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(ABSTRACT)

Virginia’s mandated student outcomes assessment program,
as created by Senate Joint Resolution No. 83 in 1986, allowed
community colleges in the Commonwealth latitude in developing
their own assessment strategies. These strategies have
developed slowly and with some inconsistency.

The purpose of this study is to determine the congruency
of beliefs about the implementation of Virginia’s student
outcomes assessment program between purposefully selected
members of the Virginia General Assembly and community college
assessment practitioners.

Data for this study were derived from the review of
public documents, and the execution of a survey instrument,
the results of which were used to develop interviews with
designated state legislators and community college assessment
practitioners. The interviews became the primary data source
for the study.

Findings indicate that the 1legislative participants

believe that the development of a common assessment strategy



used by all community colleges across Virginia would be more
appropriate than approaches specifically geared to individual
institutional missions. Practitioner respondents differ on
this issue. The legislators generally believe that the use of
a standardized testing approach administered across all
community colleges could be beneficial. The practitioners
beliefs differ, though not markedly, from the legislative
group.

Legislators are evenly divided on the issue of using
assessment results for institutional comparison. The
practitioner group express reservations concerning this
prospect. There exists modest differences of belief between
the groups concerning the appropriation of general funds to
support individual community colleges based on assessment
results.

The study findings point to congruence of belief among
legislative and practitioner respondents when considering the
implementation of outcomes assessment in the area of general
education. Agreement of beliefs is also found among the
practitioner and legislative groups in the implementation of
assessment guidelines affecting the communication of
assessment results with the citizenry, accountability issues
relating to discontinuance of programs, quality assurance,
etc., and the role of assessment in Virginia‘’s college

transfer processes.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Virginia’s colleges and universities have operated
historically as basically autonomous entities, often immune
from 1legislative intrusion and bureaucratic controls.
Administrative procedures, student/faculty relationships,
personnel matters, and academic policies have been essentially
the domain of the local institution. However, in recent years
public higher education institutions have become increasingly
entangled in an environment where competition for scarce
public and private resources is increasing. The business
community and the public at large are questioning the wvalue
and utility of a college education. Demands by political
constituencies for greater accountability are on the rise, and
expanding competition among state agencies and programs for a
greater slice of the budget "pie" has produced a reordering of
funding priorities. It is not surprising, therefore, that
during the decade of the 1980s the State Council of Higher
Education for Virginia (SCHEV), the Commonwealth’s higher
education coordinating agency; and key legislators, familiar
with national and regional assessment trends, began making
inquiry into Virginia’s efforts at measuring and assessing

student achievement (Ewell, 1993; Fuhrmann & Gentemann, 1993).
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In 1985, the Virginia General Assembly directed SCHEV to
conduct a study of approaches to measure student learning
(Virginia General Assembly, 1985). The following year, using
the SCHEV study as the core, Senate Joint Resolution 83
(1986) was passed, mandating "the establishment of programs to
measure student achievement" (Virginia General Assembly,
1986b, p. 1). 1In 1987 The Virginia Plan for Higher Education,
a biennial publication, and the document through which
Virginia’s colleges and universities are required to report
various assessment activities and data, asserted that the
public required additional evidence that important skills,
abilities, and knowledge were being imparted to students as an
indication of the return on the public investment in higher
education (SCHEV, 1987b; Virginia General Assembly, 1986a).

Virginia’s mandated assessment approach occurred at a
time when "colleges and universities across America were being
asked to document educational results . . . and to demonstrate
educational effectiveness in greater detail than ever before"
(Ewell and Lisensky, 1988, p. 7).

Various state assessment mandates, created during the
decades of the 1970s and 1980s not only differ in content but
also in terms of the distinctive political and economic
context in which they evolved. For example, the Florida and
New Jersey assessment mandates prescribe documentation of

educational results through a "common testing" approach.
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Tennessee’s mandated approach to higher education assessment
links specified performance criteria to increases in college
and university base budgets (Ewell, 1985). Virginia
legislators, while encouraging serious assessment of student
achievement, stopped short of prescribing standardized testing
or linking assessment results to budgetary considerations. In
fact, SCHEV officials have indicated that the legislature
sought 1little more than assurance that assessment efforts
would be undertaken in good faith (Aper, 1989).

Currently, Virginia’s colleges and universities are
approaching the assessment of student achievement through a
process that complies with general guidelines established by
SCHEV. These guidelines were accepted by the 1986 General
Assembly and served as the basis for Senate Joint Resolution
83, establishing mandated assessment of student achievement in
Virginia (Virginia General Assembly, 1986Db).

As the legislature, the citizenry, and higher education
officials in Virginia become increasingly interested in the
outcomes associated with students’ college and university
experience, the more important the "guidelines for measuring
student achievement in Virginia," and their effect on
assessing student achievement become (Virginia General
Assembly, 1986a, p. 17). It is appropriate to investigate,
from the perspectives of lawmakers and community college

assessment ©practitioners, the implementation of these
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guidelines and to analyze their effect on educational

achievement in two-year public colleges in the Commonwealth.

Conceptual Framework

The Virginia General Assembly established mandatory
student outcomes assessment in 1986 with the passage of Senate
Joint Resolution No. 83 (Virginia General Assembly, 1986b).
This law was predicated on the recommendations contained in
Senate Document No. 14, which was written by the State Council
of Higher Education for Virginia and entitled "The Measurement
of Student Achievement and Assurance of Quality in Virginia
Higher Education." This report, and the resulting law,
contained key concepts around which Virginia’s student
outcomes assessment program would revolve (Virginia General
Assembly, 1986a). Initially, the Commonwealth’s mandated
assessment program followed on the heels of a national pattern
whereby most institutions of higher education had assessment
programs tailored to their own distinctive needs, missions,
and clientele (Ewell, 1991). Regional accrediting agencies,
particularly the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools,
had developed assessment standards to be employed as a means
of evaluating individual college and university effectiveness
(Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, 1992).

In Senate Document No. 14, recommendation No. 2 states

that
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programs and procedures to measure student
achievement should be derived from institutional
initiatives, recognizing the diversity of
Virginia’s public colleges and universities, the
tradition of institutional autonomy, and the
capacity of faculty and administrators to identify
their own problems and solve them creatively
(Virginia General Assembly, 1986a, p. 16).
Senate Joint Resolution No. 83 (1986) included this concept by
legislating that "all colleges and universities should
establish procedures and programs consistent with each
institution’s mission and educational objectives to measure
student achievement" (Virginia General Assembly, 1986b, p. 1).
Another important concept upon which Virginia’s
assessment program was based was that the SCHEV report, as
well as the legislation, decided against mandating
comprehensive testing or linking assessment results to general
fund appropriations. Instead, the Virginia 1legislation
required that good assessment programs be developed by the
colleges and universities, and "reports be made to the public
as to the results of these institutional efforts to measure

student achievement in its biennial revisions of The Virginia

Plan for Higher Education" (Virginia General Assembly, 1986b,

p. 1).

Even though the Virginia assessment program sought to
preserve the diversity of the Commonwealth’s system of higher
education by allowing institutions to develop their own

specific assessment strategies, the law provided for the
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creation of guidelines "for designing good assessment
programs, and to help institutions develop programs" (Senate
Joint Resolution No. 83, 1986). These guidelines set the tone
and direction of Virginia’s student outcomes assessment
program and were central to any consideration of its overall
effectiveness. The determination of student attainment and
the analysis of student progress in Virginia were tied to the
way in which these guidelines were perceived by legislators
and practitioners and the degree to which they have or have
not been implemented at community colleges across the

Commonwealth.

Assumptions

The following assumptions provided a starting point
for this study:

1. "Ownership" of the higher education assessment
process rests with state policy officials, particularly the
State Council for Higher Education in Virginia.

2. Assessment, as practiced in Virginia’s community
colleges, is a loosely defined data collection and routine
reporting process.

3. As Virginia faces the prospect of greater financial
austerity and the challenges of improving the state’s economic
climate, 1legislators are looking more critically at the

variety and distribution of academic programs, at operational
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costs, and at what constitutes instructional quality and
institutional effectiveness.

4. Traditional notions of "arms-length" institutional
autonomy are giving way to increased notions of accountability
at the state level, taking the form of base budget incentives,
special categorical initiatives, and "inter-college" grant
competitions.

5. Legislators and state higher education officials are
interested in institutional efforts to document the generally
held belief that higher education is a good investment and

produces a good product.

Delimitations

The study was delimited to selected legislators having
served and deliberated on legislative committees involved with
higher education in the Commonwealth.

The study was delimited to assessment practitioners
within the community college system of Virginia and did not
involve four-year college or university interests.

The study was delimited to the implementation of
assessment guidelines relating to community colleges as

legislated in Senate Joint Resolution 83 (1986).



Limjitations

Because the research involved the use of purposefully
selected informants in each sub-culture group, generalization
can be used in formulating working hypotheses but not
conclusions.

Potential bias is introduced in any study that uses
impressions and recollections of interviewees as a major
source of data. To reduce these sources of bias, audio taping
of interviews, journal records of the researcher’s impressions
of interview situations, and the use of the same descriptive
questions and probes to guide each interview across each sub-
culture group for standardization was employed.

Since a single researcher collected and analyzed the
data, there are no measures of inter-researcher reliability.
To address this limitation all original data, as well as tape
and transcription location, were maintained to make it
possible for other researchers to examine the data for their

own evaluation of the analysis and interpretations.

Problem Statement

Virginia’s mandated student outcomes assessment program,
as created 1in 1986, was an extension of a decentralized
philosophy that the state government traditionally has
followed in its relationship with higher education

institutions. The elements of the Commonwealth’s student
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outcomes assessment approach were developed in the broader
context of access, teaching improvement, student progress, and
remediation. This approach has allowed institutions
considerable latitude in developing their own assessment
process. So long as institutions demonstrated care for
undergraduate improvement, and focused on the maintenance of
access while improving the quality of student performance
(Virginia General Assembly, 1986a), the state’s intrusion
would be limited to general planning and reporting oversight.
Even though the state has chosen to limit direct involvement
in prescribing expected outcomes or proposing punitive
measures relating to compliance, colleges and universities
across Virginia generally have been unable to document
specific areas of effectiveness and improvement on their own
(Aper, 1989). The process itself has proven slow in
developing, creating a sense that institutional leaders may
not view assessment as a priority matter (Ewell, 1991).

These developments coupled with the recent assertion of
public officials that higher education is a strategic
investment, enabling the state to build its economy and
infrastructure by developing manpower and attracting new
industry (Ewell, 1991), offer the prospect of study into the
implementation of those guidelines that form Virginia’s

assessment program.



10
The procedural problem of this research was to analyze
the extent of implementation of assessment legislation in

Virginia’s community colleges.

Purpose

The purpose of the study was to determine the congruency
of beliefs about the implementation of Virginia’s student
outcomes assessment program between members of the General
Assembly and community college assessment practitioners.

In addition, the following ancillary purposes were
addressed:

1. to synthesize the extant literature concerning state-
mandated student outcomes assessment and public institutional
accountability;

2. to identify those external influences and
institutional factors that affect student outcomes assessment;
and

3. to determine whether there exists a congruency of
belief between the political domain of the state and the
academic domain of the community college as to the effect of

student outcomes assessment.

Research Questions

The following general research questions were addressed

in the study:
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1. Do legislators believe that the assessment guidelines
called for in Senate Joint Resolution No. 83 have been
satisfactorily implemented in Virginia’s community colleges?
2. Do practitioners at the local community college believe
that the assessment guidelines as called for in Senate Joint
Resolution No. 83 have been satisfactorily implemented in
Virginia’s community colleges?

3. Is there congruence between the beliefs of state
legislators and community college practitioners regarding the
implementation of assessment guidelines as called for in
Senate Joint Resolution No. 83 in Virginia‘’s community

colleges?

Need for the Study

As a result of changing economic climates and
increasing taxpayer demands for «cost justification for
practically every program, project, and activity, approaches
to developing public higher education policy are changing.
Post-secondary institutions across America, and specifically
in Virginia, are being required to do more with less while
providing even greater measures of accountability.

These factors may be influencing the beliefs of state and
institutional interests concerning the implementation of
student outcomes assessment, the implications of which could

be significant to the future of higher education policy in the
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Commonwealth. If there exists significant disparity between
the beliefs of Virginia’s legislators and community college
practitioners as to the implementation of the Commonwealth’s
student outcomes assessment program, these incongruencies may
have a significant effect on such fundamental processes as
institutional planning and evaluation, state budgeting and
incentive funding practices, curriculum development,
institutional autonomy, and academic freedom. Perspectives
and beliefs held by lawmakers are often determining factors
in how law and policy are established. At the same time,
beliefs held by academicians provide insight into how
resulting institutional obligations and responsibilities will
be addressed and applied. Studying the congruency of beliefs
and perspectives between political interests and academic
interests may assist in clarifying and defining future
interaction and mediating differences between the state and
its public colleges and universities. This investigation is
important in determining the 1level of understanding,
involvement, support, and importance of formal outcomes
assessment from the vantage point of the legislature and the
community college. Results may indicate tendencies toward
increasing or decreasing intrusion of the government into the
administration of individual <colleges, impacting the
traditional autonomy enjoyed by Virginia higher education

institutions.
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Identifying community college practitioners’ beliefs
concerning the implementation of Virginia’s assessment effort
in the face of reduced state revenues and changing budget
priorities is important to any analysis of Virginia’s efforts
at assessing student achievement. In addition, identifying
any prospects for linking assessment results to the budgeting
process or new program proposals may indicate a necessary re-
evaluation of institutional planning process and curricular
development strategies.

The study 1is needed to expand the information base
relative to the progress and contributions, or the lack of
same, made through the student outcomes assessment program in
Virginia some seven years after the establishment of Senate
Document No. 14 which provided the foundation for Senate Joint

Resolution 83 (1986).

Definitions

Assessment. The meaning, as presented throughout this
study, 1s taken from the Senate of Virginia Document No. 14,
1986. Those procedures related

directly to teaching and learning in the classroom,
. including assessment of entry-level skills of
students who might have difficulty doing college
work, . . . ildentification of a minimum threshold
of achievement for students to qualify for college
degree-credit courses, . . . and establishment of
standards for student progress to higher levels of
curriculum; and is consistent with each
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institution’s mission and educational objectives
(Virginia General Assembly, 1986a, pp. 15-17).

Accountability. Bowen (1977) states that achievement of
accountability is determined by comparing outcomes of the
system against the resources used to accomplish those
outcomes. He elaborates that the resources employed and the
outcomes must be measured. Gutman (1988) offers that
accountability means making the standards and contentions of
the institution open to public discussion.

Student Outcomes. Student outcomes are generally defined
as abilities and skills in critical thinking, communication,
and problem solving, and how they relate to work success,
success in graduate education, and the quality of life that a
student takes from the college experience (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 1992). Virginia’s public documents
relating to the issue of assessment use "achievement" and
"outcomes" interchangeably.

Effectiveness. Ewell and Lisensky (1988) define
effectiveness as a process in which critical elements of
institutional performance are defined by leadership and how
the institution works toward advancing them. The Commonwealth
Planning and Budgeting Manual (1986) views effectiveness in
terms of the extent to which programs and/or subprograms are
meeting the needs or conditions that they were designed to

meet.
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Organization of the Study

The study was organized into five chapters. Chapter I
included the introduction, conceptual framework, assumptions,
delimitations and limitations, problem statement, purposes,
research questions, study need, definitions, and organization
of the study. Chapter II presented a comprehensive review of
the literature related to coordination of higher education,
institutional accountability, and student outcomes assessment
in Virginia. Chapter III outlined the methods of research,
including a discussion of population and sampling, the
instrumentation, data collection, and analysis. Chapter IV
presented the findings and analysis of the data organized
around the research questions. Chapter V included the

summary, conclusions and recommendations.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

As early as the first decade of the twentieth century,
there was some misgiving about the effectiveness of America’s
institutions of higher learning (Hall, 1904). One of the
first college leaders to express his concerns seriously was
Henry C. King of Oberlin College in his annual report as
president in 1908-09. Deciding to pursue his concerns, King
appointed a faculty committee to consider the issue of
institutional effectiveness. As a result of its
deliberations, the committee drew up a 1list of strategic
questions inquiring into college or university effectiveness
and efficiency, and King made them part of his report (Furst,
1912).

Although nowhere in King’s report did the word "survey"
appear, the action of Oberlin is generally taken to be the
beginning of the survey movement in higher education (Furst,
1912). Virginia, one of the first states to do so, undertook
a statewide survey of higher education, which it published in
1912 (Eells, 1937).

Even though colleges and universities had engaged in
self-studies before the twentieth century (Cheyney, 1940;
Ricketts, 1930), it is not difficult to understand why it
became more significant, early in this century, for colleges

16
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and universities to survey matters of institutional
effectiveness. These years happened to coincide with the
period when industry was making scientific studies of its own
effectiveness and efficiency under the leadership of Frederick
W. Taylor (Cowley, 1960). They also coincided with the timely
and contemporary development of scientific techniques in
educational measurement (Eells,1937), but from the 1920s
onward it was possible to base institutional evaluation on
much more exact data than before (Cowley, 1960).

Early studies in most higher education institutions
focused on matters relating to budgeting and cost accounting
(Buckingham, 1917; Coon, 1938; Hadley, 1913). Eventually,
colleges and wuniversities, particularly those that were
publicly supported, Dbegan to pursue evaluation of the
educational program itself. An obvious point of concern was
duplication of offerings, not so much within institutions as
between them (Abbott, 1958; Scott, 1964). States that
supported more than one institution of higher education had
difficulty in overcoming duplication. These colleges and
institutions had become quite competitive while maintaining
independent boards and independently approaching the
legislature for funds (Abbott, 1958; Ertell, 1959; Miller,
1962). As the inter-institutional competition increased, an

effort was made to overcome it by moving higher education
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toward centralization of evaluation and administration in

state government (Ertell, 1959; Miller, 1962).

Coordination of Higher Education

Centralization of higher education followed two primary
tracks, the early ones taking the 1lead of existing
governmental agencies: initially the legislature and/or the
governor, and, later, public coordinating boards. The focus,
especially with state coordinating boards, has been on the
pyramid of educational programs leading from the associate’s
or bachelor’s through the master’s to the doctor’s degree.
Generally, oversight was aimed at arbitrating inter-college
and university competition and limiting curricular and program
duplication (Ertell, 1959; Miller, 1962). In addition,
coordination extended to the geographical distribution of
academic programs over the various states (Miller, 1962;
Scott, 1964). When coordination reached across state
boundaries, regional boards of higher education, such as the
Southern Regional Education Board and the Western Interstate
Commission for Higher Education, were created to monitor
competition and duplication (Ertell, 1959).

Some higher education adherents, college and university
faculty in particular, thought they saw in the evolution of
these events the demise of the autonomy of their institutions

(Scott, 1964). Nevertheless, as important as the protection





























































































































































































































































































