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SUBJECT: System General Education Review 
 
 During the September AAC meeting, the council discussed strategies for moving forward 
with the System Review of General Education policy.  At the conclusion of the Board of Regents 
August planning session, the Board approved three interrelated action items designed to address 
emerging challenges in the current higher education landscape in the state.  These three action 
items include:   
 

1. A review of the student learning outcomes that result in unique Institutional 
Graduation Requirements; 

2. A review of the continued value of the CAAP examination for assessing system 
General Education and establishing student academic proficiency; 

3. Alignment of system General Education policy with national efforts to establish a 
coordinated foundation for Liberal Arts Education. 

 
During the September 2014 meeting, AAC agreed that the most effective approach for 

addressing these action items would be to establish a coordinating/steering committee 
representing faculty and campus leadership.  This steering committee would then be charged 
with evaluating the landscape of current national initiatives and identify one that could serve to 
provide a viable roadmap for facilitating significant change for the system’s approach to general 
education.  Specifically, the BOR retreat item provided brief background on five national 
initiatives that may provide a useful framework for guiding faculty work in this area.  These 
include:  
 

• Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) 
• Multi-State Collaborative to Advance Learning Outcome Assessment (MSC)  
• The Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP)  
• Interstate Passport Initiative (Passport) 
• Guided Pathways to Success (GPS) 

http://www.sdbor.edu/theboard/agenda/2014/August/2_BORRetreat0814.pdf
http://www.aacu.org/leap/
http://www.sheeo.org/projects/msc-multi-state-collaborative-advance-learning-outcomes-assessment
http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/The_Degree_Qualifications_Profile.pdf
http://www.wiche.edu/passport/about
http://completecollege.org/docs/GPS_Summary_FINAL.pdf
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Each of these projects continue to evolve, and since the Board meeting a new version of 
the Degree Qualifications Profile has been released.1  New publications in the Spring 2014 issue 
of Liberal Education (publication of AACU) on the new DQP (see Attachment I) and from the 
American Council of Education (see Attachment II) provide succinct overviews of the program.  
Additionally, the Lumina Foundation's Strategy Labs has compiled a series of resources and 
examples focused on competency-based education programs.2  They have pulled together 
resources on research into competency-based programs, promising strategies, and a series of 
state and institutional examples (see Attachment III).  

 
       With this background information in mind, AAC representatives should be prepared to 
discuss the following four key areas during the retreat to assist in moving this activity forward: 
 
Proposed Timeline 

 
To provide for adequate time, the work is envisioned to occur over a two-year period 

resulting in catalog changes taking effect for the Fall 2016 term.  To provide an opportunity for 
faculty to serve as the primary drivers for this agenda a two-phase approach is recommended.  
Phase One would include a comprehensive review by the coordinating/steering committee of the 
national and regional level projects currently underway that could serve as a framework for 
redesigning the systems approach to general education.  The Education Advisory Board would 
be asked to provide technical assistance to the committee and provide research support as they 
work to narrow the scope of available options.  The committee would develop an interim report 
for the Board of Regents during their April 2015 meeting outlining specific recommendations 
and action items for moving forward.  Each campus would broadly vet these recommendations 
and action items.  Following Board approval, Phase Two would represent the creation of 
working groups designed around goals or learning objectives.  Their work would occur between 
April and September of 2015 with a proposed set of recommendations coming forward to the 
Board in December 2015 for implementation into existing Board Policy 2:7 and 2:26.  
Institutional and system curriculum processes would occur in time for the April 2016 Board 
meeting.   
 

                                                 
1 For the new draft of the Degree Qualifications Profile, DQP 2.0 developed by the Lumina Foundation, please see: 
http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/DQP/DQP2.0-draft.pdf.  
2 For additional information see: http://strategylabs.luminafoundation.org/higher-education-state-policy-
agenda/core-element-three/action-18/?utm_source=EML&utm_medium=Other&utm_campaign=September  

http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/DQP/DQP2.0-draft.pdf
http://strategylabs.luminafoundation.org/higher-education-state-policy-agenda/core-element-three/action-18/?utm_source=EML&utm_medium=Other&utm_campaign=September
http://strategylabs.luminafoundation.org/higher-education-state-policy-agenda/core-element-three/action-18/?utm_source=EML&utm_medium=Other&utm_campaign=September
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Steering Committee Charge 

 
Assuming AAC is supportive of the two-phase approach, the following have been 

developed as a starting point to discuss the specific charge for the designated steering committee.  
AAC representatives should be prepared to discuss potential modifications or additions to the 
list.  

 
• Identify common institutional and system level issues within the existing general 

education structure. 
• Identify and evaluate national level initiatives that may serve as a useful framework 

for modifying the existing approach to general education. 
• From this pool, identify one strategy that would serve as a useful roadmap for making 

systemic change to Regental system General Education policy. 
• Develop action items for discipline level working groups for Board consideration 

with intent to address a significant number of the issues/concerns identified by the 
steering committee.  

 
Steering Committee Structure 

 
Prior to the mail out, AAC representatives were asked to identify institutional candidates 

to serve as a member of the steering committee.  Using a multi-phase approach, AAC should be 
prepared to discuss the ideal composition of the group to ensure an appropriate mix of faculty, 
administrators, and institutional assessment representatives.   
 

Black Hills State University 
David Wolff – Dean of the College of Liberal Arts 
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Amy Fuqua – Chair of School of Arts and Humanities 
Dan May – Junior faculty in mathematics 
Sandra Marker – Senior faculty member in sociology 
Vince King – Senior faculty member in literature and writing 
Tim Martinez – Senior faculty member in social sciences 
Nick Wallerstein – Senior faculty member in literature and writing 
Pam Carriveau – Director of assessment  

 
South Dakota State University 

Dennis Papini – Dean, College of Arts & Sciences  
Mike Keller – Professor of English and coordinator of Freshman Composition 
Josh Westwick – Assistant professor of speech and coordinator of Speech 101 
Kurt Cogswell – Department head of math 
David Cartrette – Associate professor of chemistry 
Will Prigge – Associate professor and department head of political science, 
history, philosophy and religion   

 
University of South Dakota 

John Dudley – (English) Associate Dean for Academics in Arts & Sciences  
Chuck Lubbers – (media and journalism) Chair of the University Senate 
Curriculum Committee  
Dale Pietrzak – Coordinates HLC efforts and Student learning Outcomes efforts. 

 
Additional Issues Adversely Affected by General Education 
  

As a part of the BOR planning session item, four specific issues were identified that 
warranted the approval of the action items as proposed.  These are included below, in addition to 
two others that emerged during discussion with various discipline council representatives since 
the September AAC meeting.  To assist with highlighting the need for the system level review, 
AAC representatives are encouraged to identify Institutional level issues that further extend this 
list so that a comprehensive set of issues/concerns raised by students/faculty/administrators may 
be developed. 
 

• Potential for Joint Degree Programs – Allow students to complete degree requirements 
at two institutions while only completing IGR’s at one institution. 

• Transfer & Swirling Students – Variation in approaches allowed at University Centers as 
well as the continued expansion of online course and program development. 

• General Education Assessment (CAAP) – System reliance on outdated measure of student 
academic performance that has had limited demonstrated alignment. 

• Competency Based Courses/Program – Unequal application of competency/mastery 
based courses in a growing environment where such practices are supported.  

• Programmatic Course Alignment – Degree program requirements that align with existing 
goals/objectives for general education curriculum. 
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• Spatial Placement – Emphasis during the first 48 hours for the completion of general 
education; precludes student exposure to degree programs earlier in their academic 
careers.  

 
Institutional Objections 
  

Although it is recognized that a rather large number of issues may be adversely affecting 
department/institutional level autonomy to warrant a review of General Education at this time, 
institutional practices will be impacted significantly by changes proposed by the steering 
committee.  AAC representatives should be prepared to identify these factors so that the charge 
is developed in such a way so that they are recognized early in the process with a goal of 
decreasing their impact at the institutional level.   
  
 



 

The “Quality Agenda:” An Overview of Current Efforts to Examine Quality in Higher Education 

A Discussion Paper Prepared for the American Council on Education (ACE) 

Peter T. Ewell 

Draft 2 

The U.S. has established ambitious goals for raising postsecondary attainment levels among its citizens.  

More specifically these goals aim for sixty percent of young adults with a postsecondary credential 

within the next ten to fifteen years—a goal which, if achieved, would restore the nation’s place as the 

global leader in educational attainment levels.  Deemed the “Completion Agenda” these goals, and 

associated policy initiatives to achieve them, are shared by the Obama administration, foundations like 

Lumina and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and a number of states.  They are laudable and, with 

significant effort, achievable.  But they are worrisome with respect to academic quality.  If colleges and 

universities lower their academic standards, they stand a better chance of graduating the requisite 

numbers.  And if this tempting route is taken, the Completion Agenda fails because substandard 

credentials not only shortchange students, but also render the nation and its workforce less competitive 

in the international marketplace. 

There are disturbing signs that this is happening.  Beginning with the report of the Secretary’s 

Commission on the Future of Higher Education (popularly known as the “Spellings Commission”) 

growing evidence of shortfalls in the quality of student learning outcomes has emerged.  Results of the 

National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), for example, show only 31% of the nation’s citizens with 

baccalaureate degrees to be “proficient” in prose literacy—down almost ten percent from results of a 

decade ago.1 

One response to these conditions has been the emergence of a parallel “Quality Agenda,” which aims to 

ensure that academic quality is attended to, measured, and improved.  Unlike the Completion Agenda, 

the Quality Agenda is diffuse, multi-faceted, and far less visible to policymakers and the public.  It 

consists of more than a dozen different initiatives undertaken individually by a diverse array of actors 

that are loosely coupled and largely uncoordinated.  These initiatives join a number of more established 

quality mechanisms like institutional accreditation, which are also in the process of being transformed.  

The purpose of this paper is to briefly review the major elements of the Quality Agenda to help ground a 

discussion about how to move forward.  The paper has four sections.  The first briefly describes the 

initiatives themselves, the vast majority of which emerged within the last few years.  Because these 

initiatives all depend heavily on assessing student learning outcomes, the second section of the paper 

describes the principal alternatives for doing so.  Because both the Completion and the Quality Agendas 

are being enacted on a worldwide stage, the paper’s third section briefly describes some international 

developments.  The paper’s final section offers some cross-cutting observations about the condition and 

prospects for the Quality Agenda, together with implications for institutions. 

                                                           
1 http://nces.ed.gov/naal/kf_demographics.asp.  
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Major Quality Initiatives.  Major quality initiatives in the U.S. fall roughly into three categories.  The first 

consists of a range of independent programs undertaken by non-governmental organizations and largely 

supported by foundation funding.  The second consists of a variety of actions being pursued to render 

institutional accreditation more effective and more sharply focused on student academic achievement.  

The third consists of government initiatives—both federal and state—intended to measure educational 

outcomes. 

Non-Governmental Initiatives.  Most of these are less than five years old and are sustained by a 

combination of organizational resources and philanthropy. 

 AAC&U LEAP.  The Liberal Education for America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative was launched in 

2005 by the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U).   Its primary purpose is 

to advocate for and demonstrate the achievement of collegiate learning outcomes that are 

essential to professional success and effective participation in a democratic society.  The LEAP 

outcomes include knowledge of human cultures and the natural and physical world, intellectual 

and practical skills ranging from written and oral communication to teamwork and problem 

solving, personal and social responsibility and, integrative and applied learning.  Since its launch, 

the LEAP initiative has involved hundreds of campuses and eight states in activities designed to 

further its basic agenda.  Two years ago, AAC&U developed a set of “VALUE” rubrics (“Valid 

Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education”) for fifteen of its learning outcomes.  

These are being piloted by teams of trained faculty members to enable them to generate 

authentic, but broadly comparable, bodies of evidence about the achievement of these 

outcomes.2 

 

 Accountability Reporting Frameworks.  Directly stimulated by the Spellings Commission and the 

perceived need for institutions to demonstrate greater transparency and accountability for 

results are a range of voluntary public reporting templates.  All of them are produced in 

common formats and report such things as retention and completion rates, student learning 

outcomes, cost of attendance, and other relevant outcomes of the institution’s choosing.  The 

first and most prominent of these is the Voluntary System of Accountability (VSA), launched in 

2007 by the Association of Public and Land Grant Universities (APLU) and the American 

Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU).3  The VSA allows participating 

institutions a choice of three standardized tests for reporting learning outcomes—the Collegiate 

Learning Assessment (CLA), the Collegiate Assessment of Academic Proficiency (CAAP), or the 

Proficiency Profile (PP).4 More than 320 four-year public universities are now a part of VSA, 

which was launched with philanthropic support but is now supported by institutional dues.  A 

parallel voluntary reporting effort is the Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA) developed 

                                                           
2 See http://www.aacu.org/leap/.  
3 See http://www.voluntarysystem.org/index.cfm.  
4 See the subsequent section of this paper for descriptions of these examinations.  Note that subsequent editions 
of the VSA will allow more institutional latitude in selecting assessment instruments. 
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for public two-year institutions by the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC).5  

Like the VSA, the framework involves reporting on retention and graduation, learning outcomes, 

workforce contributions, and several other areas of performance, but the evidence of learning 

outcomes presented is based on local (and therefore non-comparable) campus practices.  The 

VFA was piloted by 58 colleges in 2011, is currently in Beta testing, and is expected to be 

operational by 2013.  Finally, Transparency by Design (TbD) is a similar initiative for largely on-

line institutions serving a primarily adult student clientele, begun with foundation support by 

the Western Cooperative for Educational Technology (WCET) in 2008.6  TbD has sixteen 

participating institutions (several of which are for-profit) and, unlike its counterparts, reports 

learning outcomes at the individual program level using a variety of methods, although many of 

them use the PP examination.  A somewhat similar initiative produced by the National 

Association of Independent Colleges and Universities (NAICU) entitled U-CAN (University and 

College Accountability Network) uses a common reporting framework but does not contain 

information on student learning outcomes.7 

 

 CIC/CLA Consortium.  This initiative was launched in 2005 by the Council of Independent 

Colleges (CIC) with support from the Teagle Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation of New 

York to enable member colleges to collectively experiment with the CLA assessment.  The 

initiative initially involved 30 colleges and a new grant from Teagle has enabled the Consortium 

to expand to 47 institutions.  Although CLA results are not reported publicly, members of the 

CIC/CLA Consortium share them internally on a voluntary basis to enable benchmarking and 

improvement efforts, and selected results are periodically disseminated by CIC through 

newsletters and other publications.8 

 

 The New Leadership Alliance.  The New Leadership Alliance for Student Learning and 

Accountability (The Alliance) is an independent advocacy organization created in 2008 with 

support from the Teagle Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation of New York.9  The Alliance 

was formed by higher education leaders in response to the Spellings Commission to undertake a 

series of advocacy and demonstration efforts around the assessment of student learning 

outcomes designed to better prepare the higher education community for the next Re-

Authorization of the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) and to create “shared 

professional norms” with respect to the responsibility of higher education institutions to gather 

and act upon evidence of student learning outcomes.  The Alliance seeks to publicize and 

coordinate the various parts of what this paper terms the “Quality Agenda” (many of its Board 

members come from organizations sponsoring these initiatives) and has created a number of 

tools to help campuses develop effective assessment programs.  A publication, Committing To 

Quality, presents a set of broad principles of practice around assessment, has been widely 

                                                           
5 See http://www.aacc.nche.edu/Resources/aaccprograms/VFAWeb/default.aspx.  
6 See http://wcet.wiche.edu/advance/transparency-by-design.  
7 See http://www.ucan-network.org/.  
8 See http://www.cic.edu/Programs-and-Services/Progams/Pages/Collegiate-Learning-Assessment-(CLA).aspx. 
9 See http://www.newleadershipalliance.org/.  
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distributed, and is endorsed by a growing list of higher education associations and organizations.  

The “Presidents’ Alliance” consists of 106 institutions whose leaders have publicly committed 

their institutions to a variety of projects aimed at measuring and improving learning.  Finally, a 

tool designed to evaluate the effectiveness of campus-based assessment practices has been 

designed and piloted. 

 

 NILOA.  The National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA) was established in 

2008 with funding from The Teagle Foundation, Carnegie Corporation of New York, and the 

Lumina Foundation to discover and disseminate ways higher education institutions and 

programs can effectively gather and use evidence of student learning outcomes and to 

communicate the value of assessment to external stakeholders.10 NILOA maintains a website 

containing a wide range of resources to support learning assessment that is probably the most 

comprehensive in the country.  It has also underwritten preparation of thirteen “Occasional 

Papers” by nationally prominent authors that examine various aspects of assessment, has 

produced several other reports focused on transparency and the reporting of learning results, 

and has undertaken two national surveys of assessment activities and motivations—one focused 

on institutions and one focused on individual academic programs.  Other tools developed by 

NILOA include a “Transparency Framework” to enable campuses to assess their own reporting 

and an ongoing series of “Assessment Briefs” designed to support assessment tailored for 

different internal and external constituencies. 

 

 The Lumina DQP and Tuning USA.  After an extensive study of quality efforts associated with the 

Bologna Process in Europe, the Lumina Foundation funded two related initiatives.  The Degree 

Qualifications Profile (DQP), issued in 2010 and modeled on similar competency frameworks in 

many countries, presents competency statements in five areas—specialized knowledge, broad 

integrative knowledge, intellectual skills, applied learning, and civic learning—at three degree 

levels—associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s.11 The statements consist of successively inclusive 

hierarchies of competencies, expressed in terms of “action verb” ladders from less to more 

complex abilities, frequently illustrated by the kinds of demonstrations that should be expected 

of students to show mastery.  The DQP was deliberately issued as a “Beta version” and is 

currently being tested by over a hundred institutions funded by Lumina through a growing list of 

demonstration projects.  Tuning USA, actually begun earlier, is less well known and is modeled 

on the similar voluntary discipline-level Tuning efforts in Europe and applied at the state level.12  

The objective in each discipline is to convene teams of faculty from institutions across the state 

(both public and independent) to develop common competency statements describing expected 

discipline-level competencies that can be used to align curriculum and pedagogy.  Tuning USA 

initially involved three states and six disciplines and has since been extended to several 

additional states and disciplines, as well as a national disciplinary association. 

                                                           
10 See http://www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/index.html.  
11 See http://www.luminafoundation.org/newsroom/news_releases/2011-01-25.html.  
12 See http://tuningusa.org/.  
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 ACE College Credit Recommendation Service (CREDIT).  For sixty years, the ACE College Credit 

Recommendation Service (CREDIT) has provided reliable information to colleges and universities 

on the course equivalency of student learning obtained through experience or the workplace.   

Participating organizations include corporations, professional and volunteer associations, 

schools, training suppliers, labor unions, the military, and government agencies.  CREDIT issues 

hundreds of thousands of transcripts each year that are passed on to institutions offering 

degree or certificate programs.  The ratings rely on teams of faculty who review the 

creditworthiness of various experiences and credit equivalencies and are reviewed every three 

years.  The Service is used primarily to aid adult students and has been recognized by many 

advocacy organizations for non-traditional students such as the Council for Adult and 

Experiential Learning (CAEL). 

Accreditation-Related Initiatives.  Many elements of the “Quality Agenda” fall under the umbrella of 

institutional accreditation.  Accreditation, of course, is the principal mechanism currently in use in the 

U.S. for assuring academic quality.  It has been in place for over 125 years and for some sixty years in its 

current form.  Accreditation is a nominally voluntary process that usually involves three stages—

preparation of a self-study by an institution, one or more site visits by a team of peer reviewers drawn 

from similar institutions, and an accreditation decision rendered by an accrediting commission based on 

the evidence generated by the prior two stages.  Since the middle of the last century, the federal 

government has relied on accreditation to provide evidence that institutions are of sufficient quality to 

receive federal funds, so accreditors serve as “gatekeepers” for such funding.  This also means that the 

federal government must periodically “recognize” accreditors as worthy to fulfill this function.  

Accreditation was heavily criticized by the Spellings Commission and a subsequent attempt to bring their 

operations more directly under federal control and standardize their role in collecting evidence of 

student academic achievement was highly publicized, but ultimately unsuccessful.  Nevertheless, this 

episode triggered several activities and initiatives over the past five years designed to improve 

accreditation. 

 Changing Standards and Review Processes.  All of the seven regional accrediting commissions 

have significantly revised their standards and review processes in the last five or six years.  It is 

beyond the scope of this paper to describe these changes in detail, but many common themes 

are apparent.  First, a new prominence is being accorded to standards requiring institutions to 

provide evidence of student academic achievement.  Contrary to the impression left by the 

Spellings Commission, accreditors have had such standards in place for twenty years.  But the 

charges were correct that few accreditors actually sanctioned institutions for not meeting them.  

Similarly, accreditation standards have historically required institutions to have a process for 

assessing student learning outcomes and have been less concerned about the actual levels of 

learning achieved and the extent to which these levels are acceptable.  Today, both of these 

conditions are changing.  To varying degrees, regional accreditors are more pointed in their 

inquiries about the extent to which institutions are achieving appropriate outcomes standards 

through benchmarking and are more frequently willing to sanction institutions that, after many 
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years, claim that they need more time to meet these requirements.  Pushback under these 

circumstances has been inevitable, especially among the nation’s most prestigious institutions.  

But there is as yet no sign that the tide of accreditation toward greater emphasis on evidence of 

student academic achievement is receding. 

 

 The CHEA Initiative.  The Council on Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) was established in 

1995 in the wake of the aggressive 1992 Amendments to the HEA in order to provide a unified 

national voice on accreditation and to assure institutions that they would be subject to 

appropriate examination by accrediting organizations through a rigorous non-governmental 

recognition process.  In the fall of 2008, CHEA announced a multi-year “national conversation on 

accreditation” entitled the CHEA Initiative.  The goals of the CHEA Initiative are to enhance 

accountability in accreditation and to balance the growing federal role (and its perceived 

intrusiveness) with an equally strong academic voice guided by institution-centered academic 

values.  In its first two years, activities of the CHEA Initiative centered on hearing from the 

academy and surfacing a range of policy issues to pursue.  These now include the relationship 

between accreditors and federal and state governments, the role of accreditation in 

accountability, the relationships among accreditors, international developments, and the rise of 

the for-profit sector.  In its fourth year, the focus of the CHEA Initiative is moving from issue 

identification to action, advancing concrete action items under each of the issues previously 

identified.13  The entire effort is focused on preparing potential lines of action for the upcoming 

Re-Authorization of the HEOA. 

 

 The NACIQI Report.  The National Advisory Committee on Institutional Quality and Integrity 

(NACIQI) was created by the Department of Education to provide advice on the process that the 

federal government uses to recognize accrediting organizations as gatekeepers for the receipt of 

federal funds.  Comprising representatives chosen by both houses of Congress on party lines and 

the Department itself, the Committee makes recommendations on whether or not (and under 

what conditions) individual accreditors are recognized.  Two years ago, as a special assignment, 

NACIQI was charged by the Secretary of Education to examine the so-called “Triad” governing 

quality assurance for higher education that consists of the federal government, the states, and 

recognized accrediting organizations, and to propose changes.  After an initial report issued in 

the fall of 2011 proposing a range of “alternatives” ranging from severing the link between 

accreditation and access to federal dollars to restructuring the basis of accreditation from 

regional commissions to organizations based on type of institution, NACIQI issued its final 

recommendations in early 2012.14  These are much less radical than initially anticipated.  

Prominent among them are a) retain the current gatekeeping role of recognized accreditors, b) 

clarify the respective responsibilities of members of the Triad, c) continue to explore 

alternatives to the current regional structure, d) find ways to protect accreditors in the current 

litigious environment, e) tailor the intensity of accreditation review to an institution’s track 

                                                           
13 See http://www.chea.org/pdf/2011_CHEA_Initiative.pdf.  
14 See http://www2.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/naciqi-dir/naciqi_draft_final_report.pdf.  
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record of successful accreditation history and, f) develop common minimum data requirements 

aimed at consumer protection for use by all accreditors that include student success and cost. 

 

 ACE Task Force on Accreditation.  In a parallel set of developments, but also following up on 

concerns about accreditation arising from both the Spellings Commission and about aggressive 

actions by accreditors that might infringe on institutional missions, the American Council on 

Education (ACE) chartered a national Task Force to examine accreditation reform.  Comprised 

almost entirely of members of the academic community (including representatives from 

accreditors), the Task Force met four times in 2010-2012.  Its final report was issued in May 

2012 and included the following recommendations:  a) increase the transparency of 

accreditation through various forms of public reporting, b) increase the centrality of evidence of 

student success and academic quality, c) promptly sanction substandard institutions, d) tailor 

accreditation reviews to institutional circumstances to render them less burdensome, e) 

promote cooperation and the development of common terminology among accreditors and, f) 

increase the cost effectiveness of accreditation.  ACE plans to track progress in implementing 

recommendations of the Task Force over the next two years. 

Initiatives by Federal and State Governments.  In addition to its indirect influence on the Quality 

Agenda through accreditation, the federal government has several initiatives in play that bear directly 

on the question of academic quality.  Over the past two decades, moreover, individual states have both 

undertaken and withdrawn from quality oversight activities. 

 Teacher Education Accountability.  Teacher Education has always held a special place in the 

fabric of educational accountability because it is simultaneously located in the 

elementary/secondary and the postsecondary policy spaces.  For example, Title II of the HEOA 

requires teacher education programs to publicly report on such things as licensure examination 

pass rates.  In the past two years, policy discussions of accountability for Teacher Education 

have escalated because of federal proposals to evaluate program effectiveness on the basis of 

the “value-added” performance of pupils (based on standardized test scores mandated by No 

Child Left Behind) taught by the program’s graduates.  These measures would be supplemented 

by employer and parent surveys of teacher effectiveness.  Results could be used to limit or 

remove financial aid from institutions training the teachers whose students underperform.  The 

outcome of these discussions is far from settled but their implications for the rest of higher 

education are suggestive. 

 

 Gainful Employment.  Current federal accountability rules for occupational and vocational 

programs that receive federal funds (either directly through workforce programs or through 

financial aid) require institutions to regularly report occupational placement rates and earnings 

for program graduates, in addition to retention and degree completion rates.  More recently, 

proposals to extend these reporting requirements to all institutions regardless of degree level or 

occupational/vocational status have emerged.  For example, the Department of Education is 

developing enhanced reporting requirements for reporting graduation rates through the 
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Graduation Rate Survey to embrace a wider starting population than the current requirement to 

track first-time full-time students.  The guidance language for this revised reporting requirement 

simultaneously urges institutions to track and report the employment and earnings of 

graduates. 

 

 Credit Hour Definition.  Although currently being looked at by Congress, the effort by the 

Department of Education to impose a standard definition of a credit hour represents an 

unprecedented attempt on the part of government authority to intervene in academic matters 

that have traditionally been left to higher education institutions and their faculties.  The 

proposed rule was promulgated without identifying a specific presenting problem that the 

definition would remedy and in response to an isolated case of accreditation action—

immediately rectified—in connection with a for-profit institution.  Equally unprecedented was 

the fact that the Department enacted the credit hour rule on its own through the regulatory 

process, rather than implementing Congressional action established previously through 

legislation. 

 

 State Assessment Efforts.  The states have been involved in mandates for the assessment of 

student learning outcomes for public colleges and universities since the mid-1980s, but these 

requirements have been uneven across states and have waxed and waned depending on policy 

fashion and available funding.  The latest inventory of state activity in this arena reports that five 

states currently use standardized cognitive tests of various kinds to assess the effectiveness of 

public colleges and universities.15  In addition, twenty-one states require institutions to develop 

assessment programs in general education and for each academic program using learning goals 

and assessment methods of their own choosing, and to report results publicly.  Several of these 

states require institutions to assess against common statewide learning outcomes, and several 

require institutions to include at least one nationally normed standardized instrument in their 

assessment programs. 

Commonly-Used Instruments and Approaches.  A wide range of assessment instruments and 

approaches have been used by American colleges and universities over the past three decades and this 

section highlights only a few of the best known and most widely used.16  

Standardized Examinations.   Each of the major testing companies offers standardized examinations for 

use at the college and university level.  Most of these were developed in the 1980s, based on existing 

placement or admissions tests, in response to the first assessment requirements established by states 

and accreditors.  Standardized examinations have the virtue of allowing comparisons among institutions 

or to national norms—a useful property for accountability purposes.17  

                                                           
15 See http://www.nchems.org/c2sp/documents/C2SPStateAssessment_Final_6.21.2010.pdf.  
16 The NILOA website (http://www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/index.html) provides the most comprehensive 
inventory of assessment methods currently available. 
17 An important caveat here is that these are “user norms” based on the pool of institutions actually using the test, 
not true national norms based on a representative national sample. 
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 Generic Skills Assessments.  These examine cross cutting skills such as writing, critical thinking, 

and quantitative reasoning, and are most commonly used by institutions to evaluate general 

education.  Most of them are offered in a short form (usually 40 minutes), which allows reliable 

scores to be estimated for a population of test-takers, and a long form (usually two hours), 

which generates a reliable score for each individual taking the test.  The Educational Testing 

Services (ETS) and ACT first produced their versions in the mid-1980s based on re-worked 

admissions examinations normed at the sophomore year of college.  The ETS Proficiency Profile 

(PP) examines skills in reading, writing, critical thinking, and mathematics.  Similarly, the ACT 

Collegiate Assessment of Academic Proficiency (CAAP) examines skills in reading, writing, critical 

thinking, mathematics and science reasoning; its long form also includes an essay.  A prominent 

and popular latecomer is the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), developed by the RAND 

Corporation in the late 1990s.  CLA is distinctive because it is based entirely on constructed 

“tasks” or writing prompts and contains no multiple choice items.  It is also administered in a 

“value added” format that estimates the amount of gain students have accomplished between 

their freshman and senior years.  Less widely used alternatives are the Critical Thinking 

Assessment Test (CAT) and College-Base (C-Base).  The CAT was developed by Tennessee 

Technological University with an NSF grant, and is also an “authentic” (not multiple-choice) 

assessment.  The C-Base was developed by the University of Missouri for assessing teacher 

candidates and is part of the accountability programs in several states. 

 

 Discipline Assessments.  Licensed professions like nursing, teacher education, counseling, and 

other health professions have licensing examinations governing entry into the profession; these 

are frequently used as program assessments at institutions offering such programs.  In parallel, 

ETS offers Major Field Tests (MFT) in twelve fields; these were originally developed in the late 

1980s based on ETS Graduate Record Examinations (GRE) but are continually updated. 

Student Surveys.  Student Surveys are not direct assessments of student abilities but are frequently 

administered as part of an institutional assessment approach.  Many institutions use “home-grown” 

surveys, but most use one or more of a small set of national surveys that can provide comparative data.  

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) has been in the field for more than ten years and 

provides data on institutional practices and student behaviors that empirical research has demonstrated 

are related to learning gain.  Its counterpart for two-year institutions, the Community College Survey of 

Student Engagement (CCSSE) has been available almost as long.  The entering freshman survey 

administered by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at UCLA has been available for over 40 

years and is the basis of annual stories in the Chronicle of Higher Education about what this year’s 

freshman class is like.  A follow-up version, much less widely used, is also available for students enrolled 

in later years.  Finally, both ACT and ETS have standardized student surveys for various populations 

including entering students, continuing students, exiting seniors, and alumni. 
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Non-Standardized Approaches.  The vast majority of student learning outcomes assessment at 

American colleges and universities is not standardized and methods are designed and implemented 

locally by their own faculties.  While the results of such assessments cannot be compared across 

institutions or settings, they have the immense virtue of being tailored to the topics faculty want to 

learn about, so have considerable legitimacy as a result.  Some of the most common approaches are: 

 Capstones.  These are culminating courses in a major taken by seniors who are just about to 

graduate.  The content of these courses is typically comprehensive, requiring students to 

demonstrate the full range of disciplinary or professional skills before they enter the workforce 

or graduate study.  Assignments in capstones are frequently used as settings for assessments. 

 

 Portfolios.  These are collections of student work (“exhibits”) that are put together to 

demonstrate mastery of a range of collegiate skills.  They are typically structured around the 

institution’s general education learning goals and entries are rated by faculty readers to 

determine level of mastery.  Most allow students to choose their best work but some are 

longitudinal, with exhibits chosen from each year of study to show growth. 

 

 Performance Assessments.  These are culminating demonstrations of mastery judged by experts 

in an actual performance setting.  The most straightforward example is a senior recital in music 

but many other examples are drawn from practice disciplines like teaching, engineering, or the 

health professions. 

 

 Embedded Assessments.  Embedded assessment designs involve more rigorous scoring of 

selected assignments that are already part of college coursework.  They are typically used to 

assess general education outcomes but are present in major programs as well.  Four or five 

assignments located at different levels of study (freshman through senior) are generally chosen 

for each of the learning goals to be evaluated and student answers to these selected 

assignments are “re-graded” on a more rigorous and reliable basis. 

All of these approaches rely on “rubrics,” which are specially crafted scoring guides developed by faculty 

to rate the chosen abilities.   

International Developments.  Finally, the Quality Agenda in the U.S. is increasingly being influenced by 

practices in other countries and U.S. accreditors are borrowing from quality assurance agencies 

elsewhere.  Meanwhile, American colleges and universities are being encouraged to benchmark their 

expectations with respect to learning against international standards. 

 National Quality Assurance Agencies (QAAs).  Higher education in most other western countries 

is provided almost exclusively by public institutions.  When concerns about quality and cost-

effectiveness first emerged in the 1990s, most of these countries created government agencies 
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or government funded organizations to provide a quality assurance function.18  U.S. accreditors 

have increasingly looked at the review practices of these organizations to get ideas about how 

to improve institutional reviews.  One common approach is “academic audit,” first developed by 

the QAA in the United Kingdom and widely imitated across the English-speaking world.  Like 

financial audits, academic audits involve choosing a small sample of entities or incidents 

(students, courses, results of program review, etc.) and following their complete trail of 

development or adoption.  The use of national qualifications frameworks specifying learning 

expectations by award level like the Lumina DQP is also common among QAAs.  Finally, external 

examiner systems under which samples of student work are audited by teams of government 

appointed readers to determine equivalency in marking and equity across awards is a common 

practice in most English speaking countries and helps ensure the consistency of academic 

standards. 

 

 The Bologna Process.  The “Bologna Process” is the term colloquially applied to a related set of 

practices and reforms begun in Europe more than a decade ago with the objective of creating 

common degree structures and fully transferable credentials.  Because one objective of Bologna 

is to align academic standards across the whole of Europe, several practices designed to do this 

have come to the attention of foundations and policy organizations in the U.S.  One, already 

described, is the use of Qualifications Frameworks.  Another is the alignment of disciplinary 

standards through “Tuning”—the inspiration for the Lumina-funded Tuning USA initiative 

described above.  A third is the “Diploma Supplement,” which as the name suggests, is a 

document attached to a given student’s credential that describes in detail the kinds of 

assessments and demonstrations that the student has completed and his or her performance on 

them, together with descriptive material about the organization of curriculum and courses. 

 

 AHELO.  Assessing Higher Education Learning Outcomes (AHELO) is a multi-national higher 

education assessment initiative being developed by the Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD).19  The intent is to build and administer a range of higher education 

assessments in various disciplines in multiple national contexts for benchmarking purposes in a 

somewhat similar fashion to the subject assessments currently administered to fifteen-year-olds 

on a rotating basis through OECD’s widely respected Program of International Student 

Assessment (PISA).  AHELO is currently in the midst of a feasibility study involving three fields 

(Economics, Engineering, and Generic Skills) administered in seventeen participating countries.  

Three U.S. states are participating—Connecticut, Missouri, and Pennsylvania.  The Feasibility 

Study will conclude in March, 2013 and a decision will be made about whether to proceed with 

full-scale implementation. 

 

                                                           
18 A good example is the Quality Assurance Agency of the United Kingdom; see 
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Pages/default.aspx.   
19 See http://www.oecd.org/document/22/0,3746,en_2649_39263238_40624662_1_1_1_1,00.html.  
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Implications and Conclusions.  As this review of its many components reveals, the Quality Agenda is 

simultaneously broad and complex.  Each of the many initiatives that comprise it has its own nuances, 

reflecting the motivations of its sponsors.  Among its many implications for college and university 

leaders are the following. 

 Interest in the Quality Agenda is growing and will only continue to grow.  At the same time, 

even collectively, it has yet to achieve the public prominence or broad legitimacy within the 

policy community enjoyed by the Completion Agenda, which now visibly grounds current 

federal, state, and philanthropic action.  This is unfortunate, because the risk is very real that 

the U.S. will achieve apparent “parity” in the international marketplace of postsecondary 

credentials only by generating degrees and certificates that lack substance.  College and 

university leaders, as well as actors in the policy community, need to voice concerns about 

quality far more visibly than they have in the past and collectively raise the Quality Agenda to a 

position of parity with the Completion Agenda. 

 

 The Quality Agenda currently consists of a large number of uncoordinated initiatives that 

compete for funding and air time.  Unlike the Completion Agenda, which has mapped out a 

compelling and coherent argument and an action strategy that has captured significant 

foundation and media attention, the many components of the Quality Agenda are less visible 

and, with a few exceptions, are not tied to a national action agenda.  The main exception to date 

is the DQP, which Lumina Foundation is advancing aggressively with a series of well-funded 

demonstration projects.  As a result, there is a real need for key policy actors in higher education 

to map, coordinate, and publicize this set of initiatives.  Doing so was the original goal of the 

New Leadership Alliance but may be a worth task for the Educational Attainment Panel.  

Meanwhile, the recent New York Times opinion piece by David Brooks on the need for academic 

quality as well as more degrees may provide a readily available way to raise the topic.20 

 

 Assessment methods suitable for gathering evidence about the quality of learning are 

becoming more numerous and sophisticated.  For many years, progress in the Quality Agenda 

was hampered by a lack of suitable instruments.  Most of the available standardized tools were 

multiple-choice examinations perceived by faculty to be illegitimate or one-off institution-grown 

methods like portfolios or capstones whose results were not comparable across settings.  Now 

there is a growing variety of methods that go beyond multiple-choice methods whose results 

can be benchmarked, ranging from task or problem based standardized assessments like the 

CLA or the CAT to methods that can be applied to systematic samples of student work across 

institutions like the AAC&U VALUE Rubrics.  With most of the technical challenges of collecting 

evidence of learning being addressed, there are fewer obstacles to moving the Quality Agenda 

forward.  The voluntary reporting frameworks like VSA now provide good vehicles for 

institutions to demonstrate proactively that they are doing so. 

 

                                                           
20 “Testing the Teachers,” The New York Times Opinion Page, April 19 2012. 
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 Because of such technical progress, calls for benchmarking or performance comparisons across 

institutions and jurisdictions will continue to grow.  Institutions must be prepared for this and 

the pressure for comparison—both advised and ill-advised—must be met in a coordinated 

fashion.  This makes it all the more important for higher education policy organizations to 

actively shape the Quality Agenda lest it be captured by actors likely to convert it to a 

meaningless set of rankings.  Observers outside higher education welcome calls to assess higher 

education learning outcomes, but are much more familiar with K-12 assessment practices and 

policy responses like No Child Left Behind.  These are dangerous to institutional diversity and 

autonomy in higher education, and should be actively resisted. 

 

 The most compelling current threat to the Quality Agenda is capture by government.  The 

events following the Spellings Commission, and particularly the attempts to change the role of 

accreditation through negotiated rulemaking that were blocked by Congressional action led by 

Senator Lamar Alexander, should not be forgotten.  Senator Alexander’s subsequent warning to 

the higher education community to proactively address the learning outcomes issue is as real 

today as it was five years ago: “do it yourselves or the federal government will have to do it for 

you.”  In the run-up to the Re-Authorization of the HEOA, higher education’s leadership will 

need to advocate for the Quality Agenda, embrace and improve it, and ensure that their 

faculties know what these issues are about and are prepared to play a constructive role. 

In short, the Quality Agenda has many dimensions and remains relatively uncoordinated when 

compared to the Completion Agenda.  Institutional leaders should be aware of its various components 

and be prepared to meet the manifold challenges that it continues to present. 
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While this 
second iteration 
of the DQP 
improves on 
the first in 
several ways, 
it represents 
less a revision 
than an' 
enhancement 

The Degree Qualifications 
CLIFFORD ADELMAN, PETER T. EWELL, 
PAULL. GASTON, AND CAROL GEARY SCHNEIDER 

EDITOR'S NOTE: The Degree Qualifications Profile 
(DQP) is a postsecondary learning outcomes 
framework that specifies what students should be 
expected to know and be able to do at the associate's, 
bachelor's, and master's levels. Since the DQP was 
first introduced at AAC&U's 2011 annual meeting, 
over four hundred colleges and universities have 
used the framework to guide curricular revisions, 
retool assessment approaches, support student 
success efforts, and organize quality improvements 
in line with accreditation standards. Based On data 
and feedback from campuses and naticmal associa
tions, the authors of the Degree Qualifications Profile 
have prepared anew draft version, the DQP 2.0, 
which was previewed at AAC&U's 2014 annual 

meeting and posted for 
public comment and 

response by Lumina Foundation. Following final 
revisions, the second edition of the DQP will be 
published by Lumina Foundation later this year. 
Following is an excerpt from the DQP 2.0; the 
full text is available at www .luminafoundation 
.org/dqp. 

Preface 
Since its publication in January 2011, the Degree 
Qualifications Profile (DQP) has proved its use
fulness to higher education institutions and 
associations from coast to coast. About 400 
colleges and universities have used the DQP, 
and its applications have been as diverse as the 
copious variety of missions in higher education. 1 

A few examples will indicate the range. 
• Many institutions have used the DQP to review 

and strengthen their general education curri
cula and to enhance the connections between 
general education and the major. 

CLIFFORD ADELMAN is senior associate at the 
Institute for Higher Education PoUcy. PETER T. EWElL 
is vice president of the National Center for Higher 
Education Management Systems. PAULL. GASTON 
is Trustees Professor at Kent State University. CAROL 
GEARY SCHNEIDER is president of the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities. 
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• One institution has implemented a reorien
tation of its mission and curriculum in light 
oftheDQP. 

• Some institutions with existing statements 
of learning outcomes have used the DQP in 
a "gap analysis" to determine their statements' 
inclusiveness, sufficiency and distinctive 
strengths. 

• Some institutions have used the DQP as a 
platform for discussions with employers and 
other stakeholders about their needs and 
expectations . 

• Two, and four,year institutions in nine states 
have worked together on ways to assess DQP 
proficiencies in the context of transfer. 
While this second iteration of the DQP 

improves on the first in several ways, it represents 
less a revision than an enhancement. The 
fundamental strength of the DQ~uccinct, 
active definitions of what degree recipients 
should know and be able to do at each degree 
level-remains essentially unchanged. Those 
engaged in implementation or adaptation of the DQP 
may be confident that its structure and contents 
have not been substantially altered. 

What has changed since January 2011? In 
addition to colleges and universities, four of the 

. seven regional accrediting associations and con
stituency organizations such as the Council of 
Independent Colleges (CIC), the American 
Association of State Colleges and Universities 
(AASCU), and the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) have found 
the DQP a stimulus to creative and innovative 
projects. Some institutions are encouraging 
students' independent attainment of compe
tencies documented by direct assessment. The 
range of higher education providers has expanded 
And concrete efforts to enhance the preparedness 
of high school graduates, such as the Common 
Core State Standards, are gaining traction. 

Informed by feedback, this iteration thus 
includes new proficiencies concerning ethical 
reasoning and global learning, strengthened 
statements on quantitative reasoning, and more 
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explicit attention to research. It highlights ana
lytical and cooperative approaches to learning 
that transcend specific fields of study. It provides 
guidance on integrating the development of 
students' intellectual skills with their broad, 
specialized, applied, and civic learning. And in 
response to requests, it points to resources that 
support the assessment of DQP proficiencies . 

DQP 2.0 is meant to build on its successful 
predecessor so as to Offer an even more useful, 
flexible, and practical "tool that can help 
transform U.S. higher education." 

Executive summary 
With the assistance of the original authors and 
many expert reviewers, Lumina Foundation 
offers the second iteration of its Degree Qualifi
cations Profile for U.S. higher education: DQP 
2.0. Reflecting nearly three years of wide and 
diverse application, the DQP continues to provide 
a baseline set of reference points for what stu
dents should know and be able to do to merit 
the award of associate, bachelor's and master's 
degrees, regardless of their field of study.2 

Although the DQP stands on the shoulders 
of many in its effort to describe what postsec
ondary degrees should mean in terms of learning 
outcomes, it sets a new direction for U.S. higher 
education in the following ways: 
• The student, not the institution, is the pri

mary reference point. The DQP describes 
what students should know and be able to 
do as they progress through progressively 
higher levels of postsecondary study. 

• The DQP presents outcomes for three levels 
of degrees by articulating increasing levels of 
challenge for student performance for each 
of the learning outcomes it frames. 
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• The degree, not the field of study, is its em
phasis. The DQP is presented as a "profile," 
in the expectation that faculty responsible 
for fields of study and programs will provide 
the field-specific expectations for student 
accomplishment in their particular areas of 
specialized knowledge. Accrediting associa
tions in many fields of study have established 
such expectations, and explicit field-level 
outcomes are being developed also through 
the allied "Tuning" process. 

• The DQP's learning outcomes are written 
using active verbs-e.g., "identifies," "cate~ 
gorizes," j(prioritizes," "evaluates"-because 
such verbs describe what students actually do 
when they demonstrate proficiency through 
assignments (papers, performances, projects, 
examinations, exhibits, etc.). Nouns such as 
"ability," "awareness," and "appreciation" 
are avoided because they do not lead to 
assessments of proficiency. 

• The DQP is transformational in that it pro
vides a qualitative set of important learning 
outcomes-not quantitative measures such as 
number of credits and grade point averages
as the basis for awarding degrees. 

• The process of developing this second iteration 
involved many stakeholders testing many 
potential applications over a three-year pe
riod-a non-governmental process undertaken 
vohmtarily by nearly 400 institutions engaged 
in sponsored and independent projects. 

• DQP proficiencies are intended not as state
ments of aspiration for some, but as descrip
tions of what every graduate at a given level 
ought to know and be able to do. 
Compared to other approaches to account-

ability in U.S. higher education, the DQP differs 
in important ways. 
• Current accountabiliry markers are principally 

limited to degree-completion data based on 
numbers of courses or credit hours; these mea
sures fail to describe what degrees mean in 
terms of demonstrated student performance. 

• Many emerging state or system-level account
ability strategies feature simplistic measure
ments based on a small set of standardized 
test scores or on retrospective opinions cap, 
tured through surveys. In contrast, the DQP 
offers qualitative guidance both to students 
and to a society that asks, "So, you hold this 
degree; what did you really do to earn it?" 

• Current assessment practice often rests on 
learning goals developed by each institution 
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This iteration includes 
in isolation. Their attainment 
is then usually investigated 
on average, by examining 
the perlormance of samples 
of students using various 
methods - summative ex
aminations (standardized or 
developed by the institution's 
faculty), portfolios, capstone 
exercises, etc. These methods 
are added on to the teaching 
and learning process to verify 
its effectiveness. The DQP 
proposes a more integrated 

new proficiencles 
concerning 

ethical reasoning 
and global learning, 

strengthened 
statements on 

2. Broad and Integrative 
Knowledge. This category asks 
srudents at all degree levels 
covered in the DQP to consoli
date learning from different 
broad fields of study-the 
humanities, arts, sciences, and 
social sciences-and to discover· 
and explore concepts and ques
tions that bridge these essential 
areas oflearning. 

quantitative reasoning, 
and more 

explicit attention 
to research 3. lntellecrual Skills. Both 

traditional and non-traditional 

approach, one focused on the expected and 
perlormed accomplishments of individual 
students in the course of multiple teaching 
and learning experiences. 
The DQP addresses specific current issues: 

• In response to questions about higher educa
tion's effectiveness, academic administrators 
and faculty have few adequate answers. The 
DQP invites-and prepares pathways for-the 
documentation of srudent learning in broadly 
understood and easily appreciated terms. 

• Facing the complexity of contemporary 
curricula in higher education and the many 
locations and technologies through which . 
curricula are delivered, few students receive 
adequate guidance on the structure and 
cumulative force of their learning. The DQP 
invites them to make choices informed by a 
shared awareness of degree-level outcomes. 

• Recognizing that faculty members are more 
likely to work within their departments or 
fields of study than to work collaboratively 
with peers in other fields, the DQP calls for 
meaningful collaboration among faculty that 
enables students to achieve expected profi
ciencies across the entirety of their studies. 

• Acknowledging a proliferation of higher 
education providers and modes of delivery, 
the DQP offers a perspective on proficiencies 
that transcends providers and learning con
texts. It is as applicable to learning that is 
assessed outside the framework of courses as it 
is to traditional course-based degree programs. 
Proficiencies ate organized in the DQP accord-

ing to five broad categories: 
1. Specialized Knowledge. Beyond the 

vocabularies, theories, and skills of fields of srudy, 
this category addresses what students in any 
specialization should demonstrate with respect 
to the specialization. 

cognitive operations ate included 
in these skills: analytic inquiry, use of information 
resources, engaging diverse perspectives, ethical 
reasoning, quantitative fluency, and commnnica .. 
tive fluency. There appears throughout an empha
sis on the capacity to make, engage, and interpret 
ideas and arguments from different points of 
reference (cultural, technological, political, etc.). 

4. Applied and Collaborative Learning. 
This element of the DQP emphasizes what 
srudents can do with what they know, demon
strated by innovation and fluency in addressing 
unscripted problems in scholarly inquiry, at worlc 
and in other settings outside the classroom. This 
category includes research and creative activities 
involving both individual and group effort. 

5. Civic and Global Learning. Recognizing 
higher education's responsibilities both to 
democracy and to the global community, this 
fifth area oflearning addresses the integration 
of knowledge and skills in applications that 
facilitate student engagement with and response 
to civic, social, environmental and economic 
challenges at local, national and global levels. 0 

To respond to this article, e-mail Uberaled@aacu.org, 
with the authors' names on the subject line. 

NOTES 
1. References to "colleges and universities" are meant 
to include community colleges, junior colleges, and 
non-traditional providers. 

2. By Fall2014, theDQP is also expected to incorporate 
postsecondary certificates (credentials recognizing 
knowledge and skill below the degree level). Academic 
doctorates (i.e., Ph.D.s) are not included at this time 
because of their emphasis on advanced research skills 
specific to individual disciplines. Qualifications profiles for 
professional doctorates in medicine, law, physical therapy, 
audiology and other fields may be proposed later. 
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Competence:
What Do We Need to Read and Think About?

Clifford Adelman, Institute for Higher Education Policy

Purpose and Background

The recent rediscovery and expansion of competency-based higher education has been largely
bereft of attempts to define or at least articulate the nature of the beast called “competence,”
and it would help our presentations and shaping of these programs to review the various strains
of serious approaches to taming the beast over the past 50 years.  The purpose of this brief
paper is to do just that, to stimulate current practitioners to engage in reading notable literature
that illuminates deep assumptions about the nature of “competence,” and to reflect on what lies
underneath their structures, processes, and delivery systems.  Otherwise, “competence” will
continue to function as a default white noise, a term everyone utters mechanically, then passes
by.

As a preview of coming attractions, we’re asking where this default term emerged, and will be
highlighting (a) the training literature and a variety of workplace-driven configurations of
competence, (b) the theory of language acquisition set forth by Chomsky (1965) as the Ur-
home, so to speak, of competence, and the reactions to that theory taking “competence” based
in language into the wider direction of the “communicative,” and (c) the consequences of
domain/context specific and general learning objectives for the conception of competence.  Will
this essay then provide a definition of “competence”?  No, but it should move the reader toward
reading and reflection on a territory that cries out for more of it.

Not surprisingly, we find a considerable gap between the rhetoric, references, usages, and
concerns of public and educational policy talk and those of serious research and reflection.  On
the latter score, we should pay tribute to OECD for initiating and carrying out the DeSeCo
(Design and Selection of Competencies) project at the turn of the 21  century (starting in 1997st

and concluding in 2001).  OECD recognized that business and employer inputs and objectives
defined a limited world of competence, and that civic participation, social cohesion, and human
autonomy were just—if not even more—important objectives of education based (if it could be)
on mastery of learning challenges. OECD was very frank in its own objectives of advancing
understanding of what competency means, “encouraging an iterative process between
theoretical and empirical work,” and feeding education policy (perhaps more successfully in
some contexts than others).  The US education policy environment did not benefit much from
this: my reading in this environment did not uncover one reference any DeSeCo product, and,
perhaps as a consequence, we continue to talk and model around the key questions DeSeCo
addressed.  Process, form, program building, federal and state regulations, networking,
practiced-based challenges —anything but the content of “competence.”  In contrast, this paper
has drawn heavily on the work of the scholars assembled by OECD to address the territory, and
will highlight that of Weinert (2001) in particular.

Definitions and Their Discontents

Virtually every commentator rushes out to tell us how confusing the notion of competence, and
how great “a host of conceptual misunderstandings” (Azemikhah, 2006) accompanies it, or how
much “a nebulous concept” it is (Stump, Ratliff, Wu, and Hawley 2009).  At the same time,
ordinary language simply mouths the term as if everyone knows what it means, and, when

ATTACHMENT III     24



pressed, produce what Beneitone and Bartolomé justly label “tautological definition[s]” (2014,
p. 305).  From their position as masters of the Tuning project (Project ALFA) in Latin America,
“competence” becomes an empty default assumption without borders.  In ironic harmony from
the world of English language abstraction in which such discourse exists, we find definitions in
terms of 

• models of cognitive operations;
• a skill or conceptual understanding; 
• problem-based learning of any kind; 
• achieved capacity;
• a preferred set of assets that results from learning;
• intentional cognitive pre-requisites for learning;
• a quality of the learner;
• skillful understanding; 
• abilities and aptitudes ;1

• knowledge times experience times power of judgment ;2

• rule-based knowledge grounded in a combination of language and cognition ;3

With the exception of Chomsky’s definition (see below), it is no wonder that the term and its
function as a node disappears into the fog. 

Yet business, industry, and public organizations have not allowed us to avoid confronting the
core meanings of competence.  From one perspective, they started it all in their training
programs.

Training and “Conscious Competence”

The individual is at the core of training programs informed by the  “conscious competence”
model. What does that mean? It is a sequence in four (and sometimes five) acts:

Reflection Object

1. Unconscious Incompetence

The individual is simply not aware   Whatever X might mean,
that he or she cannot do X.         the individual has never encountered X.

Two terms that this writer this writer regards as dangerous, red-flag words from the era of discriminatory1

IQ testing and its commentaries (Adelman, 2014; also Carson 2001)

German advisory committee report, cited by Weinert, 2001 p. 45)2

Chomsky’s definition, a by-product in Aspects of the Theory of Syntax, and widely cited in subsequent3

literature on the nature and theory of competence.
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2. Conscious Incompetence

The individual is aware that he or she The individual at least knows what X is.
cannot do X.

3. Conscious Competence

The individual attempts to do X. Whatever X might mean, the individual does it.

4. Unconscious Competence

The individual succeeds in doing X Whatever X might mean.
 so many times that X becomes ingrained,
routine, and almost mindless.

In a 5  stage, Reflective Meta-Competence, that is sometimes included in this model, theth

individual understands reflectively each of the four stages through which he/she has passed,
and can describe how the competence was acquired/learned and how it might be improved.

When it’s routine, this story-line goes, though Step 4, you’re competent in X.  But it’s obvious
that what becomes routine changes in the course of the life-span, let alone within each
application territory. The focus of this formulation is a very private notion of competence, i.e. the
interaction exists between an individual and a task, and is allied to subjective competence
theory (see Sternberg and Kolligian Jr., 1990). In that case, the more a student is a self-
disciplined, autonomous, and motivated learner, the more likely tasks can be mastered without
formal education structures and personnel.

Gordon Training International assumed a major role in promulgation of the conscious
competence model 40 years ago. Agents such as Gordon, in concert with employers, wrote the
book on what it took for both prospective and current employees to reach a stage in the
execution of a common task so that it was ingrained and automatic. Competence, in its original
applications in the world of learning, focused first on psychomotor tasks, and later, cognitive
tasks. And when it came to cognitive tasks, these were defined by “workforce needs,”
something that can change in 3-year cycles or faster, and something defined by panels of
putative experts who may or may not include CEOs, HRD professionals, and front-line vice-
presidents and managers of divisions. The assumption of these various employer perspectives
seems to be that students can market themselves more convincingly on the basis of something
called “competencies.”

If it isn’t a generalized workforce that drives toward definitions of competencies, it is a specific
job in a specific occupation with specific tasks calling for specific skills and/or knowledge and/or
dispositions.  The closer this configuration lies to an individual’s current position and work
experience, the more incremental the learning, in part because the territory of competencies is
familiar.  The familiar context tends to be less the case in higher education settings that are not
directly shaped by the minutiae of occupational task requirements.  Discrete skills are not
competencies. A competence statement moves to a higher level of abstraction, one that
integrates sometimes putatively unrelated skills. In both training and higher education, one 
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otherwise encounters islands of modules. One is not likely to get what we think of as a “higher
education” from such disconnected pieces.  

The role of employing organizations of all kinds in these sequences can be said to be that of
“communities of practice” (Lee and Wenger 1991).  We find such communities principally by
industry (e.g. professional health care) or occupation (e.g. nursing), that value and promote
some more generalized task-masteries more than others. Context counts, too—and centrally, in
the nature of technical work (Whalley and Barley, 1997).  These communities of practice have
become the reference points for what academics call “professional competencies,” i.e. what it
takes for current students to function later in those industry/occupation communities. They are
not what Warren (1978) called “academic competencies,” the core of what we normally think of
as “higher education.”

Consequences of Employer-Driven Models of Competence

Virtually all contemporary designs and presentations of competency-based postsecondary
education reference one or more of the employer-defined reference points, so these are not to
be casually disregarded. Too, the programs we witness in the U.S. are designed principally for
older students, hence serve partly as a route for rationalizing some of higher education’s more
weighty challenges, e.g. the changing demographics of beginning or returning students, with
competence being a more comprehensible structure for adults, who are far less interested in
growing up (they have already  grown up) and more interested in finding routes to credentials
—and jobs, hence serving the interests of employers.  All that, in turn, serves the drive to award
more credentials, a key objective for public policy makers. 

The employer-driven competency route is also cheaper than traditional delivery in higher
education and less economically burdensome for students, another rationalizing factor,
something underscored as long as a quarter-century ago (Green 1989) as a by-product of the
natural uses of technologies in information transfer and autonomous learning modes.  Turn
faculty into coaches and graders and you need less of them and can pay them less.  When the
student is placed in a position of being responsible for developing skills outside of traditional
classroom and traditional peer interaction settings, one doesn’t need elaborate facilities, either. 
The politicians love all of this, of course. You can sell CBE at lower tuition levels, whereas you
need subsidies for traditional brick-and-mortar/classroom model learning, whether through state
funds, endowments, or annual fund raising from private sources.  You’ve got low-cost/high
revenue distribution. And it is cheaper in the corporate/organizational training world as well: no
transportation costs to bring dispersed trainees together, no postage, no space costs. In the
competency-based-education movement in the U.S., postsecondary education takes its cues
from the industry/occupation universe.

The employer perspective role in identifying competencies raises a normative issue throughout
competency-based learning, i.e. who defines the model of mastery?  who empowers those
individuals to write the markers?  who distinguishes the level at which individuals should
perform tasks and describes the level at which individuals actually do perform tasks?  Does this
normative question with respect to psychomotor or cognitive competence apply to other areas
to which the word, “competence,” has been applied, e.g. interpersonal competence,
communicative competence, health competence?  Or, as OECD asked (and I am expanding on
the question, but in the spirit in which it was asked) in its background paper for the DeSeCo
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project, how would the “perspectives of an economist, a sociologist, a philosopher, an
anthropologist, a psychologist or an expert in educational research” (OECD 2001, p. 5) either
select or contribute to the definition of competencies, and key competencies independent of
contexts such as stages of life, gender, etc. This normative tension the literature rarely—if
ever—addresses, but is one which contemporary advocates should consider.  It is an important
aspect of the search to define “competence” that the employers who drive competence
selection do not consider, either.

And now, for the Heavy Duty Work: Just What Is “Competence,” Anyway?

In psychomotor, cognitive, and affective environments, we all do things with words, hence
language becomes a core in the demonstration of an underlying mastery of any task in those
domains, conditioned by both field-specific and social contexts.  Meaning and understood
meaning are thus critical pins in the presentation of anything we call “competence,” a fact that is
often overlooked in our daily use of the term.  Chomsky (1965) started off this path toward
defining competence, arguing that language is a cognitive phenomenon with innate rules that
any child masters in understanding and speaking a native tongue, the natural execution and
application of which constitutes competence. This “cognitive view of language” plays a central
role in competence theory, even if there are non-cognitive activities (e.g. scenarios, frames)
accompanying the use of language (Newby 2011). Too, language has both purpose and
outcome, thus dovetailing with the process of validating whatever it is that we call
“competence.”  Still, none of this defines the “it.”  One should note, and not in passing, that
Chomsky’s view of language acquisition and performance as a closed competence system
generated constructive dissent, building out to a broader sociolinguistic notion of
“communicative competence” (e.g. Habermas, 1970; Hymes, 1972, who argued that confining
language to individual cognition did not sufficiently account for other communicative
phenomena and ethnographic contexts).

In probably the most thorough review of the territory, Weinert (2001) moves us further toward
grasping what “competence” might mean by summarizing theories of

• general cognitive competencies, heavily psychometric, context-free, and, with
Piagetian influences, and developmental in nature;

• specialized cognitive competencies, where context counts, and where we find
“clusters of prerequisites that must be available for an individual to perform well in a
particular content area” (p. 47).  In a way this area overlaps the highest level of the
individual consciousness training model in that such competencies involve routines,
but routines that are controlled by a high degree of self-reflection;

• the “competence-performance model,” or, perhaps better, the “competence versus
performance” model that derives from Chomsky’s focus on and explication of the
process of language acquisition and, subsequently, the uses of the native language
by individuals (performance).  Obviously, the performance dimension of these
considerations depends a great deal on individual experience, situation, and culture.
Hence, as previously noted, the literature has seen expansion of Chomsky into
broader communicative competencies, social competencies, and even emotional 
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competencies, the latter of which one does not observe in training or higher
education discourse on the topic.

Perhaps the most relevant to higher education of the theoretical competence models Weinert
covers is “action competence,” principally on the grounds of inclusiveness. As he writes, “action
competence comprehensively combines those intellectual abilities, content-specific knowledge,
cognitive skills, domain-specific strategies, routines and subroutines, motivational tendencies,
volitional control systems, personal value orientations, and social behaviors into a complex
system [that] specifies the prerequisites required to fulfill the demands of [X].” (p. 51).  Setting
aside some of the language here (e.g. “abilities”), this is not the way the higher education world
normally consider competencies, but might be a good place to begin, then sort out what
institutions of higher education can reasonably address in moving students to achieve specified
learning outcomes. I would translate “the prerequisites required to fulfill the demands of” to “the
discrete actions required to demonstrate fulfillment of a learning objective,” for example
(Adelman 2014, p. 361) preparing, delineating, explicating, formatting, combining, etc. All of
these actions are applied to something. What, in turn, does that mean?

Application territories refer to contexts in which human action subject to judgments of
proficiency or mastery takes place. These are primarily cognitive, psycho-motor, interactive,
and rely on specific knowledge frames.  We thus have economic competencies,
musical/performance competencies, communicative competencies, competencies in
manipulating sports equipment, competencies in different kinds of writing, human language
competencies, algorithmic competencies, negotiating competencies, woodworking
competencies, social competencies, etc.  They are, in the language of researchers, domain-
specific. In some of these, behaviors and products of individuals are fairly stable and
describable, but that is not true in all cases.  Many of them change over time. And they are not
all harmonious, i.e. demonstrable achievement in one does not necessarily translate to
achievement in another.  But the contexts—the economic, the musical, the communicative,
etc.—still don’t tell us precisely what is being reshaped by context.

A combinatory approach lies in the notion of competence as a domain/context specific acquired
disposition that individuals draw upon to confront context-specific tasks and challenges. The
disposition is one way of labeling the motivation to act that Weinert (2001) sees in all
competencies, and action itself requires different types of what Weinert calls “social skills,” also
a part of competence, and one in keeping with the key role of language as articulated by
Chomsky and its expansion in the communicative competencies of Hymes.

Thus, one might posit that a competence is the willful execution of a set of related but discrete
cognitive skills (e.g. translating, outlining, interpreting, illustrating) nested in a more
generalized frame (e.g. explication), informed by knowledge derived from discipline/field
context (e.g. characteristics of organic molecules or harmonic and en-harmonic tonal
relationships), and expressed in a product accessible to others through language (and, where
applicable, other representational media).

Is that what one means by “competence”?  I am not sure, but it is the type of action-oriented
combinatory statement that Weinert, representing the DeSeCo undertaking, might endorse.
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Can We Move Away from the Contextual Frame?

What some would call “general competencies” are related to the configurations suggested
above, but without discrete context.  Rather, they are the configuration of underlying cognitive
operations that are prerequisites to addressing and mastering more specific tasks.  They are
what individuals call on and instinctively assemble in the course of learning anything. Herein lies
the attraction of generic competencies for educators and trainers: whatever they are, they are
learned, hence most likely acquired in school and work settings.  Whatever they are, they are
necessary for solving problems, confronting new tasks, adjusting to unfamiliar conditions—all of
which play out in life. But at the same time, they require specific knowledges and skills, and
cannot be observed independent of these conditions, though that is often the way to which they
are referred by educators and legislators.  “Critical thinking” is a prime case.  First, it has
competency components which make a lot more sense than the white noise of the phrase;
second, because those components—and their sum—cannot be demonstrated by anyone
absent context, knowledge, and skill.

In this generic world, the metaphor of a camera lens setting on the object of concern is worth
raising. That is, first, are attitudes, orientations, or behaviors such as teamwork, global
perspective, ethical standards, civic participation, lifelong learning, and cultural sensitivity
something we can call “competencies,” or are they more likely personal attributes?  This is a
collection of wide-angle lens opening settings.  Then, are what we call generic academic
behaviors such as analysis, problem-solving, evaluation, creativity, etc. mid-level settings of the
competency lens?  Weinert goes deeper to the level of what he calls “mental functions,” e.g.
memory, which, though part of the prerequisites for the demonstration of particular
competencies, are not learned (p. 9) and probably off-camera.  And when the student is holding
the camera, are these generic academic behaviors perceived if the student experiences the
certification/validation of competence in a discontinuous set of one-time events such as building
a spreadsheet and executing basic spreadsheet calculations correctly or is the “it” of
competencies more developmental and continuing?  If the latter, as Schneider (2014) stresses,
educators and trainers need curricula, not courses, modules, or on-line instructional moments.

Lastly, the relation of competence to assessment, formative judgments, summative
proficiencies

The core of what makes a competency-based education program, it is held by advocates, is a
demonstration: unrestricted response exam, paper assignment, simulated laboratory, live
computer-based problem-solving, field reports, exhibit, other assignments and assessments. 
Successful execution reportedly demonstrates an underlying something, though it is rarely said
exactly what—other than “competence”—or a competence in very generalized cognitive
processes such as “critical thinking,” “problem-solving,” “observational accuracy,” or
“understanding.” And successful execution, marked in whatever form of record-keeping or
check-list an institution establishes, replaces time-based credits. Fine, but I urge observers to
read the assignments—or “prompts”—offered by competency-based programs as examples of
their assessments and articulate the competency/competencies that are the logical prior links,
i.e. the “that” which is truly being assessed.  In too many cases, we are left with blank faces.  In
U.S. competency-based education programs, this process is called “direct assessment” (Klein-
Collins 2013), i.e. the student moved toward degree qualification through a series of these
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assignments/assessments, whether credits  are part of the mix or not. Presumably, the student4

elects to assume an assignment or examination whenever the student chooses or within a
specified period in which a particular subject is addressed.  All that is just fine, except it still
leaves the identity of “competence” open-ended.  It is not a matter of ostensive definition.  One
cannot simply point to an assessment and say, “See! That is the competence!” Nor, as Sadler
(2013) points out, can one simply refer to “graduate attributes” as references, since these are
not assessed, and if they were sampled, would be confounded by time and measurement
problems . 5

This fulcrum of demonstration precludes the reference of competence to “ability.” As Shavelson
(2013) reminds us, the inference of competence requires “observable performance,” does not
rely on the unseen, and one cannot write an assessment prompt for unseen “ability.”  On the
other hand, one can write prompts for assignments that call on students to “identify,”
“categorize,” “differentiate,” “design,” etc. and combinations of these—with the combinations
more valid and measurable vehicles .  And degrees of success in responding to those prompts6

can range from the formative to the summative, a position taken by The Degree Qualifications
Profile, which uses the summative label of “proficiency,” as opposed to the intermediate,
formative “competency” (Adelman, Ewell, Gaston, and Schneider 2014).  After all, the DQP is
focused on the qualifying moment for the award of a credential.  And the DQP goes further in
providing examples of assignments directly linked to the proficiencies it articulates, inviting
faculty to contribute other examples of prompts that elicit student behaviors that demonstrate
that qualifying moment proficiency, along with the logic that extends from the statement of
proficiency to the cradle of performance in which it is judged.  However, the DQP departs from
the DeSeCo project’s recommendations for judging the how well?  of specific competencies (or,
in the DQP case, proficiencies) because its focus is on faculty roles (and judgment is a faculty
prerogative), not system or national comparisons.  There is a lot more to say, but in the context
of this brief review, we will leave it at that.

What Do We Have at the End of the Day

Not a definition of “competence,” in part because that is not what this paper set out to do. 
Rather, first, a set of components and questions to ponder:

• language at the center of all “competencies,” including psychomotor, and, in the case of
the latter, if one elects the “conscious competence” stance, until the psychomotor
becomes routine without reflection;

While the European approach to learning outcomes, as reflected in the Tuning project, valiantly tries to tie4

credits to competence (Wagenaar 2014), US competency-based programs, live uneasily, at best, with credit systems.

In this respect, one must grant that the OECD DeSeCo project, partially stimulated by existing5

transnational assessment instruments such as PISA and Adult Literacy and Lifeskills, recommended the
establishment of more and better assessment for adult populations (OECD 2002). No doubt these would cover
“graduate attributes.”

The author of this paper obviously disagrees with Rychen and Salganik’s conclusion from their DeSeCo6

work to define “a competence” as “the ability [italics mine] to meet a complex demand successfully or carry out a
complex activity or task” (2002). His position is elaborated in Adelman, 2014, pp. 346-349.
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• acknowledgment that competence is a multifaceted configuration, not a solitary
reference point (Rychen and Salganik 2003);

• recognition that what lies within the bounds of both education and training programs
largely excludes non-controllable and non-assessable aspects of emotion and
personality (and that includes personal development) that some include under the
“competence” umbrella;

• whether we favor the approach or not, admit that the employer-driven models of
competence have come to serve as focal points for higher education competency-based
education programs as well as traditional training;

• the necessity of confronting normative questions about who defines and articulates
competencies and from whence these agents derive their authority;

• the judgment of competence in any type of activity must be not only observable, but
logically convincing, hence prompts for demonstration must flow directly from a clear
statement of a configuration of mental/motor/affective characteristics, either conditioned
by context or generic;

• one does not find the execution of any competence without motivation to do so;
intentionality is the fulcrum of action that renders knowledge, skills, and their
combination observable and subject to judgment;

• to allow discussions and presentations of competency-based education to be dominated
by federal rule-making and financial aid policy, calendars and staffing, and accounting
metrics, for example, misses the core of the learning enterprise, no matter how
important these considerations may be for the execution of learning programs based on
an ambiguous “it.”

I hope this is a constructive beginning for deeper and more nuanced reflection. A bibliography is
also provided.  It is not comprehensive, but contains enough touchstones to help smart people
think smarter.
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