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Part I: Why SLOs? 

 

Understanding The Arrival & Purpose of Student Learning Outcomes  

 

Why Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs)? What is the point? Is this "SLO thing" just 

another fad? Can SLOs really help us become a better learning institution? The answer to 

these questions is three-fold. 

 

Student learning outcomes have been around for years, and they have been dominant on 

the East coast for over a decade. The SLO train has finally made it out West. The primary 

reason for the widespread discussion and use of SLO driven education is of course the 

new accreditation standards. The new WASC standards state that “the institution 

identifies student learning outcomes for courses, programs, certificates, and degrees; 

assesses student achievement of those outcomes; and uses assessment results to make 

improvements.”
*
  We need to show WASC accrediting teams that we are moving in this 

direction.  WASC accreditation teams will not be asking, at this point in time, that we 

completely achieve the result, but only that we are showing progress toward 

improvement. Why does accreditation care? 

 

The Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) said in its May 2002 Chronicle 

of Higher Education that “information about student learning outcomes is important to 

accrediting organizations because the expectation that accreditors will provide this 

information is growing among important constituents, including those who recognize 

these organizations.”  Information about student learning outcomes is increasingly 

important to government, students, and the public because these constituents increasingly 

tie judgments about the quality of an institution or program to evidence of student 

academic achievement.  People want to see evidence that students are learning--this is 

particularly true now because money is scarce. When money is tight, people want to 

know what is being spent, how, and to what purpose. Hence, SLO education is not a new 

                                                 
*
 WASC's "2002 Accreditation Standards", Standard IIA (ACJCC.org).   
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educational trend that's merely passing by; on the contrary, it appears the SLO train is 

here to stay.   

 

Student learning outcomes can improve the success of SCC and further realize its mission 

of creating a "learning community." SLO education asks us to consider what learning is, 

when it occurs, how it occurs, and how best to assess that learning has occurred. SLO  

education asks us to focus on the learner: How do students learn best? How can students 

accept more responsibility for their own learning? What can we do to ensure the quality 

of education? What can we do to make sure that students who pass our courses and 

graduate have actually demonstrated that they have learned? What kinds of activities, 

tasks and projects should students perform so that we can be sure that learning has 

occurred?  

 

We see that SLO education asks instructors to now focus on whether or not students are 

learning, as opposed to just focusing on whether or not the content was taught, i.e., 

whether or not the content was covered by instructors. SLO education asks instructors to 

move beyond the sole focus on content. SLO education asks us to focus first on student 

knowledge and its demonstration.   

 

SLOs will let students know what is expected of them in each class and program. SLO 

education shifts the burden of proof onto students: students need to demonstrate that they 

are learning. SLO education ask students to take greater responsibility for understanding 

academic expectations and requirements and for demonstrating that these expectations 

and requirements have been met. SLO assessment makes assessment clearer and more 

straightforward for all parties because instructors clearly state what they expect students 

to achieve, and students become aware of what they must do to succeed in courses and 

programs. 
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SLO education increases communication between members of the campus community 

because it asks everyone to collectively discuss what our students should be able to do, 

what they should know, and how we can best promote learning. If student achievement of 

college wide SLOs becomes everyone's focus, then it becomes everyone's responsibility 

to consider what we can do to best assist students to achieve those outcomes. Since all 

departments have a common target at which they aim--college-wide SLOs--then we 

should see greater dialogue about, and greater collaboration and integration of, pedagogy 

and curriculum on our campus.   

Finally, SLO driven pedagogy provides an opportunity to help us develop and refine the 

art of teaching.  It helps us learn and gain awareness about what and how our students 

learn, when they learn it, and how they can best demonstrate learning. SLO driven 

pedagogy also helps us explore and create the best ways to measure student learning. As 

we do all this, not only do we improve our ourselves as teachers, but we improve student 

learning--and that's what our mission and our college is all about.  
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Part II: What are SLOs & How                                       

Are They Written? 

What Are SLOs?  

SLOs are student learning outcomes. SLOs are general student achievement goals, as 

opposed to teaching intentions (often called "teaching objectives"). SLOs are general 

goals that describe what a student should learn to do outside of the class as a result of 

learning experiences that take place within a class. A teaching objective, on the other 

hand, is a statement that describes what an instructor will do in a class or lesson, or what 

an instructor desires or intends to occur as the result of a class or lesson. Consider the 

following examples. Which would you say are student learning outcomes, and which are 

teaching objectives?  

1. Students will be introduced to the standards and methods of research in 

psychology. 

2. Students who successfully complete this course and its requirements will be able 

to apply psychology's standards and methods of research in their every day life by 

way of correcting research errors and solving research problems in the essay 

portions of our exams, and by way of two essays.   

3. This course introduces students to how trigonometry is applied in industrial 

engineering.  

4. Students who successfully complete this course and its requirements will be able 

to apply the methods of trigonometry to solve simple industrial engineering 

problems.      

 

The odd numbers above are examples of teaching objectives. The even numbers are 

examples of student learning outcomes (SLOs). Notice that SLOs address what students 

are supposed to be able to do as a result of the learning process. SLOs thereby address 

the end result of the learning, the "end-product" or "final target" of the learning process. 

Since SLOs focus on what students will learn to do, they often contain some task or 

project that students must perform to demonstrate that learning has actually taken place.  

 

Because SLOs are learning goals, they focus on what students will have to do to 

demonstrate learning. Thus, SLOs cannot be conceived without introducing the notion of 

student assessment. Indeed, unlike objectives, which can be written and conceived 
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without implicating student assessment, SLOs necessarily implicate student assessment in 

their writing and conception. Let's tease this out and explain it further.  

 

Consider the following: If we set up a teaching objective as our target, it can be assessed 

without considering students: "Did I cover that material? And did I introduce everything 

to the students tonight?" are some assessment questions an instructor may ask as she or 

he considers objectives. In other words, given a teaching objective, the instructor ends up 

focusing on assessing him or herself, his or her performance.  

 

However, if we set up an SLO as our target, we must ask these kinds of questions: "Did 

the students get it? How can I find out? What's the best way to get them to prove they 

know the material? Is my assessment of their performance useful in helping them get it 

next time around?" These questions follow because SLOs are supposed to be assessed in 

terms of what students are able to do, as 

opposed to being assessed in terms of whether 

or not a teacher "covered" or "went over" 

content.  Since an SLO focuses on student 

learning, it leads us to consider and articulate 

how students learn best and how that learning will be best demonstrated and evaluated.  

 

Writing SLOs  

 

Now let's consider three examples: a "fairly" written SLO, a "well written" SLO, and an 

"excellent" SLO. Let's start with one derived from the list above:  

 

Students will demonstrate their understanding and appreciation of major 

movements in art history by way of two in-class essay exams and two oral 

presentations. 

 

 

 

This fairly well written SLO tells us a) what students will have to do in order to show that 

they have learned, and it also tells us b) in what manner or context (two research papers). 

However, the SLO is somewhat vague--what does it mean to understand and appreciate 

SLOs address the end result of a 

course or program; they describe 

the "end-product" or "final target" 

of the learning process. 
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major movements in art history? What exactly will they have to do? What exactly is it 

that we want them to do and achieve in terms of learning? To answer these questions and 

rectify this vagueness problem, let's make use of Bloom's taxonomy
1
, select a couple of 

precise action verbs, and then re-write the SLO: 

 

Students will describe the importance, while analyzing and contrasting the socio-

cultural and artistic impacts of, major movements in art history by way of two 

research papers. 

 

Now that's much better, for we have now pinned down what we originally meant by 

"understanding" and "appreciation." In re-writing our SLO, we have become aware of 

what we really want our students to learn and be able to do: to describe the importance of 

movements in art history, and to contrast and analyze certain types of impacts those 

movements have had. In addition to the clarity we have gained about a course outcome, 

we have also gained this: We now have a much clearer idea about how students will be 

assessed, for students will have to describe, analyze and contrast major movements in art 

history in their papers. We can now say that if they do not do all three things they will not 

achieve some pre-determined grade.  

 

But we are now left with this question: Is that all we want students to learn and do-- 

analyze, describe and contrast? The answer is no, for we also want them to learn how to 

do these things well. So what does that mean? Let's re-write our SLO once more so as to  

further minimize the vagueness concerning how students will demonstrate what they 

need to do and learn:    

 

Students will who successfully complete this course and its requirements will leave 

this course with the ability to describe the importance, while analyzing and 

contrasting the socio-cultural and artistic impacts of, major movements in art 

history by way of two clear, coherent, well documented, thorough and accurate 

research essays. 

 

 

Now this is an excellent SLO. This SLO tells students not only what they must do, and in 

what context they will do it, but also exactly how they will have to do it. 

                                                 
1
 See "Bloom's Taxonomy" printed at the end of this chapter. 
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Hence, excellent SLOs possess these three features: 

 

a) They describe what exactly students will have to do in order to show that they 

have learned 

b) They describe the manner in which students will have to do it (the medium, 

context, type of project, etc.) 

c) They describe the criteria that will be used to assess what has been done  

 

To review, here are the three SLOs, placed in sequential order, moving from fair, to good, 

to excellent:  

 

FAIR SLO: Students will demonstrate their understanding and appreciation of 

major movements in art history by way of two in-class essay exams and two oral 

presentations. 

 

GOOD SLO: Students will describe the importance, while analyzing and 

contrasting the socio-cultural and artistic impacts, of major movements in art 

history by way of two research papers. 

 

EXCELLENT SLO: Students will who successfully complete this course and its 

requirements will leave this course with the ability to describe the importance, while 

analyzing and contrasting the socio-cultural and artistic impacts, of major 

movements in art history by way of two clear, coherent, well documented, thorough 

and accurate research essays. 

 

Basic Features of SLOs 

 

Now that we have a sense of what type of thing an SLO is, consider the following basic 

features of SLOs:  

    SLOs focus on what learners will do, and not on what professors will cover. 

    SLOs use action verbs. 

    SLOs aim at higher-level learning and are not content focused.  

    SLOs capture the big-picture; the overall, basic purpose of the learning process.  

    SLOs capture what students are supposed to do. 

    SLOs ask students to apply what they have learned. 

    SLOs make reference to criteria used for student assessment. 

    SLOs can be assessed.  
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To simplify the SLO writing process, let's break things down into steps. Here is a Simple 

Four Step Procedure:  

  

Step #1:  Consider a fundamental attitude, knowledge, skill or ability that your 

student hopefully will internalize by the end of your course.  Describe what your 

student will be ABLE TO DO as a result of taking your course. 

 

Step #2:  Use action verbs to describe this outcome--be clear about exactly what they 

will be able to do and how they will do it.   

 

Step #3:  Write this in a way that can be assessed—directly or indirectly, 

qualitatively or quantitatively—someway, somehow.  

 

Step #4:   Make sure that the outcome assesses higher-level learning, as opposed to 

memorization, identification, repetition, etc. (see Bloom’s taxonomy for more on how 

to describe aspects of higher level learning. His taxonomy is printed at the end of this 

chapter, and you can also access it on our website: sccollege.edu/slo).   

 

Now here are some examples of course specific SLOs:  

  

 History: Students who successfully complete this course and its requirements will 

leave this course with the ability to critique and defend America’s foreign policy 

in a way that is historically accurate, fair, clear and coherent during in class 

discussion and debate, and in essay exams.  

 Biology: Students who successfully complete this course and its requirements will 

leave this course with the ability to analyze and evaluate evolutionary theory by 

way of applying Darwinian models in class and on tests and doing so in a way 

that meets the standards of good empirical inquiry.   

 Speech: Students who successfully complete this course and its requirements will 

leave this course with the ability to create, and effectively present, professional 

and engaging persuasive speeches that are cogent, clear and concise.  

 Math: Students who successfully complete this course and its requirements will 

leave this course with the ability to identify and systematically analyze everyday 

problems, and carefully apply algebraic concepts to solve them, during in-class 

presentations and on exams.  

 Cultural Anthropology: Students who successfully complete this course and its 

requirements will leave this course with the ability to systematically and 

rigorously compare and contrast different models explaining the origin, relativity 

and function of cultural norms during in-class discussion and group exams.  

 Psychology: Students who successfully complete this course and its requirements 

will leave this course with the ability to create clear, elegant, empirical, plausible 

hypotheses about human behavior from the standpoint of various schools of 

psychology by way of group projects and research papers. 
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More SLO Writing Tools 

 

Step four is often the hardest step. Here is a list of action verbs (based on a simplification 

of Bloom's taxonomy) that can help you in formulating what students will do to 

demonstrate that learning has occurred and to describe what kinds of learning will occur  

as a result of taking your course. Also, below this list is a rubric based on a general 

"Standards of Critical Thinking List" that you can use in grading course work and in 

describing how exactly students must perform so as to achieve your course SLOs. You 

can also use this list of critical thinking Standards to assist you in the writing of SLOs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--------------------------------Bloom's Taxonomy Reduced & Simplified------------------------------- 

1. Students "will show knowledge of X on exams" becomes: 

 "Will identify, list, describe, enumerate, define, match, or name X on exams."  

2. Students "will show comprehension of X on exams" becomes:  

 "Will argue, explain, re-describe, rewrite or defend X on exams." 

3. Students "will show the application of X on exams" becomes:  

 "Will change, compute, use, solve with, or demonstrate X on exams." 

4. Students "will understand the parts and relationships of X on exams" becomes:   

 "Will diagram, map, outline, illustrate, chart, subdivide X on exams."  

5. Students "will synthesize aspects of X on exams" becomes:  

 "Will fuse, integrate, combine, unite, create, design, or compose X on exams." 

6. Students "will evaluate X on exams" becomes:   

 "Will judge, criticize, assess, appraise, compare and contrast X on exams."  
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------------------------------General Standards of Critical Thinking Rubric------------------------------- 

 

General Grading Rubric                       A (excellent)      B (good)        C (OK)     D (less than OK)   F (fails) 

 

1.  THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER WAS    

      ACCURATE 

     

 

2.  THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER WAS  

     CLEAR 

 

 

 

 

    

 

3. THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER WAS  

     REFLECTIVE 

 

 

 

 

    

 

4.  THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER WAS  

     THOROUGH.  

 

     

 
5.  THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER WAS  

     FAIR  

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

6. THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER WAS  

     OBJECTIVE  

 

     

 

7.  THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER WAS  

     SYSTEMATIC 

     

 

8.  THE AUTHOR/PRESENTER'S 

ARGUMENTS WERE LOGICALLY 

VALID & SOUND 

     

 

 

Comments: ____________________________________________________________________ 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Part III: How Can SLO Based Pedagogy Make 

Teaching/Learning Better & How Do SLOs                                 

Impact the College?                         

 

Using SLOs In Our Courses   

Some people will see SLO based education as a re-writing project: revamp current syllabi 

by changing a few words, turning goals into objectives. However, we should use SLO 

based education for more than mere re-writing; we should use it to improve teaching and 

learning. If SLOs don't make teaching/learning better, then what's the point of all this?  

 

Whether or not we use SLOs in a way that will improve teaching/learning, or in a way 

that will make teaching/learning worse, is up to us. Instead of letting the SLO train run us 

down, we should grab the control (or steering mechanism, whatever the heck they call 

that thing in the caboose) and use the SLO locomotive to make the classroom more 

engaging and more effective.  

 

One of the ways we can do this is to write our SLOs with a great deal of thought and 

care, and then actually do something insightful and fruitful with them. The previous 

chapter discussed ways in which instructors can do precisely that. The following 

illustrates another way of effectively using SLO based education.  

 

Let's recall the "excellent SLO" we dealt with earlier:  

Students will describe the importance, while analyzing and contrasting the socio-

cultural and artistic impacts of, major movements in art history by way of four 

clear, coherent, well documented, thorough and accurate research essays. 

 

Given this SLO, it now becomes clear to both the instructors and students how  

assessment will occur. In fact, it is so clear that we can use this SLO to create a grading 

rubric that demonstrates to students and instructors exactly what must be done to achieve 

the learning outcome and how it must be done. Here's what such a rubric might look like 

for this SLO:  
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                           /  Clear   / Coherent   / Well Documented  / Thorough   / Accurate 

 

1. The paper 

identifies the 

importance of the 

major movement 

and its impact on 

culture and the art-

world. 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. The paper 

contrasts the major 

movement with 

another major 

movement in art 

history. 

 

     

 

3. The paper 

analyzes the major 

movement, 

breaking it down in 

terms of its origin, 

evolution, essential 

stylistic features 

and purpose. 

 

     

 

Below is another example of a course rubric. This rubric was developed by professor 

Pimentel after he wrote five SLOs according to what he thought students were supposed 

to learn as a result of taking his Critical Thinking course. After writing the SLOs, this 

instructor added modifiers that further specified how learning was going to be measured, 

and thus, how exactly students were to perform. As you consider this rubric, try this 

exercise: Use the rubric to guess at and write down what you think was an SLO for this 

instructor's Critical Thinking course. Here is the rubric: 
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------------------------------------Normative/Evaluative Paper Rubric----------------------------------- 

                                      

Normative/Evaluative Paper            A (excellent)      B (good)        C (OK)     D (less than OK)   F (fails) 

 

1.  Clear and precise thesis. 

 

     

 

2.  Defines terms precisely and clearly. 
 

 

 

 

    

3.  *Ethical criteria* (ethical criteria are 

clearly stated, and carefully, precisely and 

thoroughly supported). 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

4.  Analysis is fair, objective, clear, precise 

and thorough.  

 

     

 

5.  Argumentation: arguments are clear, 

fair, precise, objective, systematic and 

careful.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

6. Voicing Objections: the paper reflects 

on claims and assumptions, and considers 

objections and counterarguments. 

 

     

 

*Format                                                                                                       Sufficient        Not sufficient 

 

8.  The paper contains an introduction, a body in which the thesis is 

supported, and a conclusion.  

 

  

9.  The minimum paper length is met.  

 

 

  

                                                                                                             

         Final Grade: __________ 

 

         Comments: 
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Such rubrics can be used in at least three ways that are pedagogically effective. First, 

instructors can use such rubrics while grading student work, such as papers. Instructors 

can fill in the matrix categories in various ways. For example, instructors can utilize 

checkmarks (e.g., "check plus", "check", and "check minus" for each criterion), or 

numbers (1 for excellent, 2 for good, 3 for fair, etc.) , or letter grades (A, B, C, etc.) to 

represent the degree of achievement of each criterion. Second, instructors can merely 

pass such rubrics out to students so that it is very clear and distinct to students what they 

will have to do in order to pass and achieve good grades. Third, instructors can require 

students to use such rubrics to evaluate their own work as they proof their own papers, 

making it a mandatory part of course work for students to fill-in and turn-in these rubrics 

with their papers.   

 

SLOs and SLO based rubrics can really help instructors and students become clearer 

about the learning process. SLOs can help clarify and pin-down--for both students and 

instructors--the purpose of the course, what needs to be done to demonstrate learning, and 

how it needs to be done. Moreover, as we begin to clarify and pin-down SLOs, and 

assessment methods and standards, we begin to reflect upon what we are doing best, and 

what we can do to improve, our teaching.   

 

The Impact of SLOs In the Classroom & On the College  

SLO based education asks us to start focusing not on what we covered, but on what 

students are learning and have learned. That is it in a nutshell. What is occuring now 

with the move toward SLO based education can be framed and understood in terms of 

what the philosopher Thomas Khun famously called a "paradigm shift" (a shift from one 

model that guides how something is understood and practiced to another, different 

model). The SLO movement asks us to shift from focusing on how much content we can 

cover to focusing on leanring strategies that work best to promote student learning. In the 

"instructional model" students are seen as passive, and the teacher as active; the student is 

seen as an information receptacle, and the professor an information generator.  However, 

in the "student learning model" the student and teacher are both as active, and both are 

seen as being involved in the process of inquiry and learning. Hence, the student is asked 
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to internalize, to represent and to demonstate that she or he has actually learned what was 

taught.  

We see here not only a pedagogical change in the culture of higher education, but also a 

change in how the teaching/learning process is evaluated. Traditionally, professors 

provide information, and students are tested on whether or not they know the 

information. This usually takes place in the form of tests or papers. But now we are asked 

to evaluate whether or not the students really get the material, and by that is meant 

whether or not they have internalized the lessons and are able to apply them. Hence, the 

SLO movement focuses on getting much instructor feedback, since within this paradigm it 

matters deeply whether the students are "getting it" or not getting it depends on a weekly 

feedback cycle in which the students and teachers inform each other on who is learning, 

how they are learning it, and what is being learned. 

Moreover, in addition to a new teacher-student relationship with constant feedback, doing 

is emphasized over mere memorization. In the SLO paradigm outcomes with active verbs 

such as "demonstrate" and "argue" and "show" replace objectives that contain passive 

verbs. Also, the SLOs themselves are supposed to address what a student is "supposed to 

do." Again, the emphasis is on doing. Hence, the question arises:  What's the best way to 

demonstrate the ability to do something?  

Of course, the answer is to have someone do it. Have them demonstrate that they know.  

The SLO paradigm asks instructors to look at new methods of assessment, especially 

those that involve agency and action in public, such as presentations, porfolios and other 

such projects.  

The new paradigm asks us to have students give us feedback on what works and what 

doesn't, and that this kind of assessment be constant and ongoing.  This can be very 

disturbing. We are not used to being placed under the magnifying glass. We usually are 

holding the lens, instead of being gazed at with it. This alone has made some instructors 

dislike the SLO movement.   

The irony in this of course is that, as teachers, facing up to criticism and using it to 

improve self and society is something that many of us teach, and practice on students. 

The willingness to ask for, face and use criticism is at the very heart of our practice. The 
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culture of academia is unique and its strength and attraction profound because it is a 

culture of doubt, of self-questioning, of questioning tradition and authority, and what 

appears to be "common sense" and "obvious." But academia does not stop here: It also 

requires its members to do something with this--to change, to self-improve, to face error 

and correct it, to confront weaknesses and turn them into strengths. We ask students 

every day to accept and internalize this kind of intellectual culture; it is not too much to 

start asking this also of ourselves.   

I hope this section gave you a sense of what SLO based education means for the 

classroom and the college. Later on, in another chapter (chapter VII), we will  

specifically look at good assessment practices that instructors can utilize to make 

classroom time more engaging, evaluation more accurate, and learning more fruitful.   
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Part IV:  What Does An SLO Based                            

Syllabus Look Like? 

In addition to classroom impacts, SLO based education asks us to consider how we 

present our courses and structure them on paper with respect to that guiding document 

known as the syllabus. The SLO based syllabus is perhaps best understood by contrasting 

it with content centered syllabi. Consider the following example of a content based 

syllbus for an English 101 course:   

-----------------------------------------------English 101------------------------------------------- 

Hypothetical Gold Mountain College 

Summer, 2005 

Instructor: Billy Johnson, MA                                                                                   

 

Course Objectives 

This course will teach students how to read effectively and how to write argumentative and 

descriptive essays in modern, academic style. The course focuses on proper grammar, proper 

style, proper argumentation in writing, and effective reading.    

 

Course Requirements 

Students will be required to do all the readings and discuss them in class. Students will also write 

three essays. In addition, there will be a mid-term and final exam. No late work will be accepted.  

 

Text 

Rebecca M. Garson, Mastering English Reading and Writing  (Polar Bear Books; NY, 2003). 

 

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE OF UNITS COVERED 

 

WEEK 1.        UNIT ONE: Lessons 1.1-1.6 

July 5-10 

 

WEEK 2.        UNITS TWO & THREE: Lessons 2.1-2.4 & Lessons 3.1-3.4 

July 12-17       *First Essay Due. 

 

WEEK 3.        UNITS FOUR & FIVE: Lessons 4.1-4.4 & Lessons 5.1-5.4 

 July 19-24      *Second Essay Due; take the Midterm Exam.  

 

WEEK 4.        UNIT SIX: Lessons 6.1-6.4 

July 26-31        

 

WEEK 5.        UNIT SEVEN: Lessons 7.1-7.4 

August 2-7      Final Essay Due; and take the Final Exam.  
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Note first that this content centered syllabus does not detail what students will be able to 

do as a result of taking the course. Moreover, it does not detail how they will do it, or 

how they will be assessed. What students will do, how, why, where and when, is not 

delineated--all this remains vague and obscure. The syllabus has the connotation of being 

merely content centered, and not student focused.   

Consider the following SLO based syllabus:  

-----------------------------------------------English 101------------------------------------------- 

Hypothetical Gold Mountain College 

Summer, 2005 

Instructor: Mary-Lou Wilson, MA                                                                                   

 

Student Learning Outcomes  

1) Students will demonstrate the ability to communicate clearly, effectively, coherently and 

logically, in speaking and writing, by way of one in-class informative speech, one expository 

essay, one research paper, and one exam (the final).  

2) Students will demonstrate the ability to effectively argue a position and utilize mechanisms of 

persuasion in an attempt to persuade an audience by way of one argumentative essay.     

 

Course Themes 

1) Clear, accurate, grammatically sound, engaging and coherent writing 

2) Persuasion in speeches, in speaking, and in formal writing 

3) Communication--mechanisms, errors and effective moves 

4) Arguing and understanding contemporary ethical and political issues 

 

Student Tasks & Course Assessment 

Students will be given explicit directions and lessons on how to argue, write and speak, including 

specific rubrics that detail what exactly effective communication is and how exactly one should 

do it.  These directions, lessons and rubrics will in turn be used to grade your essay, paper, 

presentation and exam. You will be responsible for internalizing these directions, lessons and  

rubrics, and for demonstrating that you have learned what they mean and how they are used.  

  

Course Requirements 

Students will be required to do all the readings and discuss them in class. Students will write two 

essays and one research paper; and, they will present one speech, and take one exam. No late 

work will be accepted.  

 

Text 

Tim D.. Quine, English Reading, Writing & Argumentation  (Hummingbird Books; NY, 1998). 

 

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE OF UNITS COVERED 

 

WEEK 1.        UNIT ONE: Lessons 1.1-1.6 

July 5-10         *Work on outline for expository essay and informative speech 

 

WEEK 2.        UNITS TWO & THREE: Lessons 2.1-2.4 & Lessons 3.1-3.4 



                    

 

The SCC SLO Handbook--First Edition  

21 

July 12-17       *Expository Essay Due on Monday. Informative speeches on Friday. 

 

WEEK 3.        UNITS FOUR & FIVE: Lessons 4.1-4.4 & Lessons 5.1-5.4 

 July 19-24      *Read outlines for research essays. Work on argumentative essay outline.  

 

WEEK 4.        UNIT SIX: Lessons 6.1-6.4 

July 26-31       *Argumentative essay due on Wednesday. 

 

WEEK 5.        UNIT SEVEN: Lessons 7.1-7.4 

August 2-7      Research paper due. Final Exam. 

 

 

Consider two main differences between the two: 

 

 A. The content based syllabus delineates teaching objectives--what the instructor 

will do. It is vague with respect to what students will be getting out of the classroom, 

what they will have to do to meet the instructor's objectives, and how exactly they 

will do it. The SLO based syllabus, on the other hand, sets forth student learning 

outcomes--what students will do to demonstrate learning.   

 B. The content based syllabus does not contain overriding themes that are linked 

to student performance and assessment of learning. The SLO based syllabus places 

focus on underlying themes--on a few basic ideas and unifying topics--that illuminate 

what the course is all about. Such themes also provide guidance and lend focus and 

intelligibility to both learning and instruction. Moreover, such themes can be used 

across disciplines to create cross-disciplinary connections.     

In conclusion, SLO based syllabi not only help instructors clarify what they do and 

exactly what the purpose of their course is, but also, what kinds of activities and 

assessment criteria will be most effective in getting students to realize the purpose of the 

course, while getting them to internalize the basic point and teachings of the course. The 

process of writing SLO based syllabi takes time and effort--instructors have to do a great 

deal of course analysis and reflection on the meaning and purpose of their courses.  

However, the process and the finished product can be extremely rewarding, providing 

both students and instructors much illumination and guidance in the classroom.  
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Part V: SLOs, Assessment & Principles                          

of Good Practice 

Many are under the impression that SLO based education merely aims at redescription; 

that is, merely aims at getting people to rewrite "course goals" into "SLOs", and "course 

exam requirements" into "course assessment tasks." This is not the case. What SLO based 

education aims at is changing the present culture of teaching and assessment. This change 

entails not only setting up learning goals, and not only focusing our pedagogy on whether 

or not the learners are getting it, but also on continuously and systematically getting 

feedback that shows whether or not learners are getting it; it means showing that we are 

reflecting on all this and evaluating the teaching process with assessment data, with 

evidence.  

Of course, instructors have always carried out assessment. Most of us have used it to 

inform the teaching and learning process. For example, many instructors use intuition and 

observation with the naked eye in the classroom: We watch our students and we look for 

signs of distress and confusion. We stop and ask, "OK, are you with me? Did I lose you? 

Is there something confusing about what I just said? Many of you look puzzled!" That's 

assessment. It's a totally legitimate form of it and a really useful one as well.  

Now the new accreditation standards request that we focus on being more systematic, on-

going, and evidence-based with our assessment. For example, instead of grading students 

and measuring learning by feeling them out with our eyes, intution and mental antinea, 

we ask for anonymous feedback in written form, or we ask students to write down what 

they understood during a class session, and what they didn't. We should not object to this, 

since in academia we set high standards for what counts as good evidence. Anonymous 

feedback is more likely to be more honest, accurate, and less biased than intuition, or 

live, face-to-face audience feedback. Instead of objecting, we should welcome data that 

will help us improve teaching and learning.      

The Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC) also is 

requiring that, in time, colleges not only assess at the course level, but also at the 

department and program level. Moreover, the ACCJC expects that eventually there will 

be college-wide assessment cycles that are not only systematic and on-going, but also 
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integrated into planning, development and resource allocation. What exacly this means 

we will have to figure out as we adapt and evolve with these new standards.   

We leave this section with a diagram that may shed light on how assessment is supposed 

to work and how it should help promote student learning at the course level:                                          

ILLUSTRATION OF AN ASSESSMENT CYCLE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As we prepare for our fall, 2008 accreditation team visit, we need to begin planning-out  

how SCC will carry-out such assessment cycles, not only at the course, but also, at the  

department level. Since department review is carried out every three years, we will have  

to figure-out how to implement mini assessment cycles (either one year or semester long  

cycles?), that fold and feed into section VI of our current department review document.   

Figuring out the details, mechanisms, and logistics regarding how exactly the cycle  

represented above shall look like in each department is what we need to do next.   

2.  CREATE ASSESSMENT 
TOOLS FOR MEASURING SLO 
PROGRESS & ACHIEVEMENT… 

4. REVIEW COURSE 
PURPOSE, METHODS 
& SLOs… 

 

1.  CREATE COURSE 
SLOs…  

3. USE THE ASSESSMENT DATA 
TO MAKE IMPROVEMENTS AND 
CONTINUE BEST PRACTICES…  
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Principles of Effective Assessment 

 

The American Association of Higher Learning has written a now famous document on a 

few good rule of thumbs for writing assessment plans and for making assessment fruitful 

and positive. The document is entitled, Nine Principles of Good Practice for Assessing 

Student Learning. So here it is:  

 

        1. The assessment of student learning begins with educational values.    

       Assessment is not an end in itself but a vehicle for educational improvement. Its  

       effective practice, then, begins with and enacts a vision of the kinds of learning we  

       most value for students and strive to help them achieve. Educational values should  

       drive not only what we choose to assess but also how we do so. Where questions  

       about educational mission and values are skipped over, assessment threatens to be an  

       exercise in measuring what's easy, rather than a process of improving what we really  

       care about. 

2. Assessment is most effective when it reflects an understanding of learning as 

multidimensional, integrated, and revealed in performance over time. Learning is 

a complex process. It entails not only what students know but what they can do with 

what they know; it involves not only knowledge and abilities but values, attitudes, 

and habits of mind that affect both academic success and performance beyond the 

classroom. Assessment should reflect these understandings by employing a diverse 

array of methods, including those that call for actual performance, using them over 

time so as to reveal change, growth, and increasing degrees of integration. Such an 

approach aims for a more complete and accurate picture of learning, and therefore 

firmer bases for improving our students' educational experience. 

3. Assessment works best when the programs it seeks to improve have clear, 

explicitly stated purposes. Assessment is a goal-oriented process. It entails 

comparing educational performance with educational purposes and expectations -- 

those derived from the institution's mission, from faculty intentions in program and 

course design, and from knowledge of students' own goals. Where program purposes 
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lack specificity or agreement, assessment as a process pushes a campus toward clarity 

about where to aim and what standards to apply; assessment also prompts attention to 

where and how program goals will be taught and learned. Clear, shared, 

implementable able goals are the cornerstone for assessment that is focused and 

useful. 

4. Assessment requires attention to outcomes but also and equally to the 

experiences that lead to those outcomes. Information about outcomes is of high 

importance; where students "end up" matters greatly. But to improve outcomes, we 

need to know about student experience along the way -- about the curricula, teaching, 

and kind of student effort that lead to particular outcomes. Assessment can help us 

understand which students learn best under what conditions; with such knowledge 

comes the capacity to improve the whole of their learning.   

5. Assessment works best when it is ongoing not episodic. Assessment is a process 

whose power is cumulative. Though isolated, "one-shot" assessment can be better 

than none, improvement is best fostered when assessment entails a linked series of 

activities undertaken over time. This may mean tracking the process of individual 

students, or of cohorts of students; it may mean collecting the same examples of 

student performance or using the same instrument semester after semester. The point 

is to monitor progress toward intended goals in a spirit of continuous improvement. 

Along the way, the assessment process itself should be evaluated and refined in light 

of emerging insights. 

6. Assessment fosters wider improvement when representatives from across the 

educational community are involved. Student learning is a campus-wide 

responsibility, and assessment is a way of enacting that responsibility. Thus, while 

assessment efforts may start small, the aim over time is to involve people from across 

the educational community. Faculty play an especially important role, but 

assessment's questions can't be fully addressed without participation by student-

affairs educators, librarians, administrators, and students. Assessment may also 

involve individuals from beyond the campus (alumni/ae, trustees, employers) whose 
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experience can enrich the sense of appropriate aims and standards for learning. Thus 

understood, assessment is not a task for small groups of experts but a collaborative 

activity; its aim is wider, better-informed attention to student learning by all parties 

with a stake in its improvement. 

7. Assessment makes a difference when it begins with issues of use and 

illuminates questions that people really care about. Assessment recognizes the 

value of information in the process of improvement. But to be useful, information 

must be connected to issues or questions that people really care about. This implies 

assessment approaches that produce evidence that relevant parties will find credible, 

suggestive, and applicable to decisions that need to be made. It means thinking in 

advance about how the information will be used, and by whom. The point of 

assessment is not to gather data and return "results"; it is a process that starts with the 

questions of decision-makers, that involves them in the gathering and interpreting of 

data, and that informs and helps guide continuous improvement. 

8. Assessment is most likely to lead to improvement when it is part of a larger set 

of conditions that promote change. Assessment alone changes little. Its greatest 

contribution comes on campuses where the quality of teaching and learning is visibly 

valued and worked at. On such campuses, the push to improve educational 

performance is a visible and primary goal of leadership; improving the quality of 

undergraduate education is central to the institution's planning, budgeting, and 

personnel decisions. On such campuses, information about learning outcomes is seen 

as an integral part of decision making, and avidly sought. 

9. Through assessment, educators meet responsibilities to students and to the 

public. There is a compelling public stake in education. As educators, we have a 

responsibility to the publics that support or depend on us to provide information about 

the ways in which our students meet goals and expectations. But that responsibility 

goes beyond the reporting of such information; our deeper obligation -- to ourselves, 

our students, and society -- is to improve. Those to whom educators are accountable 

have a corresponding obligation to support such attempts at improvement.  
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Part VI: Concerns About Assessment & SCC's        

Guiding Principles of Assessment 

Talk about assessment elicits many important questions. Here are some questions 

instructors have voiced with respect to assessment:   

 Is there a certain fixed way assessment must be done?  

 Will assessment be used to evaluate and then punish instructors?  

 Will instructors be punished for not using "valid" and "rigorous" assessment 

techniques?  

 Will assessment techniques be made uniform and then imposed on all of us? 

 What will happen to creativity and spontaniety in the classroom?  

 Will we be forced to become statisticians in the near future?  

Let's begin with the new accreditation standards. As we noted earlier, the new standards 

ask that our institution "identifies student learning outcomes for courses, programs, 

certificates, and degrees; assesses student achievement of those outcomes; and uses 

assessment results to make improvements." Notice that there is no mention of "valid" or 

"rigorous" statistical techniques and methods. What the new standards request is that 

colleges and universities start getting more feedback, and more systematic and integrated 

feedback, from their students. This feedback can be, and should be, both formal and 

informal, and both subjective and objective. The point is to start obtaining and using 

greater amounts of feedback, and more systematic feedback, and then to show that it's 

somehow being used to help improve student learning. It's that simple.  

Can we be sure that this SLO movement will not turn into some sort of leviathan that will 

turn us all into number crunching statisticians, instead of letting us evolve into better and 
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better teachers? It seems very unlikely that this would happen. After all, we are teachers, 

and not district statisticians. Also, it would be very cumbersome and ineffectual for 

professors to spend their time crunching data--WASC (Western Association of Schools 

and Colleges) surely knows that. Instead, what seems reasonable and plausible to believe 

about the new standards and the SLO movement is this: the public and now WASC are 

asking us to discuss how, and to be able to show that, we are an institution that aims at 

student learning. They want us to be able to show in theory and practice that this is 

indeed our aim by showing that we systematically assess and seek to improve student 

learning.  

If the aim of assessment is to get feedback from students, and then have that feedback 

inform our practices, this is something that we already do--the point of this movement 

then becomes to refine and systematize what we already do. The accreditation standards 

ask that we demonstrate this not as individuals, but as an institution. Indeed, the standards 

often request that institutions move towards the creation and sustenance of a "culture of 

assessment" and an academic culture that "focuses on student learning." The point then is 

not to pick-out individuals and begin inter-departmental wars about who is more SLO 

than others, but to work on improving the institution.  

Finally, in order to protect ourselves, we at SCC have adopted the following set of 

principles that shall guide the function and proper use of assessment on campus:  

 

 

-------------------SCC's Statement of Principles of Assessment------------------ 
 

SCC's Mission & Assessment 

As stated in the SCC Mission Statement, SCC is a "learning community" that is 

"dedicated to intellectual and personal growth." The SCC learning community 

encompasses both faculty and students.  Thus, SCC has identified itself as a "learning" 

centered institution that is dedicated to "growth" which is conducive to learning. As a 

learning centered institution, SCC is committed to the learning of both its professors, 

staff and students.  The learning that occurs as professors, staff and students interact is 

what SCC is all about; it is our reason for existing.   

 

What Assessment Means Here at SCC  

We can see that SCC was committed to college-wide learning and the assessment of 

learning prior to the accreditation mandates. Now that accreditation mandates for 

assessment are in place, we at SCC will use the assessment process for the purpose of 
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developing more effective ways to meet the needs of our students and achieve the goals 

of the SCC learning community.         

 

The Function of Assessment at SCC 

SCC will use assessment to help both students and faculty meet the goals of the SCC 

learning community. In other words, SCC will use assessment to improve student 

learning, and to help both students and professors learn more about the learning process 

itself. 

 

What Assessment Will Look Like at SCC 

Assessment at SCC will look like a feedback loop:  SCC stakeholders will consult 

employers, faculty and students about the SCC Learning Community's needs, and best 

learning and teaching practices, and then this information will be used to help the SCC 

Learning Community grow and flourish with respect to skills and knowledge. We will 

use multiple methods and standards of evaluation to assess such skills and knowledge, 

and we will consult multiple parties as we carry out assessment. The entire process will 

be guided by the following fundamental, chief principle:  reflective awareness and 

practice.  Thus, assessment at SCC is all about helping students and professors reflect 

upon and become more aware of how they can best learn, and how they can best teach.   

 

How Assessment Will Be Carried Out at SCC 

The SCC faculty, in association and consultation with the various members of the SCC 

learning community, will create, refine and modify Student Learning Outcomes, and the 

assessment activities that will provide us feedback concerning SLOs. Each department 

will be asked to creatively and critically develop its own methods of assessment. The 

SLOs and assessment tools will always be open to negotiation and modification. Fixed 

statistical techniques and methods will not be imposed on faculty.  No one will be asked 

or be forced to implement every single SLO into any given classroom, or any given 

department program. No particular faculty member will be asked or be forced to 

implement every single SLO into any given course syllabus.        

 

 

 

 

--------------------14 Guiding Principles of Assessment at SCC----------------- 
 

*Seven Positive Core Principles--Assessment at SCC:   

1)   Will be used to provide improved feedback to students so as to help them better 

understand how they learn and how they learn best.  

2)   Will be used to provide improved feedback to professors so as to help them learn 

about the learning process and hence become more effective instructors.    

3)   Will be used to provide improved feedback so as to increase the effectiveness of the 

various micro and macro mechanisms that cause the SCC Learning Community to grow 

and flourish.  

4)   Will be used to provide improved feedback so as to help us better understand the 

diverse experiences, backgrounds, capacities, potentialities, and needs of SCC students, 
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while helping us develop new, creative, progressive, diverse and evolving methods of 

assessment that will help students unleash and utilize their diverse talents and strengths.  

5)   Will be used to provide improved feedback concerning what exactly helps our 

students achieve personal and intellectual growth during their stay here at SCC.    

6)   Will be used to provide improved feedback to help professors collectively discuss, 

analyze and reflect upon their philosophy and methods of education.   

7)   Will be used to provide improved feedback concerning the goals that the SCC 

Learning Community determines to be important and worthy of assessment.     

  

*Seven Negative Core Principles--Assessment at SCC:   

1)   Will not be used as an end in-itself. Assessment that does not help students and 

professors become better learners is wasteful and pointless.   

2)   Will not be used to reward or punish faculty, departments, or staff, or increase or 

decrease their salaries. The point of assessment is not to distribute prizes or inflict 

punishments, but rather, to help SCC become a better Learning Community.  

3)   Will not be used to decrease morale or engender bickering factions within our 

community, but rather, to increase morale, a sense of unity and collective purpose, and  

personal and intellectual growth amongst all members of SCC.  Assessment that does not 

promote and sustain morale, growth and community is wasteful and harmful to the SCC 

Learning Community.  

4)   Will not be used in a way that will impinge upon the academic freedom or 

professional rights of faculty.   

5)   Will not be used as some sort of panacea that will quickly and easily solve all  

educational issues, or answer all needs, questions and investigations concerning teaching 

and learning. 

6)   Will not be used to hinder intellectual creativity, or inhibit non-traditional styles of 

thinking and writing, or censor information that falls outside of the traditional canons of 

academia.    

7)   Will not assume that every single student must be assessed every semester, or that  

assessment must be or need be quantitative, or that there is only one way to assess, or that  

assessment will answer all of SCC's educational needs and questions, or that assessment 

is about being accountable to outside parties, or that assessment is about mere grading.    
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Part VII.   Assessment in the Classroom                          

& Assessment Techniques                          

Continuous & Episodic Assessment & Classroom Assessment Techniques 

Instructors need to consider two different ways students can demonstrate that they are 

getting the material, and hence, two ways in which instructors can observe and evaluate 

whether or not students are really getting the material: continuous and episodic 

assessment. Continuous demonstration of learning spans across time and does not have a 

fixed performance time; it also does not have closure. This kind of learning 

demonstration takes place, e.g., when students participate in class. We assess this kind of 

demonstration through, say, tracking and determining a participation grade.  This kind of 

assessment also takes place when we do the following. Ask students:  

 Five to ten minutes before the end of class, to quickly write down what they 

learned that day.  

 Five to ten minutes before the end of class, to write a short response summarizing 

what was dicussed during class.  

 Five to ten minutes before the end of class, to write down how today's class 

meeting links to the previous class meeting. 

 Five to ten minutes before the end of class, to summarize two key point dealt with 

in class, and to share those two key points with the student sitting next to them.  

 Five to ten minutes before the end of class, to write down what was the clearest 

and the most obsure point of the class meeting. Address these points during the 

next class meeting.  

 Five to ten minutes before the end of class, to open up their books and quote three 

passages out of the text that illustrate three points dealt with in the classroom. 
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 To respond, at the beginning of class, or at the end of class, to questions placed on 

the board.
2
   

These techniques are effective for both continuous student learning on two levels: 

reinforcement of learning and synthesis with previous learning. These techniques are also 

useful for instructors in that they can track a studen't ability to summarize lessons, extract 

key, essential points, and concisely state them. It is important that students know that this 

kind of assessment is being taken seriously, or else they will see it as a mere paper 

pushing exericise.  

A great way to get students and instructors to use and get accustomed to this kind of 

assessment is to implement it during the first day of class. For instance, instead of just 

reading off course SLOs, instructors can make the first SLO of the first day of class be 

this (perhaps by writing it on the board): Students will demonstrate that they understand 

course SLOs by summarizing the overall purpose of the course in one paragraph at the 

end of the first day of class.  Instructors can get students to take these kinds of activities 

seriously by either having students turn them in, or by having students stand up and read 

their results out loud.  

Episodic demonstration occurs at a fixed moment of time, and it has closure in that a 

grade is given that measures what occurred during the episode of learning. When we give 

students a mid-term or final exam, or when they provide a final presentation, or a final 

paper, the students are given a one time event--an episode--in which they either 

demonstrate that yes, they have gotten it, or no, they have not. Weekly "pass/no pass" 

quizzes can also be considered a form of episodic demonstration of learning on the 

student's end, and hence, as a form of episodic assessment on the instrutor's end. 

Here are some ways of carrying out episodic assessment:  

 Short weekly quizzes at the beginning or end of class, on short fifteen item 

scantrons, or on 1/2 sheets of paper in which one short response is handed in. 

                                                 
2
 For more on in-class assessment strategies, search the following online: "Cross and Angelo + Classroom 

Assessment"; "The Center for the Study of Higher Education + Classroom Assessment"; "American 

Council on Education + Classroom Assessment"; "American Association for Higher Education + 

Classroom Assessment"; "Higher Education Research Institute + Classroom Assessment"; and "The 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching + Classroom Assessment."  
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 Exams.  

 In-class presentations. 

 In-class debates. 

 In-class group projects turned in after group work terminates. 

 Mid-semester or end-of-semester journal or portfolio projects.  

 Surprise essays or pop-quizzes. 

 Calling students up to the board to solve problems so as to obtain daily points for  

the participation component of the course grade. 

Formative and Summative Assessment  

These two kinds of assessment have two different functions: a formative and a 

summative function. Assessment takes on a "formative" function when it is used as 

feedback in an ongoing cycle to continuously shape learning. This use of assessment 

helps us find out the current state of the learning-teaching dynamic, how it is going, and 

where the teacher and the student think it is going. It is used to slow down or speed up the 

gears of the classroom, or to reverse the gears, or stop and reconsider what the class is all 

about. Formative assessment immediately and directly shapes the teaching-learning 

process. Informal and formal surveys, in-class rough drafts that are turned in, end-of class 

impromptu essays and demonstrations, are all methods that we can use to assess where 

the class is today and where it needs to go next time, so that classes can be formed or 

reformed to help students achieve SLOs.   

Assessment takes on a summative function when it is used to get a holistic diagnostic 

about what has been learned so far. The function of summative assessment is to give the 

instructor a sense of how far the students have come along in the learning process. It 

shows us whether or not students have achieved, or passed beyond, a certaim minimal 

limit of understanding and skills. Final exams are clear examples of summative 

assessment, as are exit exams.   

As a school, SCC needs to consider how it is going to create assessment cycles, how it is 

going to carry-out and use assessment, and how it is going to deal with the issue of using 

summative assessment as a measure of student learning at the point of degree completion. 

This is an important task SCC will face in the future. As for now, SCC needs to consider 
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how to implement various types of assessment in its courses, while thinking about how to 

link assessment practices to department and college assessment cycles.  

 

 

Part VIII.  SLOACs & Assessment of SLOs                                     

at the Department Level 

What are SLOACs? A "SLOAC" is an SLO assessment cycle. It is a cycle that asks 

professors to face up to feedback (be it positive or negative) and then use it to improve 

their own teaching. As stated earlier, improving self and society is something that 

professors teach in academia. The culture of academia is unique and its strength and 

attraction profound because it is a culture of doubt, of self-questioning, of questioning 

tradition and authority, and what appears to be "common sense" and "obvious." But 

academia does not stop here: It also requires its members to do something with this--to 

change, to self-correct, to face error and correct it, to confront weaknesses and turn them 

into stengths. We ask students every day to accept and internalize this kind of intellectual 

culture; it is not too much to start asking this also of ourselves.   

The ACCJC requests that colleges see assessment as something that becomes a part of the 

culture of higher education, and as such, integrated into pedagogy, curriculum and 

planning. Assessment cycles are supposed to replace the belief and practice of assessment 

as something that is done periodically to satisfy the demands of external constituencies. 

Assessment cycles show that an institution has internalized assessment, has made it a part 

of its culture as an institution that aims at the improvement of learning, and does so by 

engaging in assessment that is systematic, long-range, and on-going. 

The ideal kind of assessment practice, at the department level, would be this: Instructors 

would come together, discuss their SLOs with one another, and discuss the data they have 

received from students. Instructors would then use that data to discuss "best teaching 

practices" in the classroom and "best assessment practices." Such a discussion would, 

ideally, in turn be used to discuss whether or not the department's mission and long-term 

planning and goals should be reviewed and perhaps changed. Moreover, such a 
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discussion should affect department budget requests: Are the students weak in something, 

or are we weak in something, such that purchasing this or that might help with that 

weakness? The ideal is to have assessment not only impact our teaching, but our budget, 

our recource allocations and requests. 

Here is a diagram that illustrates what a Department's SLOAC would, ideally, look like, 

and what it could help department's do:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                         

Ideally, departments and colleges would not only integrate and institutionalize such 

cycles, but they would also look at changes in these cycles across time.  This entails a lot 

of research and review. It appears that to truly meet the new accreditation standards, 

individual colleges will have to hire a full-time assessment specialist to carry out this 

task.  

How would a department go about implementing such a cycle? One way of creating such 

a cycle would be to focus on degree majors. A department may want to survey students 

2. INTERPRET THE 
ASSESSMENT DATA… 

3. REVIEW DEPT 
VALUES, MISSION AND 
SLOs… 

 

1. DISCUSS COURSE 
ASSESSMENT DATA & 
ASSESS COURSES TO SEE 
IF STUDENTS ARE 
ACHIEVING DEPARTMENT 
SLOs…  

3. KEEP THINGS THE SAME 
OR MAKE IMPROVEMENTS 
AND USE DATA FOR DEPT 

PLANNING AND REQUESTS…  
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who major in the discipline  before they graduate in the spring. Another way of doing this 

is to integrate a capstone course, or a portfolio requirement, into the requirements of the 

department's particular AA degree.   

A department may also want to focus on a cycle that tracks SLO achievement across the 

base, introductory courses. For example, a department can assess SLO achievement 

across the board for the various sections of an intro course in the fall, obtain student 

feedback as to what students say helped them learn and what did not, discuss such 

findings during department meetings (and hopefully with the students as well), integrate 

such findings in terms of pedagogical refinements, and then assess again the next fall.      

Here are some steps a department can take in beginning this process of creating SLOACs:  

1. Have a discussion with students and department members about what a 

degree major, an intro student, etc., should learn. The internet also is a great 

source for finding out what other departments and schools require of their 

students. 

2. Establish five to eight tentative outcomes. Discuss what kinds of projects 

and tasks and/or tests would best assess these outcomes.  

3. Dissiminate the SLOs and best assessment methods to all members of the 

department. Request that faculty implement them into syllabi.  

4. Ask faculty to get feedback from students concerning whether or not they 

think the outcomes are sound and clear. Ask other departments to review 

the outcomes. (Consider how different departments may want to parallel 

outcomes, tasks and assessment methods so as to increase SLO 

achievement across cycles, and consider assessing this as well.)  

5. Review the assessment data and consider rewriting the SLOs or keeping 

them the same. Consider ways to bolster the best practices, while refining 

those that need improvement. 
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Part IX.  SLOACs and Assessment of                                           

College Wide SLOs                                      

Assessing College Wide SLOs 

SLO assessment should take place not only at the department and classroom level, but 

also at the college level. Most colleges have or are in the process of developing college 

wide SLOs. The difficult task ahead of colleges with respect to assessing college wide 

SLOs is two fold: 1) colleges must figure out ways of assessing college wide SLOs and 

2) colleges must figure out ways of linking college wide assessment of SLOs to 

department review and planning, and to review of course SLOs. In other words, 

institutions of higher learning must figure out how to create the following, college wide 

SLOAC:  
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Here are a few ideas for colleges as they consider how they will not only carry out, but 

also institutionalize, college wide assessment cycles:  

Objective Assessment at the Course Level & Subjective Assessment at the Degree 

Completion Stage 

Objective course and subjective degree SLO assessment at the class and degree level 

could be utilized in the following manner: Colleges could use objective assessment 

measures at the department level, for example, by having students take a standardized 

program exit exam. At the course level, the objective measure of whether or not students 

achieved course SLOs would be that they passed the course. Colleges could then assess 

whether or not students have achieved college wide SLOs by way of a subjective 

measurement, such as, polling students at the degree completion stage and eliciting 

student perception and feeling about what they have learned as they leave their college. 

In other words, this kind of model would work as follows: Colleges would assess 

individual and particular course SLOs and determine if students are demonstrating 

learning. The final objective mark of whether or not they are learning the material would 

be whether or not they pass the course. Then, colleges would assess college wide SLOs 

on a perceptual and subjective level by surveying students and asking them whether or 

not they perceive and feel that they have internalized a college's general, institution-wide 

SLOs. Colleges could poll students upon graduation or during their last semester.     

Subjective Assessment at the Course Level & Objective Assessment at the Degree 

Completion Stage 

This kind of subjective assessment of course SLOs and objective assessment of college 

wide SLOs could work as follows.  Colleges could poll students about whether or not 

they feel they have achieved course SLOs, and this could be done on a semester by 

semester basis. Colleges could then use objective assessment measures at the degree 

completion stage. In other words, this kind of model would work as follows: Particular 

course SLOs could be assessed by polling students at the end of the semester. Then, 

college wide SLOs could be assessed by giving students a kind of standardized "Exit 

SLO Exam" which would integrate SLO types of questions found in GE courses and 
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programs. Another way of obtaining an objective measurement of our college wide SLOs 

is to have students create an exit portfolio, or to have students take an exit capstone 

course.      

Objective Assessment at the Course Level & Objective Assessment at Degree 

Completion Stage 

Dual-objective assessment of SLOs at the class and degree level could be utilized in the 

following manner. Colleges could use subjective assessment measures at the department 

level, and assessment at the course level, as a measurement of student achievement of 

SLOs, while assessing objective measurements at the degree completion stage. In other 

words, this kind of model would work as follows: Colleges would assess individual and 

particular course SLOs and determine if students are demonstrating learning. The final 

objective mark of whether or not they are learning the material would be whether or not 

they pass the course. Then, colleges could assess college wide SLOs by giving students a 

kind of standardized "Exit SLO Exam" which would integrate SLO types of questions 

found in GE courses and programs. Another way of obtaining an objective measurement 

of college wide SLOs is to have students create an exit portfolio, or to have students take 

an exit capstone course.      

Subjective Assessment at the Course Level & Subjective Assessment at Degree 

Completion Stage 

This kind of subjective assessment would have us poll students about whether or not they 

feel they have achieved course SLOs, and colleges could do that on a semester by 

semester basis. Colleges could then do the same thing concerning college wide SLOs, 

say, at the degree completion stage. Thus, there would be no attempt to integrate 

objective and subjective measurements. Colleges could rely only on subjective polls and 

surveys.  

In the end, colleges will have to work collaboratively with all stakeholders--professors, 

students, administrators, and the community--to determine what their SLOs are and how 

best to measure them according to stakeholder needs and goals. It is a difficult project to 

carry out, but one that helps create academic integration, community connections and 

hopefully a relevant and richer learning experience for our students.   


