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Increasingly, popular
"leaming assessment”
efforts in higher
education distract
professors from their
essential work. It's
time to rethink the
assumptions behind
these measures.

By LOWELL W. BARRINGTON

Lowell Barringson is associate professor,
| assistant chaiy, and divector of graduate
| studies in political sciesice at Marguette
( University. He is editor of the forthcoming

! book Narionalisin after Independence

and is completing a book manuscripr titled
“Narional Identity versus International
Orpanizations,”

y university, like many colleges and

universities around the country, is in

the middle of a erisis. The crisis

involves academic freedom, faculey

morale, inefficient use of time and

respurces, and, most crucial, the
nature of a liberal arts education. This crisis has emerged
thanks o a seemingly innocuocus, even valuable, goal: that
of finding a way to “assess™ how much our students are
learning.
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What's wrong with this endeavor? A lot, as it has devel-
oped in practice. [t is beneficial for faculty to consider how
they can improve student learning. Although most professors
already do so on a regular basis, assessment is supposed to
make such considerations more structured and regular, But it
fails to improve teaching for two reasons: (1) it duplicates
existing efforrs while taking time away from activities more
advantageous to student learning, and {2) it leaves professors
with the unfortunate choice of either fabricating assessment
data or teaching things that are casily assessed. Fabricating
data is demnoralizing at best, and teaching easily assessed sub-
ject matter 1s a direet attack on liberal arts education.

As a result of assessment, instructors spend much time on
things like developing course-specific assessment plans,
regrading assignmients using assessment criteria (and assess-
ment’s unique language), and writing assessment reports.
Such tme could certainly be better spent on rescarch or class
preparation. Furthermore, champions of assessment have
never indicated what acrivities faculty should spend less time
on now that they are spending additional hours on assess-
ment. Teaching? Research? Their families? Assessment sup-
porters argue that the question is irrelevant, hecause once
assessnient is implemented, 1ts time costs are minimal,

Whether or not that is true depends on your definition of

An analogy may help clarify the problem. The Soviet sys-
tem of economic planning resulted in economic nefliciency,
partly because planners at the top needed to et information
from factory managers and others below theni. In this setting,
managers had an incentive to deceive those above them.
They said that they needed more raw materals than they
really did and that they could produce fewer finished prod-
ucts than they really could. This deception gave factory
managers a degree of security about their ability to “fulfill
the plan.”

Similarly, some professors may feel pressure to deceive
academic administrators by generating data to fulfill the
assessment plan. Although assessment data will nor be used to
evaluate whether or not a student should get into graduate
school, the information can (and will) he used in decisions
about salaries and teaching lines. In today’s poor economy,
universities are dealing with tight budgets. Pools for salary
increases are smaller than in the past, and proposals for new
faculry hires face greater scrutiny. In this climate, will profes-
sors or departments generate assessment data indicating they
are doing a poor job? In many ways, academia already oper-
ates like the Soviet planning systemy—with its five-year plans
and large, rigid bureaucracies. Given that the push at the fed-
eral level to require assessment has come mainly from conser-

Those who care about liberal arts education should be frightened that
supporters of assessment either do not realize or do not care how

Orwellian their reasoning sounds.

“minimal.” Anything that duplicates existing efforts without
achieving the desired geal is an inefhicient use of time. In my
deparunent, for example, we already have several policies in
place to review faculty performance. Students evaluate us,
faculty members sit in on each other’s courses and suggest
ways to improve them, and external reviewers examine the
department and its approach to teaching. Most important,
professors themselves think abouc ways to improve their
courses.

Thc even more distressing consequence of these new
assessient policies is the choice they offer to professors:
produce misleading (or dishonest) assessment data or aban-
don the core ideals of liberal arts education. We have been
told that assessment is being pushed mostly to address grade
inflation. If three-quarters of the students at some universi-
ties graduate with 4.0 grade point averages, grades are mean-
mgless; if that is so, we cannot rely on prades to judge what
students have learned. Grade mflation is a problem. But
assessmentt leaves the traditional grading system in place and
adds a new {and even more flawed) systemr alongside it,
Grade inflation will soon he joined by “assessment infla-
tion.” as many professors choose to mislead those in charge
of reviewing the assessment data. It is distressing that no one
who supports assessment understands this consequence.
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vatives, it is ironic that one of assessment’s consequences is
inefficient, Soviet-style planning,

Although assessment may force many professors to gener-
ate fraudulent or misleading data to prove that their students
have learned something, that is not assessment’s most danger-
ous consequence. Rather, it is that many other professors will
not present inaccurate data. Instead, they will “teach to the
tests,” Taking seriously the seriously flawed process of assess-
ment, these instructors will teach what is most easily mea-
sured. By imparting to their students a bunch of facts they
may not remernber a week after the semester ends, such pro-
fessors will ensure that the “learning” of this “knowledge”
can be demonstrated.

The assessment process thus discourages benefits for stu-
dents that are less ¢asily measured, such as the ability to
think. Liberal arts education means different things to
different people. Most would agree, however, that it does
not mean memorizing facts or even mastering vocational
skills. Rather, it means developing students’ ability to recog-
nize, evaluate, synthesize, and understand ohservations and
arguments they encounter now and in the future. Assess-
ment discourages teaching such skills because they are difhi-
cult to measure, at least under the kind of assessiene pro-
gram developed at iny university and apparently at others as
well.



The assumption by assessment advocates that a single set
of “learning objectives’™ exists regardless of teaching style or
discipline 15 curious. Really disconcerting, however, is the
idea thar standardization of assessment criteria should take
precedence over faculry judgment about how to teach
courses. At my university, the push is under way to stan-
dardize assessiment across sections of a course, aCross Courses
in a discipline, and across the disciplines raughr ar the uni-
versity. In my department, we have been encouraged to
standardize our courses and tests, because using similar test
questions would facilitate comparison of assessiment-
generated data. If assessiment were really about improving
teaching, instrucrors would not be encouraged to change
their courses to make assessing them easier,

learner and allow student achievement to be measured in
ways that are “more holistic and more discipline-specific.”
These approaches also encourage learning that is more
“active” and that promotes student “self-awareness.”
Traditional methods of instruction are seen as “serving poli-
cy makers” and “facilitating comparison to norms,” whereas
assessment ‘serves students and teachers first, then ochers.™
In other words, this new approach to measuring student
achievement, imposed on us by the federal government,
accreditation agencies, and umiversity administrators is pur-
perredly for us and cur students, while the approach based
on our own wdeas about, and experiences with, how o
Jjudge studenr performance supposedly serves pelicy makers.
Assessmient, which forces us to evaluate student performance
using predetennined {and standardized) learmng objectives
allegedly makes students “self-aware.”

‘XZhy would anyone supporr
assessient? First, some sup-
porters do nor understand its pestilent
repercussions. These people often
come from disciplines of a practical
nature, in which learning how ro
think is less important than learning
how to perform tasks. In nursing or
dentistry, for example, it may be rela-
tively easy to determine a set of capa-
bilities for stcudents to master. After a
student cleans someone’s teeth, they
ought to lock whiter. If not, students
have not mastered their crafr. But
assessing how a student’s understand-
ing of sociery has been enhanced or
how well he or she has learned to
evaluate and respond to unfamiliar
matters 15 not so easy. It is already
challenging for us to design and grade
tests. To design and administer (intel-
lectually honest) assessment plans that
will measure such capabilities with a
dozen or more standardized “learning
objectives’ is next to impossible. Yet

enhancing understanding of society and improving critical
reasoning skills are at the heart of a liberal arts education.

Orther supporters of assessment understand the problems
associated with it but do not care enough to de anything
about them. Either they do not value liberal arts education,
or they feel that Congress, the U.S. Department of
Education, and the acereditation agencies have given col-
legres and universities no choice. These defenders of assess-
mesnt mininize its problems through denial (they say, for
exunple, “the only time costs involved are start-up costs™)
or, iIf necessary, misinformation,

At my university, we have been told that assessment rep-
resents an “emerging trend” in educarion, one thac chal-
lenges the “traditional” pattern of instruction. This tradi-
tienai pattern—let’s call it teaching—is portrayed as one in
which information is delivered by instructors and acquired
by students. The focus is on “content.” Assessiment-
compatible approaches, however, supposedly focus on the

The traditional approach, in which
professors evaluate how well a partie-
ular student has developed critical
thinking skills, 1s deemed to be “pas-
sive learning.” Those who care about
liberal arts education should be fright-
ened that supporters of assessment
cither do not realize or do not care
how Orwellian their reasoning
sounds.

My critique of assessment should
not be interpreted as a blanket con-
demnation of administrators or
bureaucrats. [ do not share the view
of some opponents of assessment who
argue that this new threat co liberal
arts education simply reflects the kind
of thing bureaucracies naturally do.
Admimistrators and bureaucrats are
not inherently evil, nor are they
inherently ineflicient. A system
without administrators would be even
less efficient than one wich them in
thar it would lack any structure at all,
At the same time, academic freedom (that is, some lack of
standardization and bureaucratically imposed soructure) is
essential to teach students to think. Professors must be trust-
¢d to know what their strengths and weaknesses are and
how best to exanine what students have learned.

There is nothing natural or logical about the plunge into
assessment in American higher education. It is neither an
mperative resulting from educational bureaucracies nor is it
a rarional response to problems such as grade inflation. It 1s
a choice, as other countries that have begun o discard
assessment approaches well understand. And for institutions
that purportedly support the ideals of hiberal arts education,
it is a poor choice. In the Sovier Union, workers often
joked, "We pretend to work: they pretend o pay us.”
Universities already prerend to pay professors; thanks to
assessment, professors are also being encouraged to pretend
ro work—or at least pretend o do what they do best: help

students learn to think.
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