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I’m delighted to welcome you to Westminster. You have come here to do work that I think is critical to our future. Let me explain by giving you a little history. 
 When I was a graduate student in the late 60’s, I became interested in the issue of quality in higher education. My dissertation explored the “frog pond effect”, whether it mattered if one was a less successful student in a high quality school or visa-versa. And I accepted the standard definition of a high quality school as one that had great students and great faculty. 
My perspective changed drastically when, in the mid – 80’s, Sandy Astin pointed out that, since the job of colleges and universities is to develop the talents of its students, quality should be a function, not of how much talent the school has attracted but how much talent it has developed. Since then, the issue of talent development - of how to promote more and better learning during the college years - has been at the heart of my work as a teacher, scholar and administrator. 
But while schools like Westminster, and perhaps your institution as well, see talent development as our mission and measuring student learning as our challenge, too many other institutions don’t.  

As a result, even before he read Academically Adrift, the President of Earlham College concluded, “we know much too little about whether and what students are actually learning.” 
Think about that: “we know much too little about whether and what students are actually learning.” Think about the implications of that fact. With respect to the central purpose of our enterprise—producing educating individuals – we know little about how we are doing.  

Imagine the reaction if the CEO of a company said to her stockholders “I really can’t tell you much about the quality of the products we produce nor can I give you an accurate report about the profits that we make.”  Or a General explaining that he has no metrics to measure the success of his troops on the battlefield and no interest in keeping track of how different weapon systems perform.  Or a Doctor saying, “Well, this operation is very risky and very difficult but I want you to believe that I can do it because I am ranked by US News & World Report”

as one of the top 5 surgeons in the nation.

We wouldn’t tolerate such nonsense in other fields.  But it not an inaccurate depiction of ours.

Now I know that many faculty members argue that they know how students are doing in their course and give them a grade to signify their assessment. Then the cumulative GPA becomes the institutions assessment metric for each student.  But, of course, grades are grounded in individualistic standards – many of which are never clearly defined and most of which vary widely from one faculty member to another. Different professors – even those teaching the same course – have different expectations. As a result, a grade in a course where “the professor assigns a 20-page paper and 200 pages of reading every week is considered equivalent to one that fills the same requirement with half of those assignments. 
So have things changed since 1957 when Paul Dressel observed that “a grade is an inadequate report of an inaccurate judgment by a biased and variable judge of the extent to which a student has attained an undefined level of mastery of an unknown material? 
Because using grades as our standard metric is so problematic, many schools try to gauge the quality of student learning by using the NSSE and CLA.  They also assess student achievement of learning goals that they have identified and defined.  
Here at Westminster, for example, we have worked long and hard to define the program specific and college wide learning goals we want our students to master.  We have created detailed rubrics which we believe constitute operational definitions of each learning goal.  We developed “curriculum maps” which show the relationship between those goals and the courses we offer.  And we now have an e-portfolio requirement and are moving toward the goal of evaluating the portfolios of every student as a condition of graduation.  

But despite the fact that the public is becoming increasingly vocal in asserting that it expects more from higher education than it is getting, and despite the growing pressures from accreditation groups, most colleges and universities continue to drag their feet on the issue of assessment.
I believe higher education can no longer afford to cling to its old assumptions, adopt a defensive posture and reject any and all forms of assessment as unwarranted intrusions on their academic prerogatives. 
I believe that if we are to rebuild confidence in the substance and meaning of the degrees we award, we need people to do just the kind of work that you have come to this conference to do. We need good people to work with each other, as you are doing, across disciplines and across institutions, to invent better ways to assess what our students are learning. Only then will we have the data we need to improve our teaching and to feel confident that all of our students are well prepared for the challenges they will encounter following graduation. 
I’m delighted you have come together at Westminster College to do this critically important work.
