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MNovember 27, 2003

Dear Colleague:

During the past several years, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA)
has given significant allention to the important issue of accreditation and student learning
outcomes. Our most recent effort is the attached Statement of Mutual Responsibilities for
Student Learning Outcomes: Accreditation, Institutions and Programs. 1 is the product
of approximately 16 months of consultation with CHEA acerediting organizations and
institutional members. The Statement was approved by the CHEA Board of Directors at

its September 2003 meeting.
We hope that you will find the Statement of value, especially as we address this

challenging issue in the current reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. CHEA has
also issued a press release to inform the public about the Statement, And, we will make

the document available on the CHEA Website at www.chea.org.
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Statement of Mutual Responsibilities
for Student Learning Outcomes:
Accreditation, Institutions, and Programs

FIIS STATEMENT 15 OFFERED TO CHARACTERIZE THE WORK OF ACCREDITORS, INSTITUTIONS, AND PROGRAMS

with respect to student learning outcomes, It is intended o provide a common platform upon which ro

develop appropriate policies and review processes that use evidence of student learning to improve practice, to
improve communication with important constituents, and to inform judgments about quality.

As the salience of student learning outcomes in accreditation increases, it is critical for the various parties involved
in the process ta be clear about their respecrive roles and responsibilities. Learning is a complex process and institu-
tions and programs are not solely responsible for it. How much a student learns is frequently as dependent upon how
much he or she invests in the process as on the conditions for learning created by institutions and programs.
Furthermore, institutions and programs will always differ appropriarely with respect to mission and goals and diversi-
ty has been a historic strength of American higher educarion. Excessive prescription in delineating roles and responsi-
hilities should, therefore, be avoided.

The Statement is framed in terms of murual responsibilities for accrediting organizations and the insttutions and
programs they accredit. Learning itself is abour such murual expecrations. Faculty expect learners to come to learning
situations pn:pim:d and commitred to learn. Learners, in turn, cxpect l'_a::ujr}-' to creare effecrive ]r:nrning oppartuniries
that hold them to appropriate standards and thar help them attain these standards. In a similar fashion, adopring a
language of mutual responsibiliny highiighrs the fact thar accrediting organizations and those they review depend
upeon one another in critical ways. The effectiveness of the process thus depends critically on the common expecta-
tons to which institurions and programs will commit themselves responsibly to the ask of review.

1. Acerediting organizations are responsible for establishing clear expectations that institutions and
programs will routinely define, collect, interpret, and use evidence of student learning outcomes. While
specific expecrations about the provision of evidence of student learning outcomes by accredited institutions
and programs will vary from accreditor to accreditor, some expectarions abour the nature of such evidence
should be common to all acerediting organizations. More specifically, accreditors should establish standards and
review processes that visibly and clearly expect accredited institutions and programs to:

* Regularly gather and report concrete evidence abour what students know and can do as a result of their
rfSpECEEVL' courses of smd}'_. fr:amr:u:i in terms of established ]t'arnlng autcomes and supplicd at an a.ppmprial.f:
level of aggregation (e.g., ar the institutional or program level).

Supplcm::nt this evidence with information abour other dimensions of effective instimudonal or program per-
formance with respect 1o student outcomes [::.g.. gmduarion, retencion, rransfer, j{:b plac_-emenr, or admissian
to graduate school) that do not constitute direcr evidence of student learning,

Praminently feature relevant evidence of student learning ourcomes—along with other dimensions of effective
insticutional performance, as appropriate—in demonstrating institutional or program effectiveness.

2. Institutions and programs ave responsible for establishing clear statements of student learning outcomes
and for collecting, interpreting, and using evidence of student achievement, Institutions and programs
have their own responsibilities for developing and using evidence of student learning outcomes. Specifically,
instirutions and programs should:

* Derermine and publicly commit to the particular learning outcomes associated with various courses of study.



* Derermine and communicans: clc:a.rl}' [0 CONSCITUCTE,
- what counts as evidence thar chese ourcomes have been achieved and
- what level of attainment of these outcomes is required to assure the quality of instirurional or program
ﬁﬁ-::rings.

» Develop recognizable processes for regularly collecting and interpreting evidence of student learning
OUICOITICS,

. L.TﬁE [hf." TESI.I].'[S ﬂF fhis Prﬂcf_‘ﬂﬁ T [dcntiﬁr’ St!’tngﬂE ﬂnd. WL'EJ:\_.HCEE\'CS ar gﬂpﬁ bttwrtn thCL‘tfd El.n.d a.l:tﬂ“l
performance and to idenrify and overcome harriers ro learning,

3. Acerediting organizations are responsible for using evidence of student learning outcomes in making
Jjudgments about academic quality and accredited status. While it is important to avoid establishing
inappropriate compararive benchmarks for student learning outcomes applicable 1o all institutions and
programs, accrediting organizations have a clear responsibility to visibly consider student learning outcomes as
they make judgments abour academic quality and accredited status. More specifically, aceredirtors should:

* Establish and apply standards, policies, and review processes that examine how institutions and programs
develop and use evidence of student learning outcomes for internal quality assurance and program
improvement.

- \‘Fﬂrking with an institution or program, cxamine:

- whether expectations of student learning outcomes are set at an appropriate level for the mission, student
population, and resources of the institution or program,

- whether the actual achievement levels of students against these standards are acceprable given the mission,
student population, and resources of an institution or program, and, in the case of the professions, the
F‘I‘Dfﬂsﬁiﬂnﬂl EDmmuni.r:.' 5’.‘:1"-"':(]. E.'I'.Il.'.!

. whether the institution or program makes effective use of evidence of student learning outcomes to assure
and improve quality

* Ensure thar using evidence of student learning outcomes plays a central role in determining rthe accredited
status of an institution or program.

4. Institutions and programs share re@aﬂsfb:’ﬁl‘_}r with accrediting organizations for providing clear and
credible information to constituents about what students learn. Accreditation’s many constituencies require
different kinds of informarion abour student learning outcomes. Seme of this information should be supplied
by insttutions and programs and some by accrediting organizations in a relationship of shared responsibility.
More specifically:

* Institutions and Programs should:
- routinely provide students and prospective students with informarion abour student learning ourcomes
and institutional and program pr.rfmmanct in terms of these outcomes,
- regularly report aggregate informarion about student learning outcomes to external constituents, and
- supplement this information with additional evidence about the soundness of institutional and program
uptrai_h:rm'., overall effectiveness wich respect to mission fulfillment, as well as concrere evidence of how
they benefit students in other ways.

* Acecrediting organizations should:

- establish standards, polices, and review processes that visibly and clearly expect institutions and programs
to discharge the above responsibilities with respect to public communication abour student learning
ourcomes,

. cleatly communicate to accreditation’s constituents the fact that accrediced status signifies that student
achievement levels are appropriate and acceprable, and

. provide information about specific proficiencies or deficiencies in aggregate student academic perform-
ance, 1f these played a role in an acereditation action or decision abour an institurion or program.
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Background

Accreditation and Student Learning

Smdf:nr learning had been the central concern of higher education and accreditation from their beginnings. Decp
commitment to student learning is a constant, even as svstems for developing, supporting, evaluating, and report-
ing on student learning are evolving in the dynamic higher education policy environment.

Today, many institutions, programs, and accrediting organizations are hearing a similar request abour studenr learn-
ing from a number of sources: Provide concrete evidence of student academic achievemenr in higher educarion and
report on this evidence in a manner that is readily understandable to the public at large. While this request is not new,
it has become more pervasive during the past several years. Often described using the term “outcomes,” this call for
information has emerged as an imporranr issue for accreditation review, The public, higher educarion communiry, pol-
icy makers, and students increasingly seek 1o use such information abourt student learning ourcomes as an integral parr
of making judgments abour the quality of accredited institutions and programs. The federal government wants such
informartion as part of its recognition of accrediting organizations as well.

The accreditation community has taken many steps ro address student learning outcomes, especially during the
past ten years. It is now challenged to respond effectively and coherently to the current request and the accompany-
ing sense of urgency by providing addirional informarion abour student learning, At the same time, acereditors have
the impartant responsibilicy to further inform constituents of the longstanding and complex role that student learn-
ing plays in accrediration and higher education. Both are essential if higher education is to remain free, creative, and
diverse and if accreditation is to maintain a central role in our national svstem of quality assurance:

» There is 2 need for accrediting organizations to further augment the information reported abour student learn-
ing resources and processes of institutions and programs with 2) more informarion easily understood by the
puh[ic abour whar students know and can do s 2 COnscquence of their 3rtf_‘n|:|.ing various institutions and pro-
grams; b) more informartion abour how student learning outcomes are used to inform conclusions abour insti-
rurional and plngranmmtic quu_litj'; and &) how institutions and programs cmpln}r such informarion o system-
arically improve. '

* The accrediting community needs to state in many ways and in many fora thar a) its commitment to student
learning is historic and continuing and that this commitment transcends debates abour and changes to opera-
tional and reporting systems occurring over time; b) reporting systems about student learning and student
learning itself, while relared, are not the same thing (and acting as though they are can pose threats to the quali-
ty and depth of student ]earning]: and c) reporting student learning outcomes is one factor among many in
pursuing oprimum conditions for the success of American higher education—learning is more important and
more complex than the systems used to account for it

Assumptions When Addressing Student Learning Outcomes

dditional attention to student learning ourcomes in accredication is a shared responsibility among accrediting
A.UrgmﬁzatinnsT institurions, and programs, The Statement of Mutual Responsibilities for Student Learning Outcomes:
Accreditation, Instirutions, and Programs describes these responsibilities with respect to providing and sharing evidence
of student learning outcomes as well as using such evidence in making judgments about the aceredited status of insti-
tutions and programs,

Thi.'.'i 5&'1!{.’#&'?1! i.'.'i bdﬁf’d on EC"r"L'l'EL.I ilT.I.F'DItE.nE nsmmpﬁnns abnur h.ﬂ‘“-’ [Eu) RP]_'I-I'DHCE'I SFL]C]E]'IT ]I':ﬂ]".l'.li]'.lg QUTCOmes mn
the context of accreditation of higher education. These AssUmMpTions are fundamental ro preserving the mast valuahle
features of acereditation in higher education while enhancing accreditation’s contriburion to accountability. They are
critical for understanding the intent of the Statemens and for informing furure discussions and decisions abour devor-
ing increased attention to student learning outcomes in the acereditation process.
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These assumptions are:

1. Student learning outcomes need to be addressed within the context of this nation’s decentralized,
mission-based system of higher educarion.

[~

. Whar counts as evidence of success with respect to student learning outcomes is properly the province of each
institution or program,

3. Accrediting organizations should expect institutions and programs to address sudent learning ourcomes visibly
and effectively. Acereditors set standards, bue, in general, should not prescribe the narure of the evidence o be
pmvi:lc:d. In institutional accrediation, SeTTing levels of srudent pcrformance are insciturional premgaﬂves. in
specialized accreditarion, threshold levels for student performance are set through published due process proce-
dures that include the participation of accredited institutions and programs.”

4, Any examination of student learning outcomes constitutes only one feature of an accrediration review.
_]udgmcntﬁ Ehﬂut qi.i.ﬂjllt}' e CUJII.FJ.CK EI‘_I.'.I.d. IT1UST bt ]:lELSCd on a range O{ :FH.I:I.'D!'S.. including [hE PLUrpOses,
TESOURCES, Processcs, ﬂ.ﬂ.d "r"EJLI.ES U"—Hﬂ InsTifUrion or program.

Accreditation and Responding to Calls for Student Learning Outcomes

As indicared above, in the eyes of the public, evidence of student learning outcomes is becoming a principal gauge
of higher education's effectiveness. Employers and elected officials have never been clearer in their demand thar
the graduares of U.S. colleges and universities should possess an increasingly specific set of higher-order literacies and
communications skills. Students, parents, and the public are looking not only at the price of a cultcgc credenrial, burt
also ar the guality of general education and career education thar lies behind the credential. In particular, they want
to know whar the learning gained in these programs will mean in the markerplace of employment and in the stu-
dents’ lives as citizens and community members. Inside the academy, conversations are widening about how to
organize institurions of higher education to improve undergraduare teaching and learning. Meanwhile, the growing
presence of technology and distance delivery enhanees the salience of student learning ourcomes because rraditional
markers of academic achievement, like numbers of classes complered and credits earned, are often absent,

Accrediring arganizations have taken leadership in the face of escalaring requests for easily understood information
demonstrating whar college students know and can da. Virtually all now include explicit references to student learn-
ing in their standards for accreditation, often in the form of some kind of “assessment.” They have responded in
quire different ways and have moved ar different paces to implement new approaches. In particular, what is meant by
“assessment’ often varies greatly—embracing such factors as job placement through student satisfaction, to self-report-
ed gains in skills or knowledge on the part of current and former students, While impormant and valuable, these fac-
tors often do not constitute direct evidence of student learning outcomes of the kind currently in demand by accredi-
tation’s constituents and the federal government.

Additional response to these escalating requests will enable the acerediting community to take additional visible
public responsibility for the judgments it makes about academic quality, and for the evidence on the basis of which
such judgments are made. [n an era of considerable skepricism abour the value of many public and private enterpris-
es, adopring this stance reatfirms accreditation’s claim on the public trust. An assurance of academic quality and
integrity is, after all, whar the public counts on foremost from acereditors to protect them from the bogus claims of
irresponsible providers and diploma mills. Responding publicly to this challenge also provides the accrediting com-
munity with a visible sense of direction in its communications with constituents—making explicic marrers thar accred-
itors, as well as instwdons and programs, often ke for granted. Finally, responding to these requests provides
accrediting organizations with a common set of reference points as they evolve new standards and review approaches—
as well as a common language wicth which ro communicare with one anorher.

*The expectations of accrediting organizations may vary here. Some institutional accreditors do not leave the derermination of level of perform-
ance entirgly to an institution, bur may require, for sxample, thar oocomes be ar s minimum collegiare level, Some specialived aecrediton go
further than others in peescribing types of evidence of student learning,
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The specific means that accreditors will choose to act in accordance with the Statement will legitimazely differ
However, as much as is feasible, speaking with a common voice cannort help bue reinfarce the position of peer-based
quality assurance in uncertain times.

Some Answers to Key Questions About Student Learning Outcomes

What is a “Student Learning Outcome?” Student learning outcomes are properly defined in terms of the knowledge,
skills, and abilities that a student has attained at the end (or as a result) of bic or her engagement in a particular set of
higher education experiences. Not all of the outcomes of college are confined to learning, Additional behavioral out-
comes or experiences that may result from attending an instmudon or program include employment and increased
career mobility, enhanced incomes and lifestyles, the oppartunity to enrall for additional education, or simply a more
fulfilled and reflective life. Hopefully, these are related to learning, Indeed, evidence that students have obrained such
benefits is often used by institurions and programs as a proxy for instructional effectiveness. But such subsequent
experiences, however successful, should not be confused with actual mastery of what has been mught. Similarly, stu-
dent and graduate satisfaction is important, cspecially as it is related to persisience and the continuing oppartunity o
learn. Bur it should not be confused with student learning itself.

Whar Counts as E'm'dencejbr Student Learning Outcomes? “Eridence” rg‘}rs ta the kinds qf:'rg%r'm;m'm: abont
student learning outcomes that are most appropriare to avcreditation settings, In contrast to terms like “measurement” or
“indicarar,” the rerm “evidence” can simultaneously embrace the results of quantitative and qualitarive approaches to
gathering informarion, both of which may be useful in judging learning. At the same time, the term suggests both
the context of “making and supporting 4 case” and the need to use multiple sources of information in a mutually
:I'Einfﬂr{ing fashion. Evidence should be relevant 1o whar is being claimed, potentially verifiable through replication or
third-party inspection, and representative or typical of instirutional or program performance. These are properties of
good evidence in any setting.

Evidence of student learning outcames can rake many forms bur should involve direcr examination of student per-
formance—either for individual students ar for representative samples of students. Examples of the types of evidence
that might be used appropriately in accreditation settings include (bur are not limited to):

» Faculty-designed comprehensive or capstone examinations and assignments.

* Performance on licensing or other external examinations.

* Professionally judged performances or demonstrations of abilities in context.

* Pordolios of student work compiled over time.

- S-ill'np}ﬂﬂ Df I'Epfﬁﬁﬁ'ﬂt"dtivt SL'leE]'.IF. WDJ.']:{ gCanﬂEEd in PESPOOSE 10 T}'T!iEE‘J COULST :Isﬁignmr_‘nﬁ'.

Information generated by methods like student sarisfaction surveys, focus groups, or interviews are certainly useful in
the accreditation process but do not in themselves constitute direct evidence of student learning ourcomes.

In addition to delineating the forms of evidence thar are appropriate, accreditors, institutions, and programs
should also consider whar good evidence of student learning outcomes oughr ro look like. Examples of such proper-
ties include (bur again, are not limited 1o0):

»  Comprehensiveness, or the degree to which evidence is generated about the full range of student learning out-
comes established by the institution or program.

L JHHJH;IJEJH{{QTHEHI. or the degree to which several sources of evidence are used in 2 mutually reinforcing way to
examine student learning outcomes.

*  Multiple dimensions, or the degree ro which different facets of student performance with respect o established
learning outcomes are inv-sstlgared so that patterns of strength and weakness can be identified (and addressed).

* Directness, or the extent to which the evidence relies upon direct scrutiny of student performance or attainment
instead of indirect evidence of student achievement like sraduation rates, sclf-reported gains, student sansfac-
tion, or job placement.
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In applying these guidelines, it is imperative for accrediting organizations—as well as the institutions and programs
they accredit—to avoid narrow definitions of student learning or excessively standardized measures of student achieve-
ment. Collegiate learning is complex, and the evidence used o investigate it must be similarly authentic and conrex-
tual. Bur to pass the test of public credibility—and thus remain faithful ro accrediration’s historic task of qualiry assur-
ance—the evidence of student learning ourcomes used in the accreditation process must be rigorous, reliable, and
understandable,

What is the Relationship Between Institution or Program Effectiveness and Student Learning Outcomes?
“Effectiveness” is a broad concepr that refers to the overall attainment of the mission and goals of @ particular institution or
program. As such, it may embrace various kinds of behaviotal outcomes for students that go beyond srudent learning
such as employment, economic mobility, and contributions to civic and personal life. It may also include good effects
thar go beyond students, such as research and creative activity or service to various intellecrual and geographic com-
munities. Finally, "effectiveness” includes important organizational capacities of an institution or program that can
enable it to continue to fulfill its purposes, such as an adequate resource base and organizational strucrure, as well as
mechanisms ro evaluate its own perfarmance o respond to changing conditions and improve overall performance.

Student lcam'mg OUTcomes are an important dimension of instrurtional or program effecriveness. For example, the
graduates of professional or technical programs will need to have mastered a range of cognitive and applied abilities
D pc:anrm effectively on the _icb. Graduates of cu1|rgts and universities, meanwhile, will need o have internalized
specific areas of knowledge and values—and the disposition o apply these appropriately—ta fulfill such insdtuton’s
broader claims about educating graduares for citizenship or lifelong learning. Appropriate and adequate levels of stu-
dent learning outcomes are thus necessary conditions for insticutional or programmaric effectiveness. But they are
not enough to make the broader case for effectiveness. Conversely, the case for institution or program effecriveness is
incomplete withour direct evidence of student learning outcomes.

What is “Assessment™ in Relation to Student Learning Outcomes? Assesment” refers to the FHANY HEANS that
institutions and prograny wse 1o collect and interpret evidence of their educational effectiveness. The aims of assessment are
typically broader than simply gathering direct evidence of student learning outcomes, but any asessmens program ought to
include this featire, Some assessment approaches, such as those described carlier, are intended 1o gather direcrt evi-
dence of student learning ourcomes, Orthers, like student or alumni surveys, focus groups, or interviews, gather maore
indirect evidence of both learning and student reactions to the collegiate experience: Finally, some assessment rech-
niques are intended to gather information abour favorable conditions for learning—for example. the level of student
engagement, curricular challenge, or supporr for learning that a given campus or program provides. "Assessment” also
embraces the processes used by institudons and programs o apply whar they learn abour learning to make improve-
ments in teaching and learning,

What is a “Standard” of Student Learning? “Standard" refers to a ipecific expectation or level of performance that
an institution or program establishes for student learning. Standards are the point of comparison apainst whick to judge the
actual evidence of student learning once it i collected. For individual students, standards imply the levels of perform-
ance that students must have artained in order to successfully complete their programs. At the level of instirunions
and programs, standards imply the overall levels of artainment embodied in learning goals or similar statements of
intended learning outcomes. Standards, in short, are the way institutions and programs make sense of evidence of
student learning ourcomes in terms of the goals for learning thar they have established. Tr is incumbent upon insticu-
tions and programs ro communicate not only what they want students to learn, but also ar what level student per-
{Drmancc MUsT [')C In ﬂ]'l:[ﬁl' T hl: j"l.]l:ip‘_ﬂd ELIECE‘SSﬁLL
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