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Dewey (1938) argued that “the belief that all genuine education comes about through experience does not mean that all experiences are genuinely or are equally educative" (p. 25). This concept begins a discussion of how experience and assessment of that experience interact with learning, engagement, democracy, and social justice, with particular regards to civic engagement. I will outline a cyclical assessment dilemma in our current Higher Education predicament, and present my research which outlines the need for practical and systemic changes to our assessment culture in order to encourage meaningful, inclusive change beyond just palliative. In doing so, I explore my own research field as an example of a much-needed and actually accessible policy reform in Higher Education, using accessible to mean both accessible to underrepresented student populations, as well as practically achievable by university professionals. 

The Role of Education


Kraft (1999) noted Dewey’s firm stance that the end result of education must contribute to the betterment of society as a whole. This commitment to social justice in public education practices has recently reemerged in response to external pressures, including the criticism that universities are receiving public support but not attending to the needs and concerns of their host communities (Mayfield 2001). In light of this situation, community service is a graduation requirement at a growing number of higher education institutions (Gage & Thapa, 2012), but support of these engagements varies greatly. Importantly, this shift also reflects the response to changes in academia toward the promotion of enlightened self-interest, or the pursuit of individual successes (Benson, Puckett, and Harkavy, 2007) and away from civic engagement, civic education, and civic virtues.


One might think that scholars need not point out the numerous ways in which the betterment of society as a whole contributes to better educational outcomes, or how better educational outcomes contribute to the betterment of society as a whole. But in practice, relatively few scholars have empirically identified just how acts of bettering society can prove fruitful to not only student outcomes, but to a university’s ability to promote them. Further, the correlation between the competencies measured by traditional forms of learning assessments and the impact of these competencies on the betterment of society has not been established and is made that much more difficult to establish, especially when few are tying (Prentice, Robinson, & Patton, 2012). 


Accounting for a university’s contribution to a student’s success and to societal benefit is easy - unless of course, you wish to be accurate. Accuracy in the case of assessment - measured as validity and reliability are not easily reconcilable with or translatable to non-tangible concepts like holistic student development and social benefit. Dewey’s (1938) serves as a constant reminder  of this fact, “To know the meaning of empiricism we must understand what experience is” (p. 25). We must face the inevitable that in expecting to capture the student experience, we must expect extremely labor-intensive, sophisticated measures and analytics. Viewing student learning as an output or dependent variable, and institutional intervention as an input or independent variable allows assessments to be made much simpler and more reliably, but it is not necessarily a valid way of conceptualizing learning development - it certainly is not an inclusive way of conceptualizing learning styles - and it limits the roles we do play in student learning and civic development.

Limitations in Today’s Educational Assessment Efforts


Accountability in U.S. higher education follows a market model (Kelchen & Harris, 2012) and methods of assessment have followed the research methods of social and physical science, with many arguing that “it would seem hypocritical if we did not apply the same basic principles that we teach in our classrooms to determine the effectiveness of our teaching” (Halpern, 2004, p. 15). This flawed reasoning ignores both the positivist and empiricist underpinnings of such methodology, as well as the nuances of education and in particular, the civic mission of public education. Assessment is only as useful as it is valid - and validity in assessment means that you are assessing accurately as much of the full picture as possible with respect to methods, methodology, and other constraints. Still, even with the fullest budget and the most sound assessment design, rooted in the robust literature, a battery of assessments will only just begin to describe the nuances and interactive complexities of reality; with much less, these assessments are used to inform policy that shapes our interaction with and influence upon that reality. Here I am reminded of Friere’s (1970) description of praxis: "reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it" (p. 33). Professors know that little is a student’s grade meaningful if she is not engaged with the material, if she has not reflected upon it - and little does her learning of that material have significance if it cannot extend to real-world problems, scenarios, and contexts. 


In current higher education assessment and research, the majority of data is from relatively easy-to-collect sources, explaining in part why graduation and retention rates, and time-to-graduate are driving assessment in higher education. Policy mandates also drive such trends; the Higher Education Opportunity Act, passed by Congress in 2008, requires that institutions that participate in federal student aid programs report data on enrollments, program completions, graduation rates, faculty and staff, finances, institutional prices, and student financial aid (IPEDS, 2014). Resembling a cost-benefit analysis, benefit is yet again all too narrowly defined.


For industry, traditional research methods and empirical measures lend themselves to assessments of productivity and efficiency; inputs-outputs, independent-dependent variables, response-stimulus. In public education, however, these methodologies are not theoretically appropriate, particularly concerning issues of authority, power, privilege, and assuming a democratic right to education and the right to a democratic education. Instead we imagine  learning growth to be a causal factor of teacher intervention, and we aim to measure it as such.

Nonetheless, traditional and standardized assessment methods measure student learning within the context of a plethora of individual and structural factors about their lives and identities. Even a pre-test/post-test measure of learning, which can capture a change in learning across a term, gives us a metric that is inextricable from other factors that affect learning that stem from other parts of the student’s overall experience. Moreover, there exists a problematic assumption that students’ learning is highly correlated with the qualities of their instruction within the classroom. A student’s grades say something about an instructor’s teaching method, but they simultaneously say something about the student’s propensity for learning, access to supplemental instruction, their socioeconomic positioning and cultural background, access to health and wellness resources on and off campus, and to some degree the amount of sleep the student got the night before the assessment. “Unfortunately, the formal sources of information bear little resemblance to anything we might reasonably call ‘college performance’” (Kelchen et al., 2012, p. 3). Despite these troubling realities, the information from current assessment efforts can constitute the sole basis for much educational and instructional decision-making (Hamayan, 1995).

  
Perhaps the most fatal casualty in this assessment predicament is not the inclusion of extraneous variables that affect learning, but the exclusion of immeasurable, difficult to measure, or not-yet-measured outcomes that contribute to both student success and social welfare - qualities like humanitarianism, exposure to diversity, social responsibility, and spiritual or intra-personal development, qualities which contribute to holistic student development (Huitt, 2011). Among the mix of qualities that affect student success and social welfare - such as self-awareness, emotional, physical, social/interpersonal, spiritual, moral, and civic development, a heavy focus on cognitive intelligence and linear learning in higher education, as measured using standardized and traditional testing methods, is selling education short and selling short the benefits that education is able to provide to society. It also contributes to the marginalization of populations for whom cognitive skill building is not given preferential treatment or students whose cultural background has provided or encouraged different qualities. If cognitive intelligence accounts for “at best a third of the variance related to adult life success” (Huitt, 2011, p. 20), cognitive intelligence tests and assessment are not allowing educators to capture nor provide leadership in developing the student as a whole person in today’s globalized world. Simply put, the methods of assessment most commonly employed on educational campuses capture only the dimensions they aim to capture, and to a large degree prioritize only the learning that can be is currently captured through traditional forms of assessment. 

How Assessment Shapes Education


Today, as the pressure for data-driven decision making in higher education increases (Halpern, 2004), assessment has the power to imbed particular pedagogical practices within the system or exclude them from it. “Standardized assessments, with their concomitant ‘test prep’ curricula and scripted pedagogical methods impoverish the entire learning environment and deprive the educational system of important evidence needed to assure the quality of education as well as its fairness” (Syverson, 2009, p. 3). The type of “test” offered paves the way students “study” for it. An oral presentation of knowledge demonstrates different outcomes than a multiple choice exam, and also solicits different preparation and study, or knowledge absorption methods from students. This relationship between assessment and learning is an important one to acknowledge as one of the limitations on faculty and staff’s ability to innovate and provide alternative atmospheres and avenues for learning - if they are expected to demonstrate a certain type of learning in a certain way, their interventions will be limited in this way as well. 


Just as institutional priorities shape how educators instruct and assess their students, assessment methods shape what students learn from their educational experience. One study, for example, shows that testing students in and of itself has effects on their knowledge of the material different than other forms of knowledge acquisition and performance indicators (Karpicke & Blunt, 2011). Not only does the form of assessment affect learning, the assessment expectations that instructors have for students shape their students’ priorities about what is learned or, “is it going to be on the test?”. If we accept this narrow relationship between learning and assessment as one of measurable inputs and outputs, to a large degree we limit learning itself by the limitations of the assessment metric.


Assessment priorities that focus on one dimension of student development do little to promote an excellent holistic education, the intent of which is to help students practice multiple capacities, acquire virtues, and provide service as we attempt to prepare them to be good, smart, happy, and healthy citizens. Increasingly, universities are making attempts to measure outcomes involved in holistic student development, such as social responsibility, health and wellbeing, and civic engagement, requiring in turn, alternative forms of assessment than the traditional methods we are used to (Hamayan, 1995). This provides a unique opportunity for education practitioners to directly impact the student experience and the formation and delivery of education policy. 


A strong commitment to social justice must include an assessment culture that can measure and respond to the needs of not only those in the aggregate, but those whose perspectives are systematically marginalized by traditional methods of data-collection, including non-traditional students and those who do not persist in college. More work is needed to explore the influence and intersection of assessment with our understanding of the student experience and university climate, particularly examined through a critical lens.
Our Narrow Assessment Scope


Yet still through the expansion of the goals of education and the progress toward these goals made in the past two decades, we continue to see evidence that student learning is viewed as a product to which university educators contribute varied inputs with measurable impacts on student performance. In many ways, teaching in linearly measurable ways creates self-imposed limits upon our ability to have a positive and successful intervention in their development. Thus, it is of no surprise that results from a 2011 study of over twenty-three hundred (2,300) students - using survey responses, transcript data, and the Collegiate Learning Assessment - indicate that forty-five percent (45%) of students did not demonstrate any significant improvement in a range of learning skills during the first two years of college, nor did thirty-six percent (36%) over four years (Arum & Roska, 2011). While it was discussed why we are apt to question the validity of any assessment that claims to accurately represent student learning, many educators would not be surprised by these findings and could provide a plethora of reasoning for why this is so. Pascarella, Blaich, Martin, and Hanson (2011) found similar critical conclusions when they replicated the study. These authors and others point to a reasonable notion of lack of engagement, where students drift “through college without a clear sense of purpose” (Arum et al., 2011, p. 3), and in today’s ever-changing world, the purpose of higher education remains in constant debate.


When educators are expected to instruct and assess students such that the information can go toward an aggregate metric of utility attributable to the university experience, we adapt not only the methods by which we educate, but also the venues in which we educate, the material we choose to input, and how we measure our outputs. All of these have dramatic implications for student engagement. Debra Humphreys, vice president at the Association of American Colleges and Universities explains this “trickle down” effect, ‘there are a whole bunch of policies—like getting students through more quickly—most of which don’t pay attention to what they are learning... It could be making a bad situation worse if we don’t look at the impact of not only how many students get through, but what they learn” (Pratt, 2013). And how they learn, I might add. When our mandate treats students like passive receptacles of knowledge, or worse- an income stream, our ability to help them learn and our conceptualization of learning is severely limited. While more and more universities adopt a goal of holistic student development, comprehensively capturing the impact of educational interventions is as impossible as defining the boundaries of where education begins and ends. This represents a fundamental disconnect between education and not just assessment priorities, but the priority of assessment itself. 


If faculty are not supported and encouraged with the appropriate tools and avenues for showing the impact of their interventions that exist outside the classroom, like service-learning and collaborative projects with community agencies, they are less apt to provide those opportunities. Often, the responsibility to carry out and report on program performance falls on the shoulders of professionals who may or may not be formally trained in assessment or student development, meaning that with their varying talents, abilities, and agendas come varying cognizance of its political and methodological implications.  Without extensive foundational knowledge of student development, there is little understanding of the interactional processes that highlight the most convincing arguments for seeing student development not only as holistic, but as stunted by a lack of real-world experiences and exposure to diversity. It is not only students who benefit from feeling a part of a greater community; universities benefit from inter-institutional collaboration and partnerships both within and with outside organizations (Prentice et al., 2012).


And yet faculty and university professionals are seeing ever-increasing pressure to show that their efforts are delivering valuable results for students who invest so much time and money throughout their college career, the average tenure of which is now around six (6) years at around nine thousand dollars ($9,000) per year for in-state, and over twenty-two thousand dollars ($22,000) for out-of-state public universities (Halpern, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). We can point a finger at a number of causes for the rise in accountability measures that have accompanied budget decreases and tuition increases - economic crisis, inflated administrator salaries, cuts in public funding, privatization, increases in operating costs, neoliberalism, etc. - when in actuality, no single linear causal factor is responsible. Rather, a series of changes over time have interacted with each other to reinforce the structure of our educational system in this particular way. 

Addressing an Assessment Network


Unfortunately but reasonably, we cannot expect change in one of these factors, such as an increase in funding, to affect meaningful change if the others remain in constant or change in non-complementary ways. In the complex network of factors that is our education system, implementing change on one of those factors can amount to pulling on one strand of yard in a highly inter-tangled ball.  It can cause undue pressure, decreases in adaptability and flexibility of the other components, and it can reflect back as a negative change to the system. If instead, it were to be made in tandem with other changes in the system, it may in fact reflect a positive change. Through this systems or network lens we can understand the importance of the distinction that scholars make for which is needed for our education system’s health - a reform or a revolution. Or, through the same lens, we can view a series of sweeping and widespread reforms as amounting to a systematic revolution. Nonetheless, the assessment factor I highlight here is not simply an actor in the network, but something imposed upon the entire network like a glue binding it together - for better or for worse. When the university is constructed using data-driven decision making, and decision-making is made using assessment data, the composition of a university comes down to the assessment of its parts, and not much more. That is, the institutional mission and values that a university intends to uphold are held hostage to the assessment of the programs that are intended to promote those values. Assessment, including the evaluation or analysis of its results, has a direct impact on institutional operations and it is for this reason that we need to look critically upon assessment at all levels to ensure that our methods are not just sound, but inclusive, democratic, and socially just.


As much as possible, assessment in all its forms and at all levels will do the most benefit when they are critically constructed and concerned with the welfare of the most inclusive subset of entities. If an assessment demonstrates significant progress toward the goal of student learning for example, but does so at the expense of other stakeholders, this powerful tool contributes to the dysfunction of the ecological academic network in which students exist. Assigning a burdensome and taxing course load to faculty members in order to provide learning opportunities for an increased number of students is an example of how assessment efforts can easily lead us awry if we conceptualize their use so narrowly. Rather, if we wish to promote the civic mission of public education, assessment too must be thought of critically and inclusively, and must be supported by the institution as such. University development has an obligation to promote student development (hence the claim for accountability measures). University-community engagement must not fall disproportionately on the shoulders of students; and thus assessment of outcomes must not focus solely on assessing student outcomes. 


At this crucial time in history when critical, innovative, and comprehensive approaches are needed to address the world’s complex problems, higher education cannot continue to entertain reductionist, industrial methods that treat the academy as a factory of learning separate from the outside world.  Karen Arnold, associate professor at the Educational Leadership and Higher Education Department at Boston College describes this trend, “we are creating Walmarts of higher education—convenient, cheap, and second-rate”, explaining that the best way a university can help students succeed involves providing them with “a critical mass of interesting peers, interactions with professors and outside-the-classroom experiential learning... At the same time we know this, we are moving in the opposite direction.” (Pratt, 2013). Fortunately, efforts to avoid such a collapse in quality and scope of public education do exist, and are being summoned, researched, and implemented. “By their nature, colleges and universities are dynamic and constantly challenged by changes in political economy, funding, demographics, communities, and educational theory and practice. This dynamism has led institutions to expand their roles in society and to improve their relations with their neighbors and their cities as a whole” (Sungu-Eryilmaz, 2009, p. 5). Compartmentalized and reductionist assessment efforts are not only inadequate, they promote learning efforts that are inadequate as well. A coordinated assessment effort toward a framework that pivots university policy toward socially just processes and outcomes is an imperative in today’s democratic educational sphere. Arnold reminds us, “in the end, education is an interpersonal endeavor” (Pratt, 2013).

Promoting Inclusive Assessment


Inclusive assessment can take multiple meanings. Here, it is meant to reflect two efforts toward a more holistic vision of student, university, and community development. First, we must look beyond traditional measures of assessment that do not explore a diverse approach to student development. This may look as simple as alternative assessment forms (such as portfolios), and as complex as evaluating the role of assessment itself.


Second, assessment must expand to encompass more than simple student development, and rather must see that student as part of a dynamic network which requires diverse forms of assessment which include a broad range of stakeholders - not just an assessment of designated student learning outcomes that is supposed to reflect the quality of their instruction.  An assessment reconfiguration is crucial in the case of civic engagement and holistic student development. When students engage in the community for learning purposes, the impacts are far beyond just the student, and the learning and development that occur are far beyond our puny measures of assessment. Assessment must work for us, not against us, which also means that ‘us’ must be sure to include all the voices at stake. 


In order to unlock the potential of our universities and their ability to collaborate with their greater communities, we must unearth outdated policies and practices regarding assessment. “The role of assessment of any kind deserves a reconceptualization away from a view focused on deficiencies and punitive purposes and toward a view that emphasizes how generating information about performance can lead to learning, growth, and improvement. In this way, assessment will incorporate values that are central to an educational culture and be most productive” (Bringle, Games, & Malloy, 1999, p. 15). Berger (2009, abstract) adds, “we should be asking which kinds of engagement—which kinds of attention and energetic activity—make democracy work, and how they might be measured and promoted”.  Having touched upon the ways that the expectation of certain learning outcomes and reporting structures have a dramatic structural effect on what students learn, I propose a new expectation from assessment policy, one that stands to have a dramatic effect the types of learning and development universities promote. If the answer you get depends on the question you ask, then I am asking for the university’s demonstration of civic leadership in education - How can universities contribute to the social welfare, capital, and resilience of their communities?

Expanding the Classroom - Expanding the Assessment


Assessing the community impact of student civic engagement at my institution revealed a number of themes about the university’s ability to impact student development. Through interviews with local direct-service community organizations who utilize student volunteers and interns, the expanded scope of student learning, agency, development, and vocational opportunity made available through this relationship became blatant. The student learning experience outside the captivity of the classroom or, in the wild, was exposed. Not only were students being exposed to real-world conditions and the diversity of people who they affect, they were exposed in such a way that encouraged them to be disposed toward a cause; the relationship provided them the opportunity to have a direct impact in their community, the effects of which are likely to be underrepresented by traditional and in-class assessment tools. Speaking in the context of networks, Newman and Dale (2005) show how diversity is “critical to a community’s ability to move beyond adaptive management to proactively maintain and enhance resiliency” (2005, p. 1). Diversity in and across networks can also expand the necessary perspective needed to make intentional, collective decisions, an invaluable quality in public higher education. The themes emergent from this community impact assessment were consistent with Holland’s (1999) findings that assessing community impact by drawing from community perspectives was appreciated by the community and can lead to increased trust and sustained collaborations (p. 66). The research revealed themes which matched both key findings and claims found by Cruz and Giles (2000) in a review of the literature on service-learning and can be seen in the Appendix.


If university leaders expect students to get engaged in education, the community, and the outside world, simply stating intent or worse, mandating it, does little to cultivate meaningful and fruitful engagement and it places an additional burden on low-income and non-traditional students, who in today’s economic conditions, are pressed for spare time as it is (Allen, 2010). Service-learning (i.e. community engagement for a mutually beneficial outcome) in order to be most effective and least costly, must be integrated throughout the university at every level - not simply mandated upon students. While the impact of engagement on the community and students appears positive across the board, here and demonstrated in limited research (Prentice et al., 2012), the assessment of these impacts is limited, and rests primarily within the hands of faculty and researchers like myself who seek to demonstrate it.  


Furthermore, universities and civic and community service-organizations have many shared goals: to promote the well-being of society, skill-building in citizens, social cohesion, etc.  They require many of the same resources: staffing and personnel, operating facilities, grants, service-users/learners, etc. Beyond this, many of their needs are complementary - students need learning experiences and communities are full of them, faculty are expected to conduct research and community organizations are a haven of available and potential data. The specifics of these goals and needs depend on the particulars of the university and community, and cannot be assumed without being assessed - nor without involving the community in that assessment.

Conclusion



Finding new ways to engage universities in their communities adds to the scope of how we will assess their performance and how we can communicate their accomplishments to multiple constituencies. It also opens up a world of diversity to students that is not often available on campuses where the cost of attendance continues to inflate. Civic engagement and community involvement is a realm of activity that universities cannot afford to promote without providing adequate structural support to faculty and students. Traditional assessment priorities fail to reveal a host of other development outcomes, interactional with community outcomes, that have been hailed as critical for the development of democratic and socially progressive pubic education. 


Assessments and policymaking are tightly enmeshed. Pressure for accountability delivers a unique responsibility for public universities to develop measures of assessment that align with the expectations of a variety of stakeholders. Today’s educational assessment metrics continue to establish the language of policymakers. We have the opportunity to move away from narrow measures of efficiency (i.e. time-to-graduation, retention) and productivity (graduation rates) to promote holistic outcomes for a community, which includes university and student. The reforms discussed here are paramount - in the way we envision students and learning - not as passive receptacles of knowledge but as citizens in the making.
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Appendix

	Theme
	Key Findings
	Key Claims

	Those highlighted in green were affirmed by this study.

	Contributes to Community Development
	· Provides research data for leveraging other funds or grant resources 

(Gelmon, Holland, Seifer, Shinnamon, & Connors, 1998; Nyden, Figert, Shibley, & Burrows, 1997)
	· Develops social capital and revitalizes communities 

(Miller, 1997)

	
	· Strengthens horizontal linkages by providing networks among community agencies

(Gelmon et al., 1998; Miller, 1997)
	· Presents studies that analyze problems, identify solutions, and promote public action 

(Miller, 1997; Nyden et al., 1997)

	
	
	· Builds local capacity for renewal and growth 

(Lisman, 1998; Miller, 1997; Rothman, 1998)

	
	
	· Provides opportunities for job training, skills enhancement, and ongoing education 

(Harkavy, 1997; 1998)

	
	
	· Builds group solving capacity in community members 

(Andranovich & Lovrich, 1996; Lisman, 1998; Rothman, 1998)

	
	
	· Brings community members together and builds trust among them 

(Andranovich & Lovrich, 1996; Lisman, 1998; Rothman, 1998)

	
	
	· Offers new forms of interaction among different sectors of society 

(Harkavy, 1997; 1998)


	Theme
	Key Findings
	Key Claims

	Those highlighted in green were affirmed by this study.

	Bridges Town-Gown Gaps
	· Strengthens relationships when partners have campus roles and responsibilities

(Gelmon, Holland, Seifer, Shinnamon, & Connors, 1998)
	· Community regards students in positive light. 

(Lisman, 1998)

	
	· Informs partners about institutional assets and limitations 

(Gelmon et al., 1998)
	· University is more accessible to community members 

(Lisman, 1998)

	
	· Enables community to gauge institution’s attitude toward their needs 

(Gelmon et al., 1998; Vernon & Ward, 1999)
	· Community members come on campus to talk with classes about concerns of the community 

(Lisman, 1998; Vernon & Ward, 1999)


cont.

cont.

	Theme
	Key Findings
	Key Claims

	Those highlighted in green were affirmed by this study.

	Offers Benefits to Community Partners
	· Access to university resources

(Gelmon, Holland, Seifer, Shinnamon, & Connors, 1998)
	· Community members gain access to research and knowledge within the university 

(Nyden, Figert, Shibley, & Burrows, 1997) 

	
	· Budgetary savings 

(Gelmon et al., 1998)
	· University provides community with various resources (human, economic, etc.) 

(Harkavy, 1998)¹²

	
	· Use of the “free” labor of student volunteers with varying skills and expertise 

(Barton, 1998; Gelmon et al., 1998; Miller, 1997; Roschelle, Turpin, & Elias, 2000; Sundar, 1998)
	· Community forms potential working relationships with students 

(Gelmon et al., 1998)

	
	· Appreciation of the energy and enthusiasm of student volunteers

(Gelmon et al., 1998; Gray et al, 1999; Veron & Ward, 1999)
	· “Neighborly communities” are developed 

(Harkavy, 1997; 1998)

	
	· Better service for clients 

(Gelmon et al., 1998; Gray et al., 1999)
	

	
	· Furthered goals of the organization

(Gray et al., 1999)
	

	
	· Contributes to the visibility of the community organization

(Gray et al., 1999)
	

	
	· Played a role in the preparation of future professionals

(Gelmon et al., 1998; Veron & Ward, 1999)
	


Adapted from Cruz & Giles, 2000
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