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SUBJECT:  System Conference on Assessment/Quality 

 

Recently, Dr. Warner and members of the Board attended an AGB meeting that included 

presentations addressing the perceived lack of quality in many of the programs offered by 

colleges and universities.  The highlighted problems range from macro-level views as 

demonstrated by the concerns voiced in Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College 

Campuses to the anecdotal comments of state leaders that too many students are graduating from 

liberal arts programs that have no tie to the skills needed in the workplace.   

 

On every campus, some professional fields have developed and implemented rigorous 

assessment programs that guide curricular revisions while demonstrating student mastery.  Most 

commonly these are driven by the expectations of a professional accrediting body and these tie to 

professions with a common licensure exam required to practice.  Unfortunately, these are the 

exception rather than the rule.  Drilling down even further, campuses typically claim that 

graduates will be able to think critically and to communicate effectively.  In most cases there are 

no assessments in place to back these claims. 

 

The Regental system in South Dakota has established a common set of general education 

learning outcomes.  Further, the system has used the CAAP exam as a tool to assess student 

mastery in a set of the core areas while at the same time requiring all degree-seeking students to 

demonstrate minimal proficiency.  However, the outcomes established are difficult to assess and 

the tool used may not be the best.  Since this framework has been in place for more than a 

decade, it may be time to reconsider the student learning outcomes and the assessments used.  

Rather than a total review, Board staff members have discussed that a more narrow focus on 

assessment of verbal, written and quantitative communication skills in general education would 

be beneficial.  The conference would be used to establish this as a central theme for the system’s 

academic community this next academic year, to frame the process, and then to develop a plan 

that will lead this project to completion.  A white paper Dr. Warner shared with the Board is 

attached. 

 

  



As done with last year’s conference, a planning committee will be established.  It is 

recommended that this group include faculty leadership from senates as well as from curriculum, 

general education and assessment committees.  Staff from assessment offices as well as 

administrators will also be included.   

 

The Council should be prepared to discuss this process and to offer thoughts and 

suggestions.  In addition, members of the Council should be prepared to recommend members 

for the planning committee. 
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Fall Conference on Assessment of Student Learning Outcomes 

 

We have had recent success in sponsoring a system-wide conference around a theme of 

importance to institutional performance, related to Board priorities. Our first conference was held 

in May 2011 around the theme of student success. We invited a prominent, nationally-known 

researcher, Vincent Tinto from Syracuse University, to speak about what institutions can do to 

make students more successful. Dr. Tinto asked campuses to prepare a plan for improving 

student retention and success that he discussed with campus teams at the conference. During 

those sessions, he helped campus teams (15-30 participants from each campus) refine their plans 

and develop them into viable implementation strategies. While any given campus was meeting 

with Dr. Tinto, other breakout sessions were held to describe innovative best practices on our 

own campuses. The conference provided an opportunity for professional development, 

refinement of specific plans to improve student success, and offered an opportunity for campus 

teams to interact across university campuses. Evaluations of the conference were extremely 

positive with participants asking to do this kind of professional development on a regular basis.  

 

As a result, we are planning to hold another conference around a topical theme scheduled 

for fall 2012. The theme chosen for this conference will be Assessment of Student Learning 

Outcomes. This theme was developed in conjunction with the COPS and Board of Regents 

senior staff. The conference theme is timely since regional accreditors, including the HLC, are 

ramping up expectations about how higher education institutions need to be specifying student 

learning outcomes from their general education programs and their majors, and produce evidence 

to document that students have mastered those outcomes. The theme is especially important 

since we are increasing significantly our distance learning offerings, which by their nature and 

design are far more reliant on students mastering specific outcomes. This is true because those 

methods of delivery are far less reliant on seat time, the traditional method of ensuring academic 

quality. We expect a high degree of interest from the institutions and expect robust numbers of 

campus representatives to attend. The Board office funds the speakers and conference expenses 

as well as arranges logistics, while campuses fund the transportation and lodging costs for their 

teams. We look forward to producing another highly successful conference. 
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