
Title: Sustained Faculty Support for Creating and Measuring Programmatic Teaching Innovations To 
Improve Student Learning  

Assessment in higher education is commonplace; but the purpose of assessment – to evidence 
learning improvement—is rare (Blaich & Wise, 2011).  Fulcher, Good, Coleman & Smith (2014) define 
learning improvement as the ability to assess, intervene, and then re-assess. While many institutions may 
have assessment processes in place, they are not supporting interventions to improve student learning 
(likely because most assessment practitioners are not experts in teaching, learning, pedagogy, and 
curricular issues). Likewise, many institutions may be trying to improve student learning at the program 
level (e.g., by adding a new course targeting an area in need of improvement), but they lack baseline data 
to show that their changes were in fact improvements. How can higher education be restructured to best 
maximize improvement in educational quality?  

Fulcher et al (2014) suggest that stronger collaborations between assessment and faculty 
development professionals would facilitate learning improvement initiatives. Such collaboration benefits 
the faculty development field, which struggles to evidence their impact on student learning (Rutz, 
Condon, Iverson, Manduca, & Willett, 2012) and the assessment filed, which struggles to ‘close the loop’ 
(Blaich & Wise, 2011).  At Auburn, the Biggio Center for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning 
(Biggio Center) and the Office of Academic Assessment (OAA) have collaborated to maximize their 
support for faculty and students.  

 Higher education is set up to award credentials focusing on academic degree programs (e.g., 
Psychology, B.S; Plant Pathology, PhD). How programs are orchestrated and implemented has impact on 
all graduates in that particular area. Thus, by focusing on program improvement, the impact will likely be 
greater than focus on improvement for individual courses. Traditionally, educational developers work 
with individual faculty on a volunteer basis. While this service is worthwhile and impacts many students, 
it does not always help to advance programs. Perhaps a single faculty member teaches a section of a 
required course; this consultation may indirectly benefit the students who are enrolled in that section, but 
it doesn’t necessarily have a positive impact on the whole program. On the other hand, assessment 
professionals do work at the program level. However, they have historically only focused on the 
assessment process and neglected aid in using the assessment results to make teaching, learning, and 
curricular changes.  By partnering together, BA and OAA provide programs the opportunity to make 
thoughtful programmatic changes with the intent of improvement and measure the impact of such 
changes.  

 Specifically, we put out a request for proposals (RFP) asking for programs interested in working 
with us to demonstrate learning improvement at the program level. If selected, we promised to help them 
unpack a single outcome they are interested in improving, create or refine a robust measurement tool to 
measure baseline learning, facilitate faculty conversations around creating a new intervention and provide 
suggestions for improvement, and finally, re-assess future cohorts of students to determine if the changes 
made were indeed improvements. We were delighted that six academic degree programs, all from 
different academic colleges, were accepted to work on Learning Improvement with us. We named these 
teams our Learning Improvement Teams (LIT).  These programs, their anticipated number of graduates 
per year, and a brief description of the outcome of interest, are listed in Table 1.  

  



Table 1 – Auburn’s Learning Improvement Teams 

Degree Program Graduates/Year Outcome Focus 
Animal Science  ~100  Functional knowledge of skills and processes 

associated with animal agriculture 
Biology ~200 Metacognition 
Business Administration ~1300 Professionalism 
 Nursing ~100 Safety and infection control 
Theater ~20-30  Global competency 
Veterinary Medicine ~120  Business management skills   

 
 

Interestingly, each team is unique and started at a different place in the process. Below are brief case studies 
highlighting key differences for three of our programs.   

BS in Animal Science:  

Outcome selection:  

Over the course of 3 months, the Animal Science leadership team (3 colleagues who comprise 75% of 
the department’s core curriculum committee) met to discuss which learning outcome on which to focus 
and determined “functional knowledge of skills and processes associate with animal agriculture” in 
students’ chosen High Impact Practice (HIP) experience (intensive hands-on experiences such as “Dairy 
U”, “Goat U”, or “Beef U”, internships, or immersive Spring Break travel study programs) as the learning 
target.   

Faculty Development Intervention: 

In a 3-hour workshop with the leadership team, assessment and teaching and learning facilitators 
assisted in locating how and where students’ disciplinary knowledge in their varied HIP experiences 
would take place. The team revised extant AAC&U VALUE rubrics related to communication, 
integration, and content knowledge to assess if students are making improvements in functional 
knowledge related to Animal Science. (See workshop guide handout Appendix 1). 

Student Learning Intervention: 

The leadership team determined that all students, whether or not they participated in a HIP, would 
present a a pecha kucha at their annual learning showcase for students, faculty, staff, family, and 
community stakeholders.  Assignment prompts include: 

• Provide the context of your high impact experience: what was your job?  
• Identify a significant animal science problem/issue/hypothesis you encountered that 

flummoxed you and the process you used to solve/address it. 
• Make explicit connections to applicable components of your animal science curriculum 

(a curriculum is more than one class) 
• How will you use knowledge gained in this high impact experience in the future to solve 

problems (maybe even anticipate what those problems might be)? 
• What were your preconceptions/assumptions related to your high impact experience? 

How did the experience change/test/revise these? 



Bachelor of Science in Business Administration (BSBA) 

Outcome selection: 

A colleague in the Office of Professional and Career Development (OPCD) took the lead on behalf of the 
team of colleagues teaching in this unique program, which includes faculty, staff, and Program 
Champions. Program Champions are colleagues from industry who help students see the real-world 
application of their business content knowledge as well as the importance of transferrable skills such as 
professional communication, networking, and sensitivity to diversity. The OPCD curriculum is a four-
course sequence that each business major must take to graduate; as students specialize in the field of 
business their courses also become more specialized.  For instance, students in Accounting take their 
professional development course with a Program Champion from the accounting world. 

Student Learning Intervention: 

The leadership team decided that a graduated assignment across all 4 professional development 
courses would be the best approach.  The assignment, a modified SWOT or gap analysis, requires 
students to select an appropriate job announcement, analyze their skills, experiences, and preparation 
for organizational fit, and write a reflective journal on the process of choosing the position and 
analyzing their readiness for successful job attainment. 

Faculty Development Intervention: 

Over the course of 6 months, assessment and faculty development professionals met with the entire 
OPCD team (all instructors in the sequence) for a total of approximately 12 hours to revise a rubric 
crafted from the AAC&U VALUE rubrics related to metacognition, integrative knowledge, and 
communication.  This rubric is used to evaluate SWOT/Gap analyses across the curriculum. 

In a follow-on workshop, faculty in the OPCD curriculum met to further think about how to give 
students practice building the metacognitive skills necessary to successfully tailor their experiences 
and skills to a potential job opportunity. 

BA in Nursing Program 

Outcome selection: 

Over a 6-month period, the collaboration team focused on impacting one programmatic student 
learning outcome. To help facilitate choosing the learning outcome, faculty development and 
academic assessment professionals held three meetings with the School of Nursing’s leadership team 
to investigate existing learning outcome data (via student performance on the National Council 
Licensure Examination, or NCLEX), discuss aspirational goals for student learning, and to plan 
interactions with larger groups of nursing faculty, for a total of about 6 hours of interaction. Faculty 
determined the most effective course of action would be to focus on Safety and Infection Control in 
the Client Needs area due to the lower percentiles within the past three years and the fact that this 
category is the basis of the NCLEX test plan. 

Student Learning Intervention: 

These student learning intervention the group found most valuable is the "unfolding case 
study" which includes both abstract and concrete problem solving related to safety and infection 



control. Un-folding case studies are based on clinical problems, clinical laboratory/ simulation 
skills lab activities and discussed as real time patient scenarios in which complicating factors can 
arise  as opposed to isolated skill ‘check-offs.”  For instance, during insertion of indwelling 
catheters, discussing what could go “wrong” if improper technique(s) are used, what symptoms 
would the patient experience, maneuvering through “difficult” patient situations, such as the 
obese patient, the elderly or cognitively impaired patient or combative patient. 

 
Faculty Development Intervention: 
The BC and OAA guided faculty development efforts through facilitation of reflection and 
visualization techniques listing how students learn to apply safety and infection control in 
coursework throughout the curriculum.  In a 2-hour “intervention brainstorm session”, faculty 
members wrote on glass boards in an active-learning classroom details of how students learn 
material related to safety and infection control and when the content is learned—such as the 
beginning, middle, or toward the end of the curriculum.  Assignments and activities currently 
used to introduce, reinforce, and master the safety and infection control knowledge and skills 
were written on the glass boards and displayed as a gallery throughout the classroom. Faculty 
participated in a “gallery walk” to process this information in relation to their course content and 
understand better where and how the concepts are introduced or reinforced in other courses in 
the curriculum. Once the interventions were captured from this holistic perspective, faculty 
discussed a model or approach with teaching the assignments/ activities that could be 
incorporated throughout the entire curriculum to improve the application of knowledge related to 
safety and infection control.   
 
Student Learning Impact to Date:  
Criteria to evaluate whether learning improvement has occurred relative to safety and infection 
control is ongoing, especially in tracking changes in HESI/ NCLEX scores and end of course 
evaluation.  The results of this analysis also led to selection of applying safety and infection 
control content in all courses throughout the curriculum.   
 
Organizational Impact to Date: 
While improvement in student learning as expected, the process has been transformational for 
faculty and departmental culture as well.  For instance, collection of preliminary qualitative data 
on the process itself suggests it improves organizational cohesion and promotes a Learning 
Culture (Sagy et al., 2018).  Faculty, particularly junior-level colleagues, are taking the lead role 
in implementing small, yet pivotal changes in courses.  Included in the efforts are designing 
interactive and engaging classroom activities, creating simulation vignettes, leading “brown-bag” 
sessions, and discussing effective strategies, pursuing data-driven publications in peer reviewed 
journals and pursuing professional presentation opportunities related to learning improvements. 
The leadership team has submitted an article documenting their process and current outcomes to 
a peer-reviewed Nursing education journal. 
 
Summary  
As is apparent from the above highlighted examples, learning improvement is far from simple 
and there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to this work. Indeed, situational factors for any 
program can take the project down unexpected paths. Nevertheless, the faculty in these learning 
improvement teams are engaging with student learning on a larger scale and are well poised to 
make strategic impact for all students in their program.  



Internal to the BA and OAA offices, we were presented an opportunity to engage in our work 
differently, and more productively. Instead of working with a key point person, we were more 
regularly working with teams of faculty and the energy around this work was exciting. While 
these projects were more resource intensive than our typical consulting experiences, we found 
them to be worthwhile given the greater potential impact and positive energy from faculty.   
 
Overall, if we are dedicated to improving the educational quality on our campus, we need to 
organize ourselves to make impacts at the programmatic level to strategically impact more 
students. We’ve found that this process is more rewarding for us and the faculty than our typical 
services provided. 
 


