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Abstract:  

As part of an institutions’ successful and continued accreditation by the Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools (SACS), institutions must show a commitment to student learning and 

achievement.  One way institutions demonstrate student learning is by measurement of student 

learning outcomes (SLOs).  SLOs may be measured at the course, program and/or institutional level, to 

provide evidence of SACS compliance.  SLOs are categorized as a core requirement.  A core requirement 

is the minimum set of accomplishments SACS dictates that institutions must comply with for 

accreditation.  A comprehensive standard is a requirement that fits into the following categories: 

institutional mission, governance, and effectiveness.  The focus of this study was to identify the best 

way(s) to measure and track SLOs as they are applied to two comprehensive standards (CS, specifically 

CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1).  Briefly, CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1 demonstrate that the institution use SLO 

measurements to make data driven changes (CS 3.3.1) and prove that students have met certain 

competencies within general education courses (CS 3.5.1).  SACs mandates documentation, but how an 

institution provides evidence of compliance to CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1 was left up to the institution.  

Institutions struggle, not only in the variety of methods they use to collect data, but to ensure they 

collect usable data.  As a 2013 Maxine Smith Fellow and Associate Professor in Life Sciences, (Anatomy 

and Physiology), a self-review was performed of one of my institution’s SLO data collection systems 

(ARGOS®), used by full time faculty to record and track SLO measurements.  My institution’s process was 

compared to select institutions; two within the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) system and one 

within the University System of Georgia.  A review of best practices for SLO measurement for 

accreditation was completed.  The results revealed that simple changes at the course level would 

increase accuracy of SLO measurements, not only at the course level, but also at the program and 

institutional levels.  Moreover, improved SLO measurements may enhance the understanding of this 

institution’s effectiveness especially in student learning and achievement.  Finally, a pilot study was 

performed to provide insight into the practical applicability of this approach to comply with CS 3.3.1 and 

CS 3.5.1. 
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By 
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Introduction 

Compliance with comprehensive standard 3.3.1 (CS 3.3.1) and comprehensive standard 3.5.1 (CS 3.5.1) 

The road to successful accreditation by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) 

requires compliance with many components.  SACS evaluates institutions and recommends 

accreditation (or not) based on compliance in the following areas taken verbatim from the SACS 

document “Principles of Accreditation: Foundations for Quality Enhancement”, 

http://www.sacscoc.org/principles.asp) 

1) “Compliance with the Principles of Accreditation, defined as integrity and commitment to 

quality enhancement” 

2) “Compliance with the Core Requirements” 

3) “Compliance with the Comprehensive standards” 

4) “Compliance with additional Federal Regulations” 

This study focuses on a subset of the compliance areas listed above, namely institutional 

effectiveness emphasizing commitment to quality enhancement.  Specifically, this study examines the 

institution’s commitment to student learning and achievement through the measurement of general 

education program student learning outcomes (SLOs).  SLOs are categorized as a core requirement.  A 

core requirement is the minimum set of accomplishments SACS dictates that institutions must comply 

with for accreditation.  A comprehensive standard is a requirement that fits into the following 

categories: institutional mission, governance, and effectiveness.  The successful measurement of SLOs is 

closely tied to SACS-mandated compliance with Institutional Effectiveness comprehensive standard 

3.3.1 (CS 3.3.1) and Educational Programs comprehensive standard 3.5.1 (CS 3.5.1) as described in Table 

1.  Briefly, CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1 dictate that the institution use SLO measurements to make data driven 

changes (CS 3.3.1) and prove that students have met certain competencies in general education courses 

(CS 3.5.1).  Successfully navigating this aspect of accreditation has been problematic for many 

institutions (Manning 2011) due to a lack of formal guidance by accrediting commissions, and/or lack of 

formal training of faculty (Friedlander & Serban, 2004; Langbein 2010).   
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Table 1.  Selected Comprehensive Standards from the Commission on Colleges of the Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools 
 

 
Institutional Effectiveness CS 3.3.1 

 
(From Principles of Accreditation: 
Foundations for Quality Enhancement, 2004 
by the Commission on Colleges of the 
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, 
http://www.sacscoc.org/principles.asp)  

 

 
“The institution identifies expected outcomes 
for its educational programs and its 
administrative and education support services; 
assesses whether it achieves these outcomes; 
and provides evidence of improvement based 
on analysis of those results.” 
 

Educational Programs CS 3.5.11  

(From Principles of Accreditation: 
Foundations for Quality Enhancement, 2004 
by the Commission on Colleges of the 
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, 
http://www.sacscoc.org/principles.asp)  

 

“The institution identifies college-level 
competencies within the general education 
core and provides evidence that graduates have 
attained those competencies.”  

 

Consequences of Institutional noncompliance – A Cautionary Tale  

Revoking an institution’s accreditation can be devastating for the students, the faculty and staff, 

as well as the community.  For example, The City College of San Francisco (CCSF) was dealt a severe blow 

on July 3, 2013.  CCSF serves 85,000 to 90,000 students making them the largest community college in 

California.  On that day, the Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC) decided 

to terminate CCSF’s accreditation status effective July 31, 2014 (http://ccsfforward.com/accrediting-

commission-decision-letter/).  CCSF was warned as early as 2006 that numerous major compliance 

problems needed immediate attention.  During the academic year 2011-2012, ACCJC issued to CCSF a 

series of recommendations, of which fourteen were major recommendations termed “show cause”.  

“Show cause” recommendations are severe deficiencies that institutions must correct immediately to 

“show why they should remain accredited”.  Sanctions against institutions that are unable to timely 

address “show cause” recommendations include accreditation termination.  CCSF had eight months 

(March 2013 deadline) to alter current procedures and practices to move the fourteen “show cause” 

recommendations into compliance.  ACCJC felt CCSF’s response to the noncompliance issues was 

inadequate.  According to the ACCJC termination letter, CCSF only addressed two of the fourteen “show 
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cause” recommendations and had approximately 16 additional comprehensive standards that were non-

compliant.  Additionally, the ACCJC had previous cautioned CCSF that the number of administrators they 

employed was inadequate to address the compliance issues given the size of their institution.  CCSF 

employed approximately forty administrators to serve CCSF’s nine campuses, hundreds of additional 

satellite instructional sites and 2700 faculty, professional and support staff.  CCSF’s administration had 

to be overwhelmed just managing day to day activities – let alone having the time to address all 

fourteen “show cause” recommendations and other issues of compliance.   

According to both CCSF and the ACCJC, a termination letter does not mean that the CCSF is 

without options.  CCSF is in the process of appealing this decision.  Although termination of 

accreditation is not until 2014, the impact has been felt immediately.  CCSF has reported a decrease in 

student enrollment down 16% from the 2011-2012 academic year 

(http://www.sfexaminer.com/sanfrancisco/even-if-ccsf-survives-dropping-enrollments-could-transform-

it/Content?oid=2527122).  Students (and their parents) appear to be actively selecting comparable 2-

year colleges that will still be accredited when they reach graduation.  Long term impacts for CCSF 

include, but are not limited to, loss of transfer ability of earned credits to 4-year institutions and/or 

termination of articulation agreements, loss of federal or state funds, inability to qualify as an 

acceptable educational institution for certain types of student financial aid, and job termination for 

approximately 2,700 faculty, professional and support staff (Basken, July 7th 2013 Chronicle of Higher 

Education; http://www.sfgate.com/education/article/City-College-of-San-Francisco-on-brink-of-closure-

3682955.php). 

Best case scenario for CCSF would be a merger with another institution.  Smaller colleges faced 

with loss of accreditation have avoided closure by merging with another institution.  Redundant faculty, 

professional and support staff positions were eliminated for cost savings.  Unfortunately, a merger in 

this case is unlikely due to the size of the institution, compliance challenges, and projected revenue 

shortfall.  CCSF faces an uphill battle to reverse the accrediting commission’s decision especially since 

noncompliance issues started in 2006.  This institution’s example is a cautionary tale, illustrating the 

importance of the successful navigation of the reaffirmation process for reaccreditation.   

My institution approached the site visit, as it has historically, by providing SACS with a 

preponderance of compliance evidence.  Many institutional hours and training were spent to compile a 

body of evidence to support SACS dictated compliance.  Faculty members played a critical role in the 

reaffirmation process because full time faculty assessed the SLOs at the course and program levels.  This 

data is then used to assess the institution’s student learning outcomes or ISLOs.  Faculty training was 
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provided on writing measurable and effective SLOs.  Additional training was provided in the use of the 

data collection systems (ARGOS®) for tracking of these SLOs to comply with CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1.  This 

SLO data was part of the institution’s evidence of institutional effectiveness.   

Institutional Challenges of SLO measurement as applied to Institutional Effectiveness 

Institutions typically receive recommendations in the area of institutional effectiveness as it 

pertains to effective assessment of student learning outcomes.  This is not restricted to SACS, but is a 

common issue across all six accrediting commissions (Manning 2011).  Issues arise, because each 

institution interprets the guidelines and how best to follow them on their own.  An institution has to 

provide evidence of SLO measurement for compliance with CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1.  However, institutional 

assessment plans, data collection and interpretation are up to each individual institution. 

For the general education program, The Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) provides the 

institutions with specific learning outcomes.  Courses that are considered general education include: 

communication, history, humanities and/or fine arts, mathematics, natural sciences and social and 

behavioral sciences.  All general education courses are grouped into the general education program and 

have TBR dictated program student learning outcomes or PSLOs.  The PSLOs list a goal and the specific 

learning outcomes that students should be able to demonstrate at the end of the program.  The 

supporting evidence for PSLOs is provided at the course level with course student learning outcomes or 

CSLOs.  For the general education program, the TBR mandated PSLOs are the institutional CSLOs. 

Faculty Challenges of SLO measurement as applied to Institutional Effectiveness 

Course level SLO measurement requires faculty understanding and commitment to the 

implementation of the assessment plan.  This is a critical component, because course level assessments 

provide the data input used at both the program and institutional level.  Institution’s struggle with the 

implementation of their assessment plans, in part because the plan has to trickle down to the faculty 

instructors at the course level.  The translation of the plan isn’t always seamless by the time it reaches 

the faculty level.  Most faculty have little formal training in SLO writing, documentation or tracking.  If 

the CSLO data input is not consistent among instructors at the course level, or between disciplines, bias 

occurs.  Moreover, this bias carries over into the evidence used to demonstrate compliance with CS 

3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1.  Faulty data is driving the changes (or not) at the course, program and/or institutional 

level.   

Faculty who instruct in general education face challenges that include: 
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1) Deciding whether to draft CSLOs to match the PSLOs or writing an assessment designed to 

target the specific PSLO 

2) Determining the appropriate number of questions to properly assess the specific PSLO 

3) Deciding what constitutes an acceptable interval to gather baseline data before changes (if 

any) should be implemented at the course/program level 

4) Determining via faculty consensus what constitutes strong, acceptable and unacceptable 

scoring  

5) Determining the time interval for reevaluating specific PSLO question language 

Best Practices for Institutional Effectiveness and SLOs: Review and Comparative Analysis  

A review of the literature was performed to specifically identify articles that included best 

practices for implementation of the assessment of student learning outcomes for accrediting 

compliance and/or institutional effectiveness.  Few papers have been written on best practices for 

implementing measurement of SLOs for compliance (Astin et al., 1992; Beno 2004, Gardiner et al., 

2010).  Many papers are available for writing SLOs, but this review excludes best practices for writing 

SLOs – that is beyond the scope of this study.  Moreover, papers have been written on topics that 

describe issues with implementation of assessment of SLOs for compliance.  For example, articles are 

available on the challenges of engaging faculty in the assessment process (Andrade 2011), institutional 

effectives at community colleges (Liu 2011; Ewell 2011,; Manning 2011) or SLOs for general education 

outcomes (Aloi et al., 2003, Liu 2011).  The scope of this study is to identify the best way(s) to measure 

and track CSLOs in courses that are part of the general education program to demonstrate compliance 

with CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1.   

The article cited often in the literature search on SLO papers regarding best practices was Nine 

Principles of Good Practice for Assessing Student Learning by Astin et al., 1992.  It is not an 

implementation plan or how-to-article, but rather best practice statements regarding SLO assessment 

planning.  This article was used as part of the foundation for a set of best practices tailored to the 

particular challenges my institution faces in the general education program SLO measurement.  Only the 

applicable best practices listed by Astin et. al., were included in Table 2.  In addition, if applicable 

practices were mentioned in other articles, then these were also included. 

The second component of the best practices list was formulated by a comparative analysis of my 

institution’s SLO assessment methodology to SLO assessment methodologies of three other institutions.  

For the other institutions, two were within the TBR system and the other from the University System of 
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Georgia.  These institutions provided valuable insight into the general education SLO assessment.  

Discussions also focused on general SLO assessment challenges.  These institutions graciously provided 

proprietary documents for better understanding of how their institutions implemented their plans.  

Surprisingly, these institutions have very similar implementation plans but differ in the actual tracking 

methodologies.  One used a system similar to my institution’s ARGOS® and the others appear to be 

tracked using Microsoft® Word and Excel.  Regardless of the system used to track, the process of 

tracking complements Astin’s et al best practices.   

Table 2 represents the best practice list complied through the methodology described in the 

paragraph above that are applicable to my institution.  These practices focus on challenges my 

institution faces in reducing bias in the general education program CSLO assessments.  These best 

practices are not a how-to, but rather recommendations that my institution could consider that would 

have the potential to improve the quality of data collected starting at the course level and impacting the 

program and institutional level compliance reports. 

 

 
Table 2.  Best Practices for SLO measurements in General Education 

 

#of Best 
Practice 

Summary of Best Practices Source 

#1 
A collaborative consensus of the assessment procedures 
must be agreed upon across the institution– you have to 
engage faculty in the process, but you can’t please everyone. 

Astin et al 1992; Langbein 
2010; Andrade 2010 

#2 
The assessment procedures for faculty implementation have 
to be all inclusive with participation of both full time faculty 
& part time faculty  

Manning 2011; Friedlander 
& Serban, 2004 

#3 
If a faculty member is assessing a course or program, then 
the assessment of all students within that course or program 
of that faculty member needs to be reported. 

Manning 2011; Friedlander 
& Serban, 2004 

#4 
Institutions (and faculty) have to understand that cumulative 
evidence is necessary for SACS compliance.  There is no one 
perfect assessment that can be performed. 

Andrade 2010; Astin et al 
1992 

#5 
Institution has to assess pre and post, data is not 
transferrable between semesters. 

University System of Georgia 
& TBR institutions 

 

Results General Education SLO Assessment Current Method versus Modified Method 

Current Methodology 

 At my institution, the current method for general education SLO assessment for anatomy and 

physiology BIOL 2010 or BIOL 2020 is as follows. 
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1) Prior to the semester start, all tenure track full time BIOL 2010 or 2020 faculty input the 

courses they will assess, the assessment name, the PSLO and ISLO the CSLO assessment 

corresponds to, and the assessment type (test, product or performance). 

2) In the anatomy and physiology discipline, four assessments are performed per semester 

each targeting the general education natural science TBR mandated PSLOs.  Two 

assessments are designed for the laboratories; the other two designed for the lecture 

courses.  The type of assessment is test in all instances and each uses six questions. 

3) My course selection for assessment is based on which single lecture course and which single 

laboratory course has the highest enrollment.  The selected lecture course is assessed with 

the two lecture PSLOs and the selected laboratory course is assessed with the two 

laboratory PSLOs.  If enrollment numbers are identical in lecture and/or laboratory, the first 

section taught of either lecture or laboratory is selected.  That is always the selection 

methodology. 

4) Typically for BIOL 2010 and BIOL 2020, we assess the CSLOs (the actual PSLOs) using six 

questions per PSLO.  The 6 questions selected for use occurred during discipline specific 

meetings and general consensus.  Each tenure track full time BIOL 2010 or 2020 instructor 

uses these questions (or comparable questions) on the applicable assessment.   

5)  At the end of the semester, all students in the lecture or laboratory course designated for 

assessment are scored and an updated assessment performed in the ARGOS® system.  

Students are scored based on the number of questions answered correctly and performance 

is classified as strong, acceptable or unacceptable. 

6) The rationale for assigning strong, acceptable or unacceptable was based on a “D” letter 

grade being a passing grade at my institution.  My student CSLO/PSLO performance scoring 

of the 6 exam questions is, strong (5 out of 6 or 6 out of 6), acceptable (4 out of 6) and 

unacceptable (3 out of 6 or less).  Other BIOL 2010 or BIOL 2020 faculty in my discipline may 

use different scoring standards.  This has yet to be determined. 

7) By the end of the term, the initial documentation is updated to reflect the scoring 

mentioned above regarding the CSLO/PSLOs.  There is room on the form to address any 

changes (if any) to the course, along with whether or not it is a faculty goal.  Course changes 

may be used by faculty as a faculty goal in their evaluation process.  
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8) It should be noted that the students are assessed once as opposed to pre/post testing.  

Moreover, that assessment occurs only after the CSLO/PSLO material for the assessment has 

been covered.   

9) Additionally, all students regardless of whether they were present during the assessment or 

not are included in the ARGOS tracking system. 

Piloted Modified Methodology 

During the Summer 2013 semester, a pilot was performed using the BIOL 2020 lectures, BIOL 

2020 Section 03 and BIOL 2020 Section 04.  The modified method for general education SLO assessment 

for anatomy and physiology BIOL 2010 or BIOL 2020 is as follows. 

First modification: Normally, at the start of the semester, the lecture class with the largest 

enrollment would be selected for the ARGOS® assessment in order to have the most data points.  For 

the Summer 2013 semester, that was section 04 with 29 students on the roster, 28 took the actual 

assessment.  Section 03 had 22 students.  All 50 students present for the assessment were included, 

instead of 29 students, increasing the quality and accuracy of the data inputted. 

Second modification: Only students present for the assessment in question are tracked.  For the 

Summer 2013 semester, 50 students were actually present for the assessment with 51 enrolled.  Using 

the lecture class with the largest enrollment from the Fall 2013, 44 students were enrolled, but only 38 

were present for the assessment.  However, using all students present on the day of the assessment, the 

total number of students was 73 compared to 38.  Using all students increases the accuracy of the 

reported data. 

The actual BIOL 2020 questions used in the Spring and Fall terms for were used in the pilot.  The 

same scoring rubric was adopted.  Questions that students answered correctly, placed the students into 

three categories, strong (5/6 and 6/6), acceptable (4/6) and unacceptable (3/6 or less).  Based on a “D” 

letter grade being a passing grade at my institution, my scoring is as follows: 83-100% = strong, 67% = 

acceptable and below 50% unacceptable.  It is apparent that this is a topic of discussion because if the 

grading rubrics are not consistent with faculty in the same discipline, bias is built into the ARGOS® 

results.  Faculty would report inflated results or deflated results. 

Comparison Results of Current versus Modified Methods 

In Table 3, the comparison of the percent of students in the strong/acceptable range is ~68% 

compared to 70% when all students who took the exam are included.  In this instance, significant 

differences were not observed when the percent of students in the strong/acceptable categories were 

combined.  But, if the percent of students in the strong range was isolated, the current method was 
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~30%, but the modified method which includes all students, was 40%.  For compliance with CS 3.3.1, an 

institution has to demonstrate that they use SLO measurements to make data driven changes.  If the 

goal was to achieve 40% in the strong category, the goal would not have been met based on data from 

this particular course and unnecessary changes made.  Moreover, if the percent of students in the 

acceptable range were isolated, the differences between what are reported for one course and all 

students was ~20%.  Although unintentional, the small sample size could introduce bias and perhaps 

lead to erroneous conclusions.  If those conclusions are then used to make changes at the course, 

program or institutional level the bias is amplified – either under or over estimating the attainment of 

the SLOs. 

In Table 4, data was collected to examine the percent of students that answered each question 

correctly.  This was done to see if there were significant question variations.  Currently, individual 

question analysis has not been performed, but a spread sheet could be set up so that this becomes 

standard.  The percent of students who answered each question correctly was compared using the 

current method of one course and the modified method of all students who took the assessment.  It is 

obvious that the classes had significant measurement differences, compare current and modified 

method results for questions 2, 4 and 6 in Table 4.  The significance of this is unclear.  One explanation is 

that the methods used to teach that specific learning objective worked in one class and not the other.  

An alternate explanation is that if a larger student population was examined, no difference would be 

detected.  If another instructor’s results were opposite of those shown in Table 4, teaching 

methodologies could be exchanged between instructors.  Under those circumstances, changes would be 

made at the course level driven by the data – showing compliance with CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1.   

Tables 5 and 6 were generated from two BIOL 2020 daytime lecture classes during the Fall 2013 

semester.  These classes were fairly consistent with each other when scored by strong/acceptable and 

unacceptable.  Noticeable differences were seen when a question analysis was performed.  In terms of 

first exam overall averages, these two classes were comparable but a night BIOL 2020 class had the 

highest exam average.  It would be intriguing to see the results of that class once they have had this 

assessment. 

Institutional Challenges 

My institution faces challenges in closing the assessment gap to show compliance with CS 3.3.1 

and CS 3.5.1.  Unfortunately, this is a common issue among institutions.  In an effort to gain a better 

understanding of my role in assessing CSLOs, hours were spent trying to understand our current 
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methodology and its limits.  Additionally, many hours were spent in attempting to increase the accuracy 

of the data collected.  Having instructed many semesters at my institution, there is wide variation in 

demonstration of these measured CSLO/PSLOs within the same semester among the different sections 

taught.  Using a single course for assessment may not be an accurate overall reflection of the student’s 

efforts.  This potential for bias impacts changes at the course level because they may be unnecessary. 

As a general education faculty member, my assessments were required as part of the general 

education program.  Understanding exactly how to perform the SLO assessment was problematic.  

Initially, the BIOL 2010 and 2020 anatomy and physiology full time faculty assessed the PSLOs, but not in 

identical ways.  There was no consistency.  Some full time BIOL 2010 and 2020 used more questions per 

PSLO assessment, some less.  Later on, the full time 2010 and 2020 faculty realized more meaningful 

data would be collected if a consensus was reached and all performed the identical or comparable 

assessments.  However, it is unclear whether we scored the results the same way.  If not scored the 

same way, some full time 2010 and 2020 faculty underreported the attainment of the SLOs, while others 

inflated the attainment of the SLOs.   

Recommendations 

#1 A collaborative consensus of the assessment procedures must be agreed upon across the 

institution– you have to engage faculty in the process, but you can’t please everyone. 

A unified consensus has to be developed or at least standardized.  Each general education 

course should have a minimum number of questions.  How many is enough, is debatable but consistency 

matters.  Not enough questions and the data are not statistically significant and if too many, the overall 

exam results could be biased and not represent mastery of that module of information.  These changes 

would allow comparisons among general education courses to see how well the institution shows 

compliance at the program level.   

It will be impossible to please everyone and that includes faculty, staff and administrators 

involved in SLO measurements.  At minimum, faculty in the same discipline should assess their students 

in a comparable way during that semester or academic year.  This is currently not being done in all areas 

of general education.  Moreover, all students that the faculty member instructs need to be included and 

reported in the assessment effort.  In my case, selection was based on the highest class enrollment, but 

that doesn’t guarantee the most accurate student sample population.   

Perhaps the ARGOS® tracking system could be modified so that input was not course section 

specific but rather course specific.  For example, instead of each BIOL 2020 faculty member submitting 

data on a specific section and specific CLSO/PSLO, they would submit their combined data for all 
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sections they taught into ARGOS®.  To accomplish the combining of data, a simple spread sheet or 

document could be sent out to the applicable faculty and combined at the discipline level prior to input 

into the ARGOS® tracking system.  

 

#2 The assessment procedures for faculty implementation have to be all inclusive with participation of 

both full time faculty & part time faculty 

An institution as large as my institution (over 10,000 students) has to use a combination of full 

time and part time faculty to instruct all of the various sections of a single course.  Participation in SLO 

assessment measurement has to include all instructors, including adjunct faculty.  For SACS compliance, 

our assessments are based solely on full time faculty input.  It is intriguing to speculate whether the 

results would be the same if both full time and adjunct faculty input SLO data.  Furthermore, including 

adjuncts better reflects the students’ actual learning environment.  Our current system does not include 

adjunct input so a comparison between full time faculty and adjuncts has yet to be performed.  The goal 

was to increase the data accuracy to show compliance.  Excluding adjunct results biases the data used in 

the institution’s compliance reports.   

To meet the institution’s mission goals, the institution has to include the adjunct student 

population in the assessment of SLOs.  This will be a challenge because some adjunct faculty will be 

resistant to using the common assessments.  Moreover, they fear that they won’t be retained if their 

students don’t do well on them – which could create an issue of teaching to the exam questions.  

Adjuncts that have been at the institution for years may refuse to change their current practices.  One 

solution is to change the climate starting with all new hires and make this standard for those hires.  

Because this new method will be their reality, this might create an easier climate for the necessary 

change.  Moreover if rehire potential is contingent on this reporting, that might be suitable motivation. 

 

#3  If a faculty member is assessing a course or program, then the assessment of all students within 

that course or program of that faculty member needs to be reported. 

 BIOL 2010 and 2020 anatomy and physiology faculty quickly realized that assessments needed 

to be uniform among all those teaching the same course.  Unfortunately, not all general education 

courses have reached the same conclusion.  In one general education discipline, the full time faculty 

teaching the same course within a semester use different CSLO/PSLO assessments.   

As a first step, the recommendation is that all instructors of a particular subject assess the 

students with the identical CLSOs/PSLOs.  Perhaps they meet and reach a consensus on the questions 
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used, the number of questions used, and grading rubric prior to the semester start.  That would greatly 

increase the student data pool, reduce bias and allow comparative analysis.  Standardizing the general 

education program data could reveal differences among instructors in how well their students 

demonstrate the CSLO/PSLOs.  Moreover, if one instructor’s students always do well over another 

instructor on a particular CSLO/PSLO, this instructor could share how they present the material.  This 

effectively demonstrates that the institution used SLO measurements to make data driven changes (CS 

3.3.1). 

 

#4 Institutions (and faculty) have to understand that cumulative evidence is necessary for SACS 

compliance.  There is no one perfect assessment that can be performed. 

As a faculty member, I was under the erroneous conclusion that all that was required was a 

single method of assessment to satisfy SACs.  In reality, the reaffirmation process is not as simplistic as I 

naively assumed.  My understanding was that we were testing another system which was rumored to 

replace ARGOS® because in the trickle down approach, it wasn’t clear that more than one approach was 

necessary.  I recommend that the administration reiterate this as much as possible to ensure this works 

its way down to the dean and department heads and ultimately faculty. 

#5 Institution has to assess pre and post, data is not transferrable between semesters. 

To truly demonstrate that a student has mastered an objective, they need to be assessed twice 

per PSLO.  First, to see their level of knowledge prior to the course and then assessed at the end to see 

demonstrated improvement.  Currently, students in BIOL 2010 and 2020 anatomy and physiology are 

assessed once and only after the materials were presented.  The number of questions answered 

correctly is used to determine whether they are in the strong/acceptable/unacceptable range.  One 

explanation for the data is they showed improvement if say 67% of the students answered the question 

correctly.  Equally plausible is that 67% of the students had this baseline knowledge – and no 

improvement occurred.  With our current methodologies, some students could have improved, but this 

isn’t demonstrated by the methods used to collect compliance data.   

My recommendations are that within a semester, students are assessed at least twice in a pre 

and post.  If a student withdraws before the end of the semester, they are excluded from the reported 

data because the institution would be unable to assess improvement or attainment of the SLOs by that 

student.  Ideally, comparable questions but not identical questions would be included on the 
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comprehensive final exam.  This would allow the instructor to assess whether a particular student 

showed improvement.   

These recommendations are a starting point for discussions on how to improve accuracy at the 

institutional level of SLO assessments.  At the least, this is useful to improve accuracy in the general 

education program.  Piloting the modified method demonstrated that this was feasible and was actually 

easier than separating out each section.  My next step is to solicit input from BIOL 2010 and 2020 faculty 

with the goal of reaching a consensus set of non-identical comparable questions.  These questions 

would then be used to pilot a pre and post exam feasibility.  The current method of one assessment 

would be compared to this modified assessment to determine the impact of the modified approach.  

These results may provide useful insights and enhance our compliance with CS 3.3.1 and CS 3.5.1.   
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COMPARISON OF CURRENT METHOD TO MODIFIED METHOD USING A SAMPLE TEMPLATE FORM FOR DATA INPUT  

Instructor name__Dr. Evelyn Mobley________________Course BIOL 2020 Lecture______________ Semester/Academic Year Summer 2013 

 

Table 3. Comparison of current method used for ARGOS® input compared with Modified ARGOS® input 

 

ISLO #5 PSLO #4 = CSLO #4 

Current ARGOS® Method 28 students assessed 

(Number correct/number of students taking assessment) 

Modified ARGOS® Method 50 students assessed 

(Number correct/number of students taking assessment) 

Strong Acceptable Unacceptable Strong Acceptable Unacceptable 

Competence 
in a 

Specialty 
 

Identify unifying 

principles and 

repeatable patterns in 

nature, the values of 

natural diversity , and 

apply them to 

problems or issues of a 

scientific nature 

 

28.6% 

(8/28)  

 

 

39.3% 

(11/28)  

 

32.1% 

(9/28) 

 

Percent of 

students 

unacceptable 

 

40% 

(20/50) 

 

 

30% 

(15/50) 

 

30% 

(15/50) 

 

Percent of 

students 

unacceptable 

Percent of students 

Strong/Acceptable 

19/28 or 67.9% 

Percent of students 

Strong/Acceptable 

35/50 or 70% 

 

Comments:  In the current method, one class is selected to input data into the Argos® system.  Course selection for evaluation is based on the section with the 

highest enrollment when the selection has to occur.  In this case, the class had 29 students, but only 28 students took the exam.  In the altered method, all 

students who took the exam are part of the evaluation process.   

In this comparison, the percent of students in the strong/acceptable range is ~68% compared to 70% when all students who took the exam.  In this case 

significant differences were not observed when the percent of students in the strong/acceptable categories were combined.  If the percent of students in the 

acceptable range was the only topic to be discussed, the difference is ~20%.  Although unintentional, the data in the old method has the potential for bias and 

this could lead to erroneous conclusions and changes.  
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COMPARISON OF CURRENT METHOD TO MODIFIED METHOD USING A SAMPLE TEMPLATE FORM FOR DATA INPUT  

Instructor name__Dr. Evelyn Mobley________________Course BIOL 2020 Lecture______________ Semester/Academic Year Summer 2013 

 
 

Table 4. Comparison of current method used for ARGOS® input compared with Modified ARGOS® input by question 

 

ISLO #5 PSLO #4 = CSLO#4  
Old Method  

(28 students = 1 class) 

 

Modified Method  

50 students who took assessment 

 

Competence 
in a Specialty 

 

 

Identify unifying principles and 
repeatable patterns in nature, the 

values of natural diversity , and 
apply them to problems or issues 

of a scientific nature 

 % of students who answered correctly 

(# of students/total # of students) 

% of students who answered correctly (# 

of students/total # of students) 

Q1 67.9% (19/28) 66.0% (33/50) 

Q2 32.1% (09/28) 40.0% (20/50) 

Q3 64.3% (18/28) 70.0% (35/50) 

Q4 78.3% (22/28) 84.0% (42/50) 

Q5 60.7% (17/28) 60.0% (30/50) 

Q6 85.7% (24/28) 68.0% (34/50) 

 

Comments: The actual questions could be included with columns to record answers the students chose for each question.  If only one class was selected for the 

SLO assessment, it is obvious that the classes had significant measurements differences, compare questions 2, 4 and 6 above.  If changes were made (or not) 

based on one class, the bias could lead a course, program or institution in the incorrect direction.  The more students assessed, the more accurate the data and 

bias reduction in reporting. 
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COMPARISON OF CURRENT METHOD TO MODIFIED METHOD USING A SAMPLE TEMPLATE FORM FOR DATA INPUT  

Instructor name__Dr. Evelyn Mobley________________Course BIOL 2020 Lecture______________ Semester/Academic Year Fall 2013 

 

Table 5. Comparison of current method used for ARGOS® input compared with Modified ARGOS® input 

 

ISLO #5 PSLO #4 = CSLO #4 

Current ARGOS® Method 38/44 students assessed  

(Number correct/number of students taking assessment) 

Modified ARGOS® Method 73 students assessed 

(Number correct/number of students taking assessment) 

Strong Acceptable Unacceptable Strong Acceptable Unacceptable 

Competence 
in a 

Specialty 
 

Identify unifying 

principles and 

repeatable patterns in 

nature, the values of 

natural diversity , and 

apply them to 

problems or issues of a 

scientific nature 

 

18.4% 

(7/38)  

 

 

10.5% 

(4/38)  

 

71.1% 

(27/28) 

 

Percent of 

students 

unacceptable 

 

19.2% 

(14/73) 

 

 

11.0% 

(8/73) 

 

69.9% 

(51/73) 

 

Percent of 

students 

unacceptable 

Percent of students 

Strong/Acceptable 

11/38 or 28.9% 

Percent of students 

Strong/Acceptable 

35/50 or 30.1% 

 

Comments:  In the current method, one class was selected to input data into the Argos® system.  Course selection for evaluation was based on the section with 

the highest enrollment when the selection occurs.  In this case, the class had 44 students, but only 38 students took the exam.  In the altered method, all 

students who took the exam are part of the evaluation process.  Due to time constraints, not all classes have tested and data was not available.  This data 

represents two classes only.  In this comparison, the percent of students in the strong/acceptable range was ~30% regardless of whether one class versus all 

students who took the exam.  In this case significant differences were not observed when the percent of students in the strong/acceptable categories were 

combined.  Based on grades from Exam 1, it would be interesting to compare the data from the untested class which had the highest exam average to these two 

classes to determine whether the results would be similar.  
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COMPARISON OF CURRENT METHOD TO MODIFIED METHOD USING A SAMPLE TEMPLATE FORM FOR DATA INPUT  

Instructor name__Dr. Evelyn Mobley________________Course BIOL 2020 Lecture______________ Semester/Academic Year Fall 2013 

 
 

Table 6. Comparison of current method used for ARGOS® input compared with Modified ARGOS® input by question 

 

ISLO #5 PSLO #4 = CSLO#4  
Old Method  

(38 students = 1 class) 

 

Modified Method  

73 students who took assessment 

 

Competence 
in a Specialty 

 

 

Identify unifying principles and 
repeatable patterns in nature, the 

values of natural diversity , and 
apply them to problems or issues 

of a scientific nature 

 % of students who answered correctly 

(# of students/total # of students) 

% of students who answered correctly (# 

of students/total # of students) 

Q1 47.7% (18/38) 46.6% (34/73) 

Q2 39.5% (15/38) 37.0% (27/73) 

Q3 73.7% (28/28) 82.2% (60/73) 

Q4 26.3% (10/38) 37.0% (27/73) 

Q5 28.9% (11/38) 31.5% (23/73) 

Q6 42.1% (16/38) 49.3% (36/73) 

 

Comments: The actual questions could be included with columns to record answers the students chose for each question.  If only one class was selected for the 

SLO assessment, it is obvious that the classes had significant measurements differences, compare questions 3, 4 and 6 above.  If changes were made (or not) 

based on one class, the bias could lead in the incorrect direction.  The more students assessed, the more accurate the data and bias reduction in reporting. 
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