does (college) aggregate learning outcomes data? 
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Appendix B 

Research Participant Information and Consent Form 

You are being asked to participate in a research study regarding the ways in which 
individuals understand and practice learning outcomes assessment in the course of their 
appointed role at Michigan State University.  The individual interview will take approximately 
45 minutes, with scheduling made at your convenience and in a location comfortable for you.  A 
second interview will be requested and/or scheduled at the end of the first interview.  I would 
like to take an audio recording and handwritten notes throughout the interview, if you consent.   

 
Participation in this research study is completely voluntary. You have the right to decline 

participating. You may change your mind at any time and withdraw. You may choose not to 
answer specific questions or to stop participating at any time. Any direct identification 
information, including your name, the name of your office/unit, and the names of your current 
and/or previous institutions will be removed from data when responses are analyzed. Although 
every attempt will be made to keep your identification and information private, some 
distinguishing characteristics such as what you share about your assessment practice and other 
comments may reflect your identity. 

 
If you have any questions about this study, such as scientific issues, or to report an injury, 

please contact Dr. Marilyn Amey, Professor and Chair, Educational Administration, 620 Farm 
Lane, East Lansing MI, 48824 (rm 427 Erickson Hall), Michigan State University, by phone: 
(517)-432-1056, or email address: amey@msu.edu. If you have any additional questions or 
concerns regarding your rights as a study participant, or are dissatisfied at any time with any 
aspect of this study, you may contact - anonymously, if you wish – Kristen Burt, JD, Interim 
Director, Human Research Protection Programs on Research Involving Human Subjects, by 
phone: (517) 355-2180, fax: (517) 432-4503, email address: irb@msu.edu, or postal mail: 408 
West Circle dr. (202 Olds Hall), East Lansing, MI 48824. 

 
Thank you for participating! 
 
I agree to participate in this study. In addition, by signing below I agree to allow my 

responses to be audio taped for research purposes of this study. 
 

Signature _________________________________ Date _______________ Name  

(Printed)_____________________________ 

Student Researcher: William Heinrich  Faculty Advisor: Marilyn Amey, Ph.d. 
Graduate Student    Professor, Higher Education 
Michigan State University   Michigan State University 

 heinri19@msu.edu    amey@msu.edu 
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